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Prologue

 


Rose petals are my lasting memory of my
parents as, like tears, they floated aimlessly around the headstone
of their grave. The smell of roses gently wavered in the wind as
petals blew effortlessly, covering the ground in a blanket of
scented beauty. I did not know who had laid the hundreds of roses
on my parents’ grave,
but I was grateful to them.

I had missed my own parents’ funeral, they
were gone and I would never see them again. I would never again
hear my mother’s laughter or my father clearing his throat to get
my attention.

Nothing would ever be the same again. No
one would ever know me and love me the way they had, no one would
hold me when I was sick and care for me as if I was still a child.
Alone and lonely I stood, trying to feel their presence, but I
experienced nothing except the dull ache of loss.

Walking to where the taxi waited for me, I
took a deep breath, noticing that the leaves had started their fall
colors and got into the car. Time flies when you are facing the
world alone. I started thinking of caramel apples, pumpkins, gourds
and nights spent by the fire reading, as my mother and father did
their thing. Just then, a shiver ran up my spine, I was home, but
now it had no real meaning for me because home isn’t just a place;
it’s the people you love that make it the center of your world.

I was in a waking dream, a nightmare,
dazed, driven away from the cemetery at Utica shell-shocked. My
parents had both died under mysterious circumstances while I’d been
far from home. Part of me felt guilty, but mostly I was just
heartsick at the thought that they’d died while I was enjoying the
twenty-first birthday gift they’d given me – a holiday in Europe.
My parents had been set to join me on this trip of a lifetime, but
at the last minute, they’d been forced to delay because of
business. I’d gone ahead without them. Looking back, I seemed to
have spent most of my life without them, missing them and waiting
to come home and now I never would.
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Chapter One

 


By the time the authorities contacted
me, my parents’ burial
had taken place and the investigation into their death, although
inconclusive, officially closed. Half of me didn’t believe they
were gone and the other half was scared-to-death of what might have
happened to them. Reality was setting in and I ached in places I
never knew existed. Would everything go back to normal again, would
the hurt go away eventually? Now that my past was dead and buried,
I would have no choice but continue on the new path fate had
dictated for me. It seemed to me that everything in my life so far
had prepared me for the loneliness. I had no one, no siblings to go
to for comfort; it was just me now, alone.

I’d spent my teens in very expensive
boarding schools, but for some reason I’d never really made any
close friends. I was born here in Utica just as my parents had
been. My mother and father lived here all their lives; school
sweethearts. My mother chose to be a homemaker, as for my father,
he didn’t need a nine-to-five job. The Rosewood family goes back to
the eighteenth century in America and they helped build Utica. My
family had been investors, my parents were rich, but I never saw a
conspicuous show of wealth in our life.

I don’t remember my dad ever leaving home
to go to work. Mom told me he was an important person and whenever
I asked, as a child, just what he did, she’d look about the room
and say that I shouldn’t be asking. Then she’d laugh and call me
Miss Nosey Pants. In my childish imagination, I pictured my dad as
a gangster, a Don of a big Italian family and his business, crime.
At one time, I thought maybe he was under the witness protection
service. Whatever fantasies I had didn’t prepare me for reality. I
remember asking my dad what he did that was so important. I
remember feeling scared, I was never scared of my father, but I was
then. He told me that I shouldn’t ask him again and he told me I
should just be happy to have a father who could afford to send me
to such a good school and spend so much time with his family. From
that day on, I never did ask again.

My mother always said I looked like my
father; I had his dark auburn hair, emerald green eyes and ivory
complexion, but I could never see it myself. I was short like mom,
only reaching my father’s shoulder and my hair, whenever I was away
from home at school, lost its auburn glow and instead seemed to
burn with the orange glow of a raging fire, which was why I kept it
cut so short. My eyes changed too, subtly becoming less green, and
more hazel and even gray on overcast days. I was tough too as a
kid, I wanted to be the son my father always denied wanting. I must
have been a disappointment to my mom; I was never a typical girl. I
know she would have liked to dress me in dresses or frilly clothes
only I wouldn’t have it, like my father I was always happiest in a
pair of blue jeans and an old sweater. I didn’t feel so tough now.
I was feeling insecure, for probably the first time in my life. If
I could go back in time and put on one of those dresses my mom had
loved so much I would, but I couldn’t. It was too late
now.

On my journey back home, the sky began to
turn gray and the scenery became lovingly familiar to me. I was
nearing my home and sure enough, as the car crested the hill,
Rosewood Manor stood, stately and familiar just up ahead. The
wrought iron fence still guarded my home as it had when I was
young, but now the imposing gates stood open, almost as if they
were waiting for me to return. The prodigal daughter, only now I
wasn’t anyone’s daughter anymore.

I didn’t want to go inside; I didn’t want
to see if there was any evidence of struggle or worse yet – blood.
“Oh, God.” I raised my eyes to the heavens. “Please not my parents’
blood,” I whispered.

“Did you say something?” the driver asked
as he pulled the taxi up behind my mother’s BMW.

“No not really,” I said getting out and
paying him. He drove off without pausing and I realized that no one
knew I was back, except for my father’s lawyer who’d met me at the
airport and taken me back to his office to sign legal documents.
Apparently, I was an heiress to a fortune that would be mine only
when I married. This clause in my parents’ will had shocked me
deeply. It was the kind of thing you only read about in Gothic
novels or historical romances. When the lawyer explained it to me,
I felt as if I’d slipped into a time warp. Like a Victorian
heroine, I would have a generous allowance until I appeared in the
lawyer’s office with a valid marriage license and a husband. I
figured it would be a year or ten before that happened.

My stomach churned and my skin grew clammy
at the thought of going into the house. I told myself sternly that
someone would have sent in a cleaning crew by now. Taking a calming
breath, I remembered that the copy of the autopsy I’d been faxed
had stated my parents had been exsanguinated. The official cause of
death was hypovolemia, in layman-speak, loss of blood. The
strangest aspect of my parents’ deaths was the absence of blood at
the crime scene. That one piece of information was a bit alarming
when I looked-up exsanguinate online. It wasn’t a pleasant
experience and my imagination ran wild. The word ‘vampire’ popped
into my brain, but I passed it off as anxiety. The official
investigation, closed now, said my parents’ death were accidental.
The absence of blood and some strange wounds glibly explained as
postmortem animal scavenger activity. I couldn’t accept that, my
parents were careful folk. What could possibly have killed them
both without giving them time to call an ambulance, police or even
a neighbor?

 


Sighing, I unlocked the door and entered.
It hit me hard, the void. It wrapped its arms about me and
strangled the very breath from me. I gasped for air, fighting the
need to scream, to let out the anger. I cried as I walked around
the house just remembering. A loud crash brought me back to reality
and I panicked, immediately thinking the worst, that he, the
murderer, had come back. I grabbed the closest weapon, the fire
poker, and slowly made my way back to the hall. The front door
stood open and the cold air made me shiver. I shut the door firmly
and making sure it couldn’t blow open again, I put the chain on.
Trying to reason with my jumpiness, I got myself to calm down a
little by taking some deep breaths. I kept saying, “Breathe,” to
myself and I was comforted. Silly, but I really was. There was a
chill in the air and, deciding a fire was in order, I walked
through the house to the back door and stepped outside to the shed,
where I knew my parents stored wood for the winter.

Luckily, the shed was unlocked and I found
four logs that would do nicely. My nerves seemed to have calmed a
little, but entering the house again, something didn’t feel right.
I wasn’t alone; it felt as if someone or something was watching me.
My skin began to tingle and my heart raced. Maybe I was just tired
or overwrought. It was as if the house was alive and that its
heartbeat, silenced by death, had somehow zapped back to life when
I had stepped inside. It was hard to shake off the feeling of
‘being watched’, so I listened carefully to every sound. I was
petrified that the killer had come back and he was watching my
every move. Should I get out of the house, but would I be any safer
outside? I heard a creak from behind me and it sent my jagged
nerves into a raw panic. Running to the staircase I sat down, my
back flat against the wall on the sixth step. The sound of my heart
beating loudly comforted me a little, but not enough. I still
didn’t feel safe.

“Come on,” I said aloud. “What would mom
say, or dad for that matter?” They would say I was letting my
imagination run away with me and wind me up about seeing one too
many horror movies. My life had taken on the feel of a horror
movie, but the only horror that mattered to me was their deaths and
that was real. The urge to cry was overwhelming and I took a deep
breath to hold myself in check. It was time to stop being so
chicken and start the fire as planned. The sun had gone down and it
was getting colder by the minute.

A knock at the front door startled me. No
one, apart from the family lawyer, knew I was back yet and the
closest house was a quarter of a mile away.

“Who is it?” I yelled. No reply. I shouted
the question again, louder, but still no answer. I picked up the
poker and slowly made my way to the front door. Checking first to
see if the chain was in place, I opened the door. A stranger stood
there. He was my age, maybe a little older, with black hair and
pale skin. Masculine, strong looking, he was dressed all in black,
but his Motley Crew t-shirt was faded with wear: he seemed
oblivious to the cold. He was very tall, I was looking at his
chest, but now my attention roamed upwards to his face, to his
eyes. They were the clearest blue I’d ever seen and mesmerized by
them, I caught myself staring, abruptly. I came back to my senses.
I was sure that I’d met him somewhere before, but I couldn’t think
when or where. I’d been away from Utica so long.

“What do you want?” I asked, fear and grief
making my voice sharper than I intended.

“I am sorry to disturb you, but I was told
that a family member had come back to Rosewood Manor and so I
thought I’d pay my respects. Mr. and Mrs. Rosewood were lovely
people; it was such a terrible shock to hear of their
deaths.”

“Um… thank you so much, that’s kind of
you.” I wondered why he’d come over in the evening and not during
the day. He was probably on his way home from work. “I’m sorry I’ve
been away for quite a while and I think you must be new to the
area,” I said, feeling drained and tired beyond bearing.

“I’m sorry, how rude of me. My name is Kane
Smith.” His smile seemed genuine, but unsettling at the same time.
Something about him sent shivers cascading down my spine. I
couldn’t place the feeling, it was, as if he was drawing me toward
him. I had the strangest notion that he could feel my sorrow and
knew exactly what I was thinking; that he was feeding on my
emotions, which was crazy. Not wanting to scare myself anymore, I
let my gaze drift past him.

“I can see you are tired, I will let you
rest, but I will be back again soon.”

“Yeah, I am a little tired at that. Um,
thanks for coming by and offering your condolences... wait. You’ll
be back. I don’t wish to sound rude or anything, but why? I mean, I
don’t know you and I…”

“I come by here often, on my way to… work.
So, now that you are here, I’ll stop by again, but I’ll wait next
time, you know, wait a little bit longer until you’ve
adjusted.”

“Oh that won’t be necessary, I mean, the
stopping by again, really, I’ll be fine.” Strange man, dark night,
and my parents dead… not good I thought. “I’m having a friend of
mine stay with me until I can tie things up here before I
leave.”

“You’re leaving? But you just got here.” His
eyes held mine.

I had this feeling that I wasn’t in control
of my thoughts or for that matter my emotions. I wanted him to
leave me alone, and I didn’t want to be rude, but I was tired and
so, incapable of saying what I wanted… I kept quiet. What was going
on with me?

“I’ll leave you to your thoughts. Rest, and
sleep well. Oh, I never caught your name.”

Just as if a switch had been turned-off, I
was like my old self again. “I…Oh, it’s Candra. I’m Candra
Rosewood. It’s late, so if you’ll excuse me, I really need to see
what is keeping my… friend.”

“Ah so you’re their daughter, such a pity.”
He shook his head and I could see my own pain reflected in his
eyes. “Goodnight, Candra, I hope we can meet again under happier
circumstances.”

“Goodnight.” I closed the door and peeked
through the window to see which direction he took, instead I saw
nothing. It was almost as if he had just disappeared into thin air.
I looked toward the drive, nothing but a blanket of darkness and then it dawned on
me; I hadn’t heard the sound of a car pull up or leave for that
matter. This freaked me out. I leant back against the door. “It’s
just my imagination running wild again.”

Heading into the living room, I thought
about him and how he looked… good, hot, in a scary way. Something
in his eyes spoke to me, but not with words, it was hard to
explain, it was like a connection between us. I pulled myself
together and snapped out of it.

Throwing the logs into the grate, I
carefully crumpled bits of newspaper up and shoved them in
strategically. My father always started the fires and I would watch
him. Now it was my turn, I lit the papers and blew slightly. “Come
on, please… please.” I watched, as flames engulfed the paper and
then slowly caught on the dried bark on the logs. I curled up on
the couch with my mother’s afghan and the flames danced up through
the logs, disappearing as they neared the chimney. The fire was
welcoming, comforting and familiar. I looked into the flames as
they danced in the grate and I wondered what the future held for
me.

 


 


~~~~~

 


 



Chapter Two

 


The night seemed to go on forever and yet I
did manage to get some sleep. The morning sunlight forced its way
through the light curtains and shone right into my eyes, waking me
from a long night filled with strange dreams and scary noises.

Stretching, I still felt worn out and the
thought of going back to sleep was appealing, but just then my
stomach growled with hunger. I hadn’t eaten in what seemed like
days. My homecoming had been traumatic, and so I’d taken no time to
think if there’d be any food in the house, or if there were, would
it still be edible. Deciding that there was too much to do for me
to go back to sleep, I shuffled to the kitchen.

It still was the same, big and full of
memories. My mother was the old-fashioned type of woman and she’d
never liked anything modern. Nestling against the sterile white
walls of the room was my favorite appliance, the old 1951
Aristocrat, the “King of Ranges”, better known as the Town and
Country Stove. I put the kettle on to heat up some water and I sat
down in my mother’s chair. My stomach brought me back into reality,
and the gurgling noises coming from it put a trip to the grocery
store at the top of my list of things to do.

What I needed was a breath of fresh air to
lift my spirits after all the doom and gloom. I decided to go to my
favorite diner in town and have breakfast. Turning the flames off,
I remember going there with my mom and having great times. This
made the void inside of me fade slightly and I caught myself
smiling for the first time in what seemed like forever, or at least
since I’d received the news, while I was in Italy, that my parents
were dead.

I grabbed my coat and as I shut the door
behind me, that same unsettling feeling came over me. I looked
around, nervously, but saw no one, and yet, a presence was becoming
real, the feeling that someone or something was watching me and
that I was connected to them.

I got into my mom’s car, my car now,
backed out of the driveway and headed toward town. Rosewood Manor
wasn’t far from town, which was a good thing because I really
hadn’t realized just how hungry I was. As I drove, paranoia got the
better of me and I kept looking around in search of anything that
caught my eye; something strange, something out of place, or maybe
I was just looking for him, Kane. I was angry with myself for
looking for him and so I refocused my thoughts on other
things.

The unwelcome memory that crept into my
head was the phone call to the coroner. He’d told me about my
parents’ deaths in words that were cold and unfeeling. “I’m sorry
Miss Rosewood, but after the autopsies we couldn’t find much blood
in either of them. I’ve never ever seen anything like it. My best
guess would be that it was a freak accident. The only thing that
makes any sense is a postmortem animal attack. I’ll fax you a copy
of the report.” He’d hung up without saying another word, not even
goodbye.

On the way home from Italy, I’d vowed to
be strong, but I was finding it too hard. Choking back my tears, I
didn’t want to be vulnerable, but then again, who did I have to
console me. I wished now that I had a brother or sister or a close
friend, maybe I would have if my parents had kept me here in Utica
for my education.

Finding myself already in town, and having
passed the diner, I parked the car in the nearest parking space. I
hadn’t gone too far passed the diner, and besides, the walk would
do me good, I thought.

As I pulled the door of the diner open,
the smell of eggs, bacon and coffee welcomed me. I couldn’t help
but close my eyes and inhale. Almost, but not quite, smiling to
myself, I sat at a table next to the window and looked about. It
wasn’t crowded this morning. A few older men sat together at the
far end of the diner, probably talking about their past glories,
but at least they looked like they were enjoying themselves. One of
them I remembered vaguely from church services I’d been to years
ago with my mom. He glanced my way and smiled; God I hope he
doesn’t come over, I couldn’t remember his name and I didn’t want
to listen to banal condolences from my mom’s town
acquaintances.

The waitress came over and gave me my glass
of water and a menu, and she rattled off the day’s specials. She’d
said she’d give me a few minutes to decide what I wanted. I knew
what I wanted already, but I was in no hurry and so I thanked her.
So many choices, but I decided to go with my mom’s usual choice,
one egg, two strips of bacon and wheat toast. My stomach growled
louder as I signaled the waitress to take my order.

“Would you like coffee with that?” she
asked.

I knew her vaguely; I’d seen her around
over the years when I was home from school. I think she was a
couple of years older than me, but whenever I saw her, she’d always
been surrounded by friends, boys and I must admit I’d be a little
jealous of her popularity. I remember a time when I had just spent
two years in an all-girl boarding school in Canada, I had driven
through town with my mom and seen her holding court in front of
this very diner. My mom had smiled at me and, almost reading my
mind, said that one day I’d find my place in the world and that I
just had to be patient.

“No, I’ll have orange juice
thanks.”

I didn’t have long to wait, in fact, the
service had always been good here. It took me no time at all to
finish eating my breakfast once the waitress had set it down at my
table. My body was reacting as if I’d starved myself for weeks
instead of just one day. Everything tasted so good and with food in
my stomach I was feeling a little bit more like my old self. It’s
amazing what food can do for a person. Comfort eating, in my
opinion, feeds the soul as well as the body. This attitude to food
had given me curves that had taken most of my teenage years to grow
into.

After paying my bill and leaving a tip, I
got back into my mom’s car and headed off to the grocery store.
Again, the eerie feeling of ‘being watched’ crept over me.
Shrugging it off, I told myself it was nonsense. I reached in my
pocket, out of habit, to get my cell phone just in case I should
need to dial 911, but I found nothing. Sighing I remembered that I
had lost it in Italy and still hadn’t got around to replacing
it.

Off in the distance a figure, dark and
foreboding, stood watching.
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Chapter Three

 


I arrived back at the house and got out of
the car, my arms loaded with groceries. I started up the walk
toward the house when I thought I saw him, Kane, off in the
distance, watching me. I stopped and stared back. The tall,
black-clad figure stiffened noticeably when he saw that I was
looking right at him, but he just stood there, motionless, in the
shadow of the trees. I was beginning to find him vaguely
disturbing. This wasn’t normal; at best, it was creepy and at
worst... Ignoring him, I went about my business and headed to the
front door. Struggling with keys and groceries, I swore through
gritted teeth.

“If he was any kind of gentleman, he’d have
come over, said hello, offered to help carry my groceries, but no,
he just stood there.” I tried to calm myself and find my happy
place as I opened the door. The groceries were about to escape, so
I hurriedly made my way to the kitchen counter just in time before
the bag burst.

I took my coat off, set it on the back of one
of the kitchen chairs and started to put away the food. I’d come
home bowed but not broken and hoping that I might be able to make
sense of what happened. Now I seemed to have issues with some
stranger who was starting to look like a stalker, but what if he
killed my parents. That might explain his odd behavior.

I finished what I was doing and headed to
the living room where I laid on the couch, looking up at the
ceiling. I remember, as a child, thinking how cool it would be if
the ceiling were the floor and the floor the ceiling. Everything
would be upside down. I use to visualize moving about through the
rooms this way. I smiled to myself then a noise shattered my
thoughts. “Oh God, he’s back again.” My heart began to beat
erratically.

I was furious at my own vulnerability to
fear, scared now that this was a game and that someone, Kane most
likely, was playing with me. My lips thinned in anger. I rushed
over to the window; he still stood in the shadows of the trees, not
quite in full view, but I knew he was there. I saw him. I could
feel his presence. I ran to the door, opened it, and there he
stood, right in front of me, just like before.

“What do you want, why won’t you leave me
alone?”

“Candra, is that how you greet a friend? I
am disappointed.”

“This is how I greet a person, who, to all
intents and purposes, is a stranger. What do you want?” I gritted
my teeth and stood my ground.

He moved closer taking a deep breath,
inhaling me, as if sight wasn’t enough for him and he needed more
of me. He didn’t seem alarmed or surprised by my anger. I moved
further away from him.

“I see, so I am still a stranger. I will
accept that for now. The reason for my… coming here was to see you
and to see if I could help around here. Your parents were so kind
to me over the years, your father especially took me under his
wing. I was wondering if you needed anything, I’d like to repay
their kindness to me by helping you.” The beginning of a smile
turned the corners of his mouth upwards and the warmth of it echoed
in his voice.

I glared at him. “Is that what you do, Mr.
Smith, get on peoples good side and make them feel like you are
doing them a favor and then when they aren’t looking… BAM… you move
in for the kill. Is that how you operate?”

“I haven’t a clue as to what you are talking
about. Bam? Are you proposing that I killed your parents? If so,
you are sadly mistaken. Your parents were my friends. I...”

“Stop right there! I don’t want to hear
another word slither out of your mouth, they’re lies, everything
you say is lies and I don’t like it. You are not welcome here and
if you continue to bother me, watch me, or anything else for that
matter, I will call the authorities. You got that Jack!”

Kane nodded.

“If I were you, Candra, I’d make sure your
windows are locked, you never know when a… rodent might sneak in.”
His mouth twitched with amusement before he turned and walked
away.

He was not what I thought, not that I knew
what to think. He seemed more powerful today. I knew, because I had
an awareness of it, a connection between us and it scared me. My
own spirit, my will, was slowly diminishing the more I encountered
him. I walked inside and headed toward the kitchen for some hot
tea, my mother’s special blend. I made a mental note to get a new
mobile phone as I placed the kettle on the stove and sat
down.

The tablecloth on the kitchen table was
one of my mother’s favorites. It was white with a Wedgewood blue
pattern set in. I followed the pattern on it with my index finger
as I thought about what had just taken place. That my parents
actually liked him was inconceivable. The mere thought of him
inside my home repulsed me. The weird thing about all this was the
word ‘vampire’ kept drifting into mind. I shuddered and goose bumps
appeared on my skin as if a chilly breeze from an open window had
hit me. I remembered watching some vampire movie where this
seemingly normal guy came to a house, but he couldn’t go in. It was
almost as if an invisible wall was in front of him. It wasn’t until
he was… “invited in,” I mouthed aloud.

The kettle whistled, startling me back
into focus. I got up and fixed myself a warm cup of herbal tea. I
spooned the dried mixture into the pot and poured the hot water
over, but I was just going through the motions, I wasn’t really
there, only my body. This whole vampire thing was beginning to make
sense. The more I thought about it, the more it scared me. Giving
myself a big mental and a little physical shake, I returned my
attention to making my tea. It was how I liked it, strong and its
fragrant warmth invaded first my throat and then my stomach, easing
back the tensions of the last few days. My parents drank this stuff
by the bucket full. As a child, I’d loved the smell, but not the
taste. Now my taste buds had matured, I loved this particular
blend, no other tea tasted quite like it. In term-time, my mom
would send me regular supplies of home baked cookies and her
special rosehip tea blend to remind me of home.

I had to make sure that I wasn’t going nuts.
Vampire… sounded so out there, it couldn’t be true, not now, not in
the twenty-first century, but what else could it be. I still didn’t
feel right, I didn’t feel the same; it was, as if I was feeling
things through the filter of somebody else’s emotions. “I’m going
crazy, I know I am!” Setting the cup down, I stood up, walked over
to the bay window in the breakfast nook, and looked out.

“Who was this Kane, and why did I feel so
connected to him?” I asked myself and if he’d been my parents’
friend, why hadn’t they ever mentioned him to me?

I needed to see our only neighbor, Mr
Bennet. If anyone could give me answers, maybe he could. He must
have known my parents, so he might know something about Kane. I
remember, just before I went to the first boarding school, that he
had moved into the old farmhouse just down from us. It was in the
late afternoon when I decided to go over.

I headed out down the road. The sight and
smell of dried leaves filled my senses and I couldn’t pass-up
shuffling through them. Piles of leaves gathered around me as I
walked and I was almost childlike in my joy. I wasn’t sensing
Kane’s presence, which was a relief, but at the same time I was
strangely saddened by his absence.

Mr Bennet’s house was like a painting on a
chocolate box, a fairytale vision from a young child’s dream. The
luscious brown brick and intricate fretwork spandrels and gables
gleaming white dazzled me. I noticed that nothing was out of place.
The tree-filled garden looked pristine and the windows were clean,
so clear, that you could have sworn that there was no glass in the
frames. A swing hung lazily on the porch and wicker furniture
completed the cozy scene.

I went up the steps to the oak door and
knocked. I realized that I was nervous and I felt, for a second,
that this was a mistake. Just as I was about to head back home, the
door opened.

“Isn’t this a nice surprise? Please come in
won’t you.” He held the door open for me, took my jacket, and hung
it in the closet.“May I just say how sorry I am for your loss and
if there is anything I can do or get for you, don’t hesitate to
ask?”

“Well, I’ve a few questions that I hope you
might possibly answer. I feel kinda dumb, because it’s about my
parents and Kane.”

His face, when I mentioned Kane, told me I
had struck a nerve, and that I was heading in the right direction
for information. He motioned for me to follow, and as I did, I
couldn’t help but notice the oil paintings surrounded by ornate
gold frames. Mr Bennet resembled some of the portraits, so I
suppose they must have been his ancestors. I knew it must be a
trick of the light, but they appeared to resemble my father, too. I
supposed it was just a coincidence and forgot about it as I
followed Mr Bennet.

“Here we are, make yourself at home,” he
said, indicating that I should sit.

I was uncomfortable and wondered why I
decided to do this.

“So, what is it that you wish to ask of
me?” He took out his pipe and lit it. Puffs of smoke escaped his
mouth and floated aimlessly toward the ceiling. “Do you mind?” He
held his pipe slightly towards me.

“No, it’s your house, do as you please. Um,
well, this is awkward. Do you know anything about this Kane person?
Kane Smith, he’s a friend of my parents I think.”

I could see the name caused another small
jolt of an unidentifiable emotion, but again he composed himself.
Pausing, as though in thought, he replied, “So you met our Mr.
Smith then have you? I do know very little about him, he is about
your age. He was always at the house at one time and then he sort
of disappeared. I did wonder if he and your parents had fallen out.
He used to help your mother in the garden and would often arrive
before sunrise.”

The before sunrise caught my attention right
away. “Sunrise, and…”

“And I guess he helped them with other
things. Candra, Miss Rosewood, what is this all about, you seem
troubled?”

“I’m not sure how to begin. He came over
last night, my first night back. It wasn’t late, but late enough
that I thought it strange. He said it was to offer his condolences.
Anyway, when he left it was as if he vanished. Oh, I know this
sounds silly and I’m probably imagining things. It just freaked me
out. I’ve never seen anyone leave so quickly. Then there have been
times where I have caught sight of him, out of nowhere, far in the
distance watching me or he’s just there, you know, open the door
and surprise! He’s creeping me out and he his attitude is so…
irritating. I don’t… like him.”

That was a lie; I did feel something for him,
why, I didn’t really know, but something in me seemed to recognize
something in him and my loneliness eased, just a little, every time
I caught a glimpse of him. My feelings were becoming more intense
with each meeting and I hated myself for my weakness.

I was lost in my own reflections and didn’t
notice what was happening to Mr Bennet; looking at him again, he
appeared to be having some kind of seizure. His eyes had glazed
over and he was starring off into space. The bones of his hands
jutted out as he clutched the arms of his chair, white and
pale.

“Mr Bennet?”

“When did this feeling of connection start,
Candra?” he spoke, not to me, he seemed to be struggling with
himself.

Choosing my words carefully, I answered
him. “Last night, my first night back home.”

“It’s too late, it has started.” His eyes
were boring into me, deadly serious.

“Started?” I’m not usually paranoid, but
added, “Ok, you’re scaring me now. I don’t even know what it’s too
late for, so you’ll have to give me a little bit more…”

“You have been marked, Candra. You have the
first mark, there are three more to come. I would like you to let
me continue without any interruptions, for it is imperative that
you listen. There are four markings of a human servant; once all
four are given the human is fully bound by that vampire and,
Candra, these marks cannot be removed.”

A chill ran through me. It was the same as
before, when the word ‘vampire’ invaded my mind, hounding me. This
time the feeling, more pronounced, stayed. ‘Vampire’… the word,
like poison, ran through my mind, rendering me sick. I wanted this
to be a dream. I knew, in reality, vampires don’t exist, they’re
fictional, only found in books, movies and legends from less
sophisticated times. Hearing Mr Bennet, my parents respectable
looking middle-aged neighbor, say ‘vampire’ should have been funny,
but it wasn’t. If anything it validated the idea.

“There has to be a way to stop him, Mr
Bennet. I didn’t ask for this. Don’t I have a say?” I knew,
somewhere in my stored memory of every horror film I’d ever
watched, that when it came to vampires, the victim usually doesn’t
have a say in anything. If Mr Bennet and my own intuition were to
be believed, it was my unfortunate turn to be the vampire’s
victim.

Quietly, almost serenely, he spoke. It was
a bit unnerving because my life was at stake and he was so, so…
accepting of it, almost like I should understand.

“He wants a human servant, you in fact. You
have something he desires and in bonding with a human, he becomes
more powerful. You and he are going to be so tuned into each other
that you’ll become like a receptor for his senses. Actually, this
contract, if you will, can be voluntary, but… there are times where
these marks are given against the will of the human, such as in
your case.”

My stomach churned violently with each word
he spoke, tying it in knots so tight that I clutched my abdomen to
ease the pain.

“There is some good that does come out of
this.”

I couldn’t believe I’d heard him say the
word good. “Since when does my life ending seem good to you? Are
you mad? I had my doubts about coming here and now I can see why.
You’re on his side, you want him to take me over, you…” I couldn’t
go on.

“Candra, please listen.”

“Get away from me… wait, how is it that you
know about him being a vampire? You’ve changed your story since we
began talking. You know more about my parents’ deaths, don’t
you?”

The nauseating chill was back again,
something was seriously wrong.

“Hear me out, Candra; Kane does benefit
from the bond, but so do you.” He saw the sickened look on my face
and hurried on in his explanation.

“You gain his power, strength and a longer
life.” Then he smiled at me encouragingly.

“I should jump for joy now, right? You’re as
crazy as he is, maybe even worse!” I stood up and marched toward
the door, my hand reaching for the doorknob. “I’m leaving. You two
deserve each other you’re so much… alike.” I froze. Slowly I turned
to look at him.

He just stood there, looking serious, but
something about his expression, smug, made me realize that I had
hit the target.

“If you would just stay and hear me out,
I’ll explain everything as calmly as I can. You can trust me,
Candra. I’m not going to do you any harm. I want to help… if you
let me. I’ve only ever wanted to help.”

“Help me, you’ve got to be kidding. Help me
right into the grave... I’m out of here. Come near me or step on my
property and I swear you’ll wish you hadn’t.” With that, I opened
the door and ran. Fast.

 


 


~~~~~

 


 



Chapter Four

Utica 1859

 


It was 1859; Christmas was just around the
corner. Kane had just finished visiting with some friends. He was
on his way back home when the sun began to tuck itself into the
hillside and suddenly,
for no reason, he became nervous, the hair on the back of his neck
stood-up. It wasn’t normal for him to be nervous of anything,
usually it was he that everyone came to for help or protection, but
this was different, this was… unsettling. He looked about,
carefully, cautiously and when nothing appeared amiss, he laughed
at himself and continued to walk. He stopped again; someone was
behind him, following. He distinctly heard the crunch of footsteps
in the snow and yet he saw nothing. With his ears straining to hear
anything, his breathing slowed. His eyes searched for someone or
something.

“Come out, whoever you are. I’ve had enough
of your hiding. Show yourself at once.”

Nothing, just the sound of the iced branches
of trees that crackled as the wind blew through them. His heart
thumped deep within his chest as he slowly searched the grounds
once again. As he turned to head home, a dark figured stood in
front of him. A menacing creature, with eyes that were ruby red, he
had the appearance of a man in his 20s but his gray hair confused
the age. His suit was black, with a white shirt and cravat, as if
he was dressed for an evening out and he wore a ring on his left
hand.

“W-who are you? What do you want of me,
sir?” Kane knew that this was no ordinary man; at least no man he
had ever known had had eyes of red that seemed to glow in the
dark.

“My name is not important, what I want is…
you.” The curve of his lips, as he smiled, caused goose bumps to
rise on Kane’s skin.

“Then, what is it that you wish? Sir, it is
late and the night air is not conducive to one’s health. So if you
don’t mind, I wish you would hurry this conversation up a bit.”
Kane wanted to leave, even go back into town, anything to get away,
but as he tried to move, his foot stuck as if frozen to the spot.
He tried harder, but to no avail. Panic raged deep within him and
yet when he looked into the stranger’s eyes, a wave of calm
descended on him.

“You’ve spoilt the whole experience for me.
I mean what’s the point in hunting if you have to rush. The sport
in it is the fear you hear in your prey’s heart, it beats so fast,
it is so… exhilarating, you can’t imagine it, can you? No, I didn’t
think so, but you wouldn’t because…” He laughed deep and low,
almost like a growl, “because you, sir, are the prey. Pity that I
had to explain everything to you; you now know your position. I’ll
just kill you and be done with it, which is a pity because you
looked like you would have put up a good fight too.”

Kane was appalled by what the stranger
said. He wished for his handgun, but he’d left it at the house
before setting out earlier that day to visit the pastor and his
daughter. The stranger crouched low as if he were a panther ready
to strike his prey. His lips slid back over his teeth, exposing his
fangs. Just before he leapt, a hissing sound escaped his
mouth.

A scream pierced the night.

A horse whinnied and a voice came with it.
“You there, I say, what is going on here?”

The creature hissed again in anger and then
disappeared into the night. Kane lay there in the road half-dead
from a gaping wound to the neck.

“Good lord, man, what has he done to you?
I’ll take you to my house, it’s just down the road. I can fix you
up in no time.” The man hoisted Kane up on to his horse in front of
him then rode to a large, elegant house set back from the road a
ways. Tall pine trees lined the front of the house, making it
secluded from view. He carried him in without any trouble and
placed him in the guest bedroom.

“I vowed I would not do this again, but I
cannot let a man die at the hands of that monster.” Kneeling close
to the bed, he said a few words in a strange tongue, paused a
moment and began to heal the wound by placing his hands upon it.
The skin around each opening started to heal and then the wounds
disappeared completely, as if they were never there. The man heaved
a heavy sigh and stood up. “There my young fellow, I did my best.
You shall not die, but your life has been altered, I’m afraid.” He
walked over to the window and looked out. Snow had started to fall
again.

 


Present Day

 


“I have not forgotten what I vowed long ago.
You shall be dead even if it means my own death… Charles
Rosewood.”

Running from Mr Bennet’s house, I heard
Kane’s voice, as clear as day, in my head as I ran past the tall
figure who haunted the waking nightmare that was now my life. I
prayed that I wasn’t having a psychotic episode. Maybe all this
madness was in my imagination, caused by the sudden death of my
parents. Perhaps, rather than face the truth that my life had
become the stuff of nightmares, I had constructed my own fantasy
world.

 


 


~~~~~

 


 



Chapter Five

 


Once I’d reached the comparative safety of
home and leaned against the front door gasping for
breath, the idea of the
marks had taken on a completely new meaning. This wasn’t something
out of a horror movie or novel, this was real. He’d been inside my
thoughts all along.

Kane was a vampire and he’d murdered both
my parents. The problem now was deciding what I could do alone and
how much I should trust Mr Bennet.

“Perhaps I could get a protection order
against him, but if he was a vampire, no amount of legal paperwork
would keep him away from me.”

I hung up my coat and the words inside my
head came back to me, clear as day. I shivered.

“Charles Rosewood…” The name sounded familiar
to me, but I couldn’t put a face to it and why was Kane threatening
one of my relatives? Did this give me more clues as to who may have
killed my parents?

I wondered who Charles Rosewood was,
obviously a relation of some sort, but I’d never met him or heard
my parents talk of him.

I walked into my father’s study; the
family photo album was there on the shelf so I took it down. Dust
coated the brown leather cover and hid the family name. Lovingly I
wiped it clean and began to flick through the pictures. The
memories flooded back as I looked at myself at two-years-old, and
older, but I was saddened by the long gaps when I’d been away at
school. All pleasure left me and sorrow seemed to weigh me down. I
didn’t know what to do next. I didn’t know how or what I should do
to deal with the loss of my parents. Now, a horror that once, to
me, had been only fictional seemed more real and reality less
certain than before. My world had changed almost from one breath to
the next. I couldn’t quite believe it, and yet, dare I
not.

Sighing, I set the album on the desk and
clasped my hands together, staring at them. Memories flashed like
snapshots in my head. Something clicked in my mind. A terrifying
realization washed over me, my parents gave him their friendship
and they’d invited… him… in.

My mouth dropped open. “Oh my God, they
invited him into the house, how could they be so stupid?” I
whispered. I searched my memory of my childhood, not once had our
neighbor, Mr Bennet, ever been invited into our home. I went over
what I thought I knew for sure. I was sure I knew that vampires
couldn’t just walk into a house; they had to be invited in. I
remembered that Mom and Dad had planted garlic. I couldn’t remember
my mother using it in cooking, although she did use the flowers
inside the house, probably because they’d read somewhere that
vampires don’t like them. For whatever reason, and I don’t know
what their thoughts were at the time, my parents seemed to have
taken an interest in vampire mythology. I only knew what I’d seen
in the movies and read in novels, but if someone asked me if my
parents watched or read about vampires, I would have answered no,
never. I had thought I knew my parents inside out and yet I now had
a feeling that they’d had a life totally outside my understanding.
It was almost like finding out that your parents still had sex, or
worse catching them at it.

“Damn, why didn’t I know them better, why
hadn’t they talked to me about any of this?”

Confused, I wandered restlessly around the
house. I visited my bedroom briefly and found it full of memories,
but I was still too raw to linger. I made my way back to the study
and picked up the family album once more. I fell into my father’s
leather wing back chair and laid my head against the
back.

The album had opened, as I laid it on my lap,
to a picture of a gentleman, his austere features seemed quite
young, but framed by long sideburns flecked with gray. He had an
air of authority, the appearance of one who commanded instant
obedience.

I studied the picture for a long time; it
had such an unsettling effect over me. I tilted my head from left
to right, eyes focused on the picture. Then I took it out to see if
there was something written on the back. The name, Charles Winslow
Rosewood, written in the neatest lettering I had ever seen. My
muscles tensed and my heart began to race. Then a voice inside me
spoke, “Candra, give yourself to us, not to him, blood is thicker
than water.” I pushed the album away from me and it landed on the
floor with a thud.

The voice inside my head sounded
emotionless, it chilled me. The words repeated in my mind,
intensifying my fear that the voice of Charles Winslow Rosewood was
now part of me too. I looked at the album as though it were
possessed. I wondered why I’d never seen the picture of Charles
Rosewood before and why my parents had never spoken of their own
parents or grandparents.
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