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Ignoring the blood-covered vampires
dancing around him, Troy patrolled the perimeter of the gymnasium
that had been temporarily transformed into a party room. It was the
last place in the world he would expect to find a woman like
Bethany, but he knew she’d show.

Troy surveyed the spectacle with mild
distaste. As an Offspring, over a hundred and fifty years ago, he’d
attended vampire parties that resembled those he’d attended as a
human during the height of the pre-Civil War South. As he recalled,
the only display of the vampiric nature of the affair had been the
large blood fountain in the center of the buffet table. Recently
the parties had been reinvented into raves. In Troy’s opinion, the
garish display of blood worship and gore that characterized the
event was better suited to werewolves and other less civilized
species. The thumping noise ceaselessly blaring from the coffin
sized speakers and the endless jumping and banging mindlessly in
each other made no sense to him whatsoever.

But these parties had their purposes.
The Kinsmen sired many Offspring. In order to keep the population
of vampires from becoming too large and attracting the notice of
the mortals, the Kinsmen culled the number of Offspring each year.
While Troy had judged and carried out his own sentence of death on
many Offspring, this year was the first time he’d ever decided to
defend one from judgment.

Troy spotted Bethany hovering near the
exit. She hugged herself in her thin cotton dress that covered her
ankles. Her dark curtain of hair spilled down the sides of her face
while she kept her attention focused on her feet rather than
watching, much less participating in the festivities. A clench of
anger twisted in Troy’s gut. Bethany didn’t belong here. She
belonged some place soft, quiet and above all safe.

Maneuvering toward her through the
crowd, Troy noticed he wasn’t the only one watching Bethany. Two
other Kinsmen, Ripper and Gideon, regarded the yearling Offspring
with disdain. Troy knew what those looks meant and picked up speed.
As if Bethany sensed the malevolence directed toward her, she
rubbed her hands over her arms as though suddenly chilled and she
dipped out of the exit.

Troy followed her out and caught a
glimpse of the door to the roof closing. He’d started to follow
when Ripper stuck his head out of the gymnasium. “Troy, you got
that one?”

He’d meant that to ask if Troy intended
to kill Bethany. “Yeah,” Troy replied. “I’ll take care of
her.”

 


***

 


Troy and Bethany looked down through
the open skylight on the gymnasium’s roof at the party below. Some
wise-ass had drained the kiddy pool and hung four mortals by their
feet from the ceiling. Blood dribbled from the victims’ slashed
arteries and a dozen or so vampires frolicked in the blood bath. By
tomorrow all would be cleaned up and humans would bring their
children to play here as the vampires did now, but with no idea of
tonight’s horror.

“I think I’m going to be sick.” Bethany
covered her mouth and hurried to the roof’s edge. She didn’t vomit,
which surprised her. Instead, she dropped to her knees and sucked
deep, shaking breaths. The rolling queasiness inside surged like a
storm-tossed sea.

Troy joined her and patted her back.
His hand was large and strong and Bethany felt steadied by it. “A
vampire who can’t stand the sight of blood isn’t natural,” he said,
unable to hide the amusement in his voice.

“Ugh, don’t remind me.” She held her
stomach. “I can’t get the image out of my brain.”

“Doesn’t this kind of thing come with
the fangs?”

“They don’t make me some kind of
sadistic… psychopathic… serial killer.” She spat out the words. Her
own sire epitomized those words. The Kinsman known as Aphrodite was
nothing like the goddess who’s name she’d claimed. She forced or
cajoled Bethany and her other younger Offspring into committing
horrendous and violent acts. Some of the others became accustomed
to the lifestyle or even began to enjoy it. But not Bethany and she
swore she never would. “I don’t see how you can stand
it.”

Standing over her, tall and lean, Troy
tried not to smile at her predicament, but failed. Laughter danced
in his bright blue eyes. Not the cold or crass amusement Bethany
usually associated with Kinsmen, but genuine pleasure. His flowing
scarlet shirt rippled with each stirring of the breeze enticing the
fabric danced against his muscled chest. Lights from the parking
lot below cast blue highlights in his midnight black hair. Troy was
casually handsome and could easily install trust in a woman, which
probably made him an efficient hunter, Bethany mussed. Since she
was already a vampire herself, she didn’t need to fear him as the
skilled predator he certainly was.

He said, “You still drink blood
though.”

“But I don’t look at it. It’s just an
oral fixation kind of thing.”

“You know this shindig is supposed to
be a bonding experience.”

“I’d rather be a loner than bond with
those… creatures.” She shuttered.

“You don’t mean that. The night’s too
fraught with dangers to go it alone.” He stroked her dark hair and
tucked it behind her ear, a gesture that in itself was very
unvampire-like. Troy found her hand and massaged it comfortingly.
Yes, he certainly had large, strong hands. Bethany noticed them and
the secure feeling they gave her when they were wrapped safely
around her own.

“This isn’t the place for you. You are
so sensitive.” His voice faltered on the last word. Troy cleared
his throat and continued, “Wait here and get some air. I’ll be
right back.”

Bethany felt him leave with a stirring
of the wind. He’d moved fast, like all Kinsmen. So fast that to her
younger vampire eyes he seemed to vanish. The sound of the air
rustling as he crossed the roof and leapt down through the skylight
reminded her of the activities going on below her feet and she
groaned with nausea. Once alone, she peered out into the
indifferent darkness that cloaked evils like vampire raves and
trapped Bethany in that demented company.

The public recreation center crouched
next to the taller buildings along the outer edge of Springfield’s
city proper. Only a few blocks to the south, she could see the
lights from the old, rundown homes that had once belonged to the
city’s elite and were now subdivided into duplexes and rented to
underprivileged families. Unfortunately, these poor souls made the
perfect prey for vampires since they could disappear and the police
would only make the standard, cursory inquires before giving up on
them. The four mortals below would most likely fall into that
category with only the thin folders slipped into the missing
persons ‘unsolved cases’ filing cabinet to remember
them.

She herself was probably memorialized
in such a folder. Of course, that was assuming someone noticed she
was missing. Bethany had been as much of a cipher and out of place
in the world of humans as she was among vampires. She’d never met
the unwed mother who had given her up at birth. Her grandparents
had raised her out of a sense of Christian duty rather than love.
When she left home after high school, they hadn’t asked her to keep
in touch, so she hadn’t.

In the city she hadn’t found a niche
for herself. Her rented room over Mrs. Glenwood’s garage had been
on a weekly basis and certainly her few possessions had been moved
to the curb on the first day her rent was delinquent. Bethany had
never known who she was, or rather who she should be, and had
always felt she lived outside the life everyone else seemed to
lead. Even her so-called career as a stenographer had been just
another example of how she was on the outside, watching while
others went about their lives.

As unsuited to the life of a mortal as
she had been, Bethany definitely wasn’t cut out to be a vampire.
She was certain that was why Aphrodite had selected her, having
seen her as a challenge. After all, how great of a Kinsmen must she
be if she could snatch a wallflower from the realms of mortals and
transform her into a gloriously, blood lusting monster. Bethany had
proven to be a spectacular disappointment to Aphrodite. That left
Bethany living on the fringes of the night, caught between the
world of humans and the world of vampires and not a part of
either.

She tucked the skirt of her lightweight
dress under her, feeling ridiculously like a kindergarten teacher
at a gang rally. If Aphrodite hadn’t threatened her, she’d never
have come. All clan Offspring were required to attend on punishment
of death. From the looks of it, no one but she required such
motivation. The rest of them appeared to be having the time of
their undead lives.

In a moment, Troy was beside her again.
The depths of his personality and his casual kindness drove back
her melancholy. He handed her a disposable cup from a fast food
restaurant, complete with plastic lid and straw. From the warmth
and smell of the liquid, she knew it wasn’t a soft
drink.

She smiled at him, “Thanks.”

“My pleasure.” He watched her sip blood
through the straw with an amused expression on his face that made
him look for the world like a gentle, trustworthy human. If she
didn’t know better, she would have guessed he was in his thirties,
and only that old because of the confidence and mystique that
wrapped like a cloak around him. But even with all that, he felt
genuine and close and put her at ease in a way she’d never felt
around a vampire before.

“Don’t laugh at me,” Bethany
giggled.

“I’m not laughing.” But he was. Troy
had the look of someone who didn’t find many occasions to smile and
laughter was something he didn’t appear to get much practice at,
but with Bethany he had an easy and friendly manner.
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