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INTRO

Most people skip introductions or read only
the first couple of sentences. In that case, the important
information is: the following stories are about random characters
from the Amaranthine universe; a universe of night, blood, violence
and vampires who don’t sparkle. Oh, and this is not suitable for
children.

You can now skip ahead and immerse yourself
in vampire-y goodness, or you can hang out here and listen to me
ramble.

The aforementioned Amaranthine universe takes
place, primarily, in a series of novels that star Katelina, Jorick
and a cast of hundreds (or at least a hundred). Why so many
characters? I could regurgitate some bull that a realistic universe
must have layers of characters in order to feel truly fleshed-out
but, the truth is, I like to make characters. The trouble with so
many characters is that few of them (excluding the heroes) get much
time in the spotlight. And so, the Vampire Morsels were born; a
chance to showcase some of the characters that get overlooked in
the novels. Or seventeen of them, at least.

Peppered throughout their stories, you will
find other characters lurking; Micah, Loren, Jorick, and even
Verchiel make an appearance. Together, they create a tightly woven
web that a true fanatic may need a timeline to keep track of. Or
they make for some random reading fun. You can use these stories to
peer deeper into the murky darkness of the Amaranthine world, or
you can enjoy them as a quick one off. It’s up to you. But, if
you’d like more information on the universe, the novel series, and
some of my other weirdness, you can check out my website at
http://JoleeneNaylor.com and
my blog at http://JoleeneNaylor.wordpress.com
Oh, and if you like to facebook, there’s always http://facebook.com/joleenenaylorbooks

Thanks for reading!

 


P.S. Yes, I drew the pictures.

* * * * * * * * * *
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* * * * * * * * * *

ADAM

(You can find Adam in the novel Legacy of Ghosts. His story takes place in 1952, one year
before the Korean War ended.)

 


Adam leaned back in the barber’s chair and
closed his eyes. The buzzing clippers moved slowly over his scalp
and sent a rain of brown curls falling around him.

“So you’ve joined up?” old man Winslow asked
from what served as the waiting area. “You gonna go over there and
kick some Commie ass?”

The barber coughed loudly. His eyes skipped
to the girl who stood near the counter wearing a proud smile and a
poodle skirt. “There’s a lady present.”

Mr. Winslow snorted, but amended the
question. “So when you shippin’ out, boy?”

Adam opened his eyes and tried not to sound
too excited. “I have to go through Boot Camp, first.”

“Ah, just don’t mess around and get there too
late, eh? Wars only last so long.” The old man winked.

The buzzing stopped. The barber brushed away
the loose hairs and spun the chair towards the mirror. The
reflection was a shock, and Adam ran his hand over his nearly bald
head. But, even in the wake of surprise, his chest puffed up with
pride. He had a man’s haircut; like his brother Randy’s, and in a
few months he’d get to join him over there in Korea. Yeah, a real
man.

Adam stood and paid the bill while the pretty
girl by the counter gushed and giggled. Susan Harley was his
steady, and though he’d been afraid she’d get mad about him joining
up, she’d taken the news well. He wondered if it was because it
hadn’t really sunk in. That was part of why he’d been in a hurry to
lose the “civilian cut”. Let her get a good look at the reality of
it and see if it was still as appealing. To his surprise, the gleam
in her eyes said it was.

He offered her his arm. With a warm smile,
she took it and they strolled out of the barber shop and towards
his dad’s grocery store. He’d been working there as a clerk since
his graduation three years ago, but he spent more time hauling
boxes than running the register because he was “built for it”. Tall
and broad shouldered with thick arms, he stood out in a crowd and
more often than not found himself carrying heavy objects, or
reaching high places for other people. He didn’t mind doing it, but
he wanted to do something more significant.

“I think it’s so romantic!” Susan prattled,
and he realized he hadn’t been listening to her. “And when you get
back, we can get married!” She grabbed his arm and nearly swung
around him like a kid on the monkey bars. “We can get that little
house on the edge of town, you know, the one with the big elm in
the front yard?”

He made a non-committal noise and she went on
as though he’d agreed. Susan had their lives all mapped out. It
wasn’t that he didn’t want to marry her. If he had to marry
someone, it might as well be her, but he just couldn’t settle his
mind to it, yet. Maybe he’d be able to when he got back.

They reached the grocery store, and Susan
peeled herself loose, all batting eyelids and suggestive giggles.
“I’ll see you tonight. Meet me at the beach at eight and-” she
broke off and drew closer. Her voice dropped low. “-If you’re a
good boy maybe we’ll go for a swim in the ocean.”

She hurried away, her hips swaying just
because she knew he was watching. He briefly imagined her walking
towards the water wearing nothing but the skin God gave her, then
shook it off quickly. He had to get to work.

 


By late afternoon, storm clouds rolled in,
and low, angry thunder rumbled across the sky. Adam tried to ignore
the darkening disappointment in his gut but, by closing time, his
dreams of a late night swim were pretty much gone. Still, they
could huddle in the shelter and neck. That would be better than
nothing.

It was seven o’clock when his dad closed out
the register for the night. “You about done stacking those cans,
Adam?”

There were only six left, but he needed a
moment of quiet. “Yes, sir. Just a couple more rows.”

As he’d hoped, his father called back, “All
right. You go finish up, and I’ll head home. You know how your
mother gets if dinner has to wait too long.” He chuckled and added,
“Someday you’ll have the pleasure of a nagging wife. That little
Susan seems like the kind who’d expect you right on time.” Adam
didn’t respond, so he gathered up his things and left with the
final order, “Lock up on your way out.”

Adam sighed in relief. It wasn’t that he
didn’t like his old man, but sometimes he just bugged him. All the
hinting and those half innocent remarks about Susan. They’d already
had the “man to man” talk about whether or not he was going to
marry her. Yeah, he was, but just when he got to it. He was only
twenty-one. There were guys his age that were still in college. He
bet no one hassled them about what they were going to do, or
when.

He finished the cans and deposited the empty
box in the storeroom. He had an hour until he had to meet Susan, so
he popped out the back door for a smoke. Though it was just after
seven, the sky overhead was black. Lightning sizzled across it, and
thunder growled back, as if defending its territory from the
dazzling intruder. Adam leaned against the building and watched the
smoke curling up and away. There was too much to think about, so he
let his mind drift to images of Susan waiting on the beach. Then he
imagined her waiting with her sister. Oh yeah-

He jerked from his thoughts and stared at
nothing. He’d heard something, but he didn’t know what, only that
it had been something; something that shouldn’t be there. The tiny
hairs on the back of his neck stood up, and a sudden, unexplained
chill danced down his spine. He suddenly wanted to run back into
the store and bolt the door.

A fat raindrop splashed past him to die on
the pavement. “What the hell is this?” he whispered to himself. He
stabbed his cigarette out and straightened his shoulders. He was
the biggest guy in town, or damn near. What did he have to be
afraid of? The rain and some shadows?

He walked towards the end of the alley where
he instinctively felt the noise had come from. A row of weather
stained garbage cans shone dully under a flickering light. The
effect was eerie, but there was nothing there.

And then the light went out.

In the darkness, strong arms wrapped around
Adam and pulled him down. He fought back but, blind and surprised,
his reaction was too slow. He was slammed to the ground, and his
head bounced off the pavement. Dazed, he blinked against the
fuzziness that filled his skull. The cold rain splashed on his face
and pulled him back to the world. And then the light came on and he
saw his attacker.

It was a man, if man it could be called. The
features were once human, but were so inhumanly twisted as to
appear beast-like. His face was streaked in dirt and his lips were
pulled back to reveal a pair of gleaming fangs. Fury and burning
need blazed in his eyes. He slammed Adam’s head into the ground
again, and set upon him, fangs slicing into his neck; shredding and
rending.

Expletives rolled out of Adam’s mouth as he
tried uselessly to pry the monster loose. The rain picked up, and
the sound drowned out the slurping noises as the creature drained
him. Adam kicked and tried to roll away, but the thing only growled
and bit deeper, so that blood ran around the edges of his mouth and
over Adam’s shoulder in a warm, wet trail.

Blood. The word “vampire” flitted through his
mind, but was lost to the fight for self-preservation. Adam
thrashed and bucked, but it did no good. He could feel his limbs
weakening, feel his thoughts slowing. The light seemed to dim, and
the sound of the rain roared louder and louder in his ears. Just as
he was ready to give up, he saw a broken piece of wooden pallet. He
could just reach it with his fingertips and slowly, he worked the
slippery object closer until he could grip it.

Weapon in hand, he gave a final cry and
slammed the board over the monster’s head. The thing shrieked and
let go, more from surprise than injury, and Adam used that second
of imbalance to fling the attacker away from him. He tried to leap
to his feet, but his legs were too weak, so he settled for a half
lunge in the thing’s direction. He crashed on top of him, knocking
him to the ground.

“How do you like it, now?” he shouted, as he
beat the monster in the face with the broken board. “How the hell
do you like it?” The creature howled, and slammed a fist into
Adam’s chin. He and the board flew backwards and landed apart on
the wet pavement.

The monster was suddenly straddling him, his
dirty, blood streaked face pressed close to Adam’s. In seeming slow
motion, his lips pulled back, his mouth widened. His fangs seemed
to grow larger…

Adam wanted to fight him, but he didn’t have
the means. The board was too far away and he was too weak to do the
thing any harm. But he couldn’t die. Not here, not now. He had to
go to Korea. He had to show everyone he was a better man than his
brother. He had to meet Susan at the ocean.

With a final, savage cry, he used the last
weapon he had; his teeth. He bit into the creature’s shoulder with
all the force he could muster. Something warm splashed on his
tongue. The flavor was strong and gritty, like a dirty penny.
Adam’s first instinct was to pull away, but there was something
about it; something that made him want more. It was as if his
weakened, dying body was screaming for it.

The thing shrieked and tried to recoil, but
Adam hung on like a tiny dog to a mailman’s leg. He gulped the hot,
thick liquid in mouthfuls. As it filled him, his strength seemed to
return, while the monster grew weaker and weaker and soon sank to
the ground, his arms flailing uselessly.

Adam let the thing go and leaned back to
stare at it. Conquering pride swelled through him and intensified
his righteous fury. He grabbed the broken board that lay nearby and
held it aloft, ready to strike. Unbidden, the word “vampire”
returned to his mind, and he heard himself laugh maniacally as he
slammed the sharp end of the board through the thing’s chest again
and again.

Suddenly, he fell back and half lay on the
cold ground, soaked, bloody and exhausted. His heart pounded in his
ears like an evil drum, louder and louder, and the world’s focus
grew too sharp. For an instant he could see every rain drop
suspended in midair, as though someone had stopped the world. He
blinked at the horror of it, and then everything rushed into a
super fast tumult that made him sick. He couldn’t focus; couldn’t
concentrate, and inside, low in his belly, a burning started. It
spread through him, gaining momentum as it raced down his limbs,
into his fingers and toes, and slammed into his brain.

Adam clutched his skull and writhed on the
ground. It felt as though a thousand, red hot knives were slicing
through every inch of him, and the wounds ripped into his neck and
chest were on fire. He clawed at the mess, and then rolled onto his
stomach and desperately tried to splash rain water on himself to
quench the imaginary flames, but it didn’t help. The pain was
nearly unbearable. Then, it stopped.

Shaking and exhausted, Adam rolled over and
slowly climbed to his feet. His head swam and all he could think
about was getting away from the dirty alley and the dead guy with
the big teeth. He needed to go... go… where? He thought of Susan
and the beach. He thought of the coarse sand on her soft skin, and
the light in her eyes. He had to find her. Something was wrong with
him, he was sick, and he had to find her.

His vision flickered off and on; sometimes
bright and startling, sometimes black. He stumbled and weaved his
way out of the alley, like a drunk. His feet dragged on the
pavement, too heavy to lift. Even his arms seemed to be made of
lead. And then, the pain returned and he fell to his knees.

He didn’t know how long it took him. His
rational mind deserted him and left him with only a strange, base
instinct that pulled him towards the beach. More than once the
searing pain overtook him, but then it would leave, and each time
he felt a little stronger afterwards.

At last, he could hear the roar of the ocean
waves. He stumbled through the thick sand, and found the shelter
that he and Susan usually met in. Despite the rain, there she was
sitting on the bench, her ankles crossed and her impatient hands in
her lap. A folded umbrella leaned next to her, along with a soggy
dime novel.

Lightning cut across the sky and she saw him.
Her eyebrows shot up, but she hadn’t had time to take him in before
the blackness blotted him out, again. “There you are!” She stood
and marched out of the shelter and towards him, hands on her hips.
“Where have you been? I’ve been waiting and waiting. I thought
maybe you’d changed your mind because of the storm,” she broke off
and stopped a few steps away from him, her posture suddenly alert.
“Adam? Is that you?”

He tried to speak, but his voice didn’t want
to come, so he nodded mutely. She couldn’t see him, so he forced
the dry words out. “Yes, it’s me.”

She drew back and looked towards his
silhouette warily. “Adam, what’s wrong? You don’t sound right.”

“I- I don’t feel right,” he croaked, his
voice gruff and somehow dark. “Susan.” He moved towards her, his
hand outstretched. “Susan, something’s wrong.”

Instinctively, she moved just out of reach of
his fingers. “Adam, maybe you should go home?”

“I can’t. Not like this?”

At his words, her body stiffened. “Like
what?”

The lightning flashed again and revealed his
disheveled state. He was soaked to the skin, and his clothes were
torn and bloody. The wound in his neck gaped red and angry like
something from a horror movie.

She screamed.

Adam grabbed her. He didn’t want to hurt her,
only make her stop before someone heard her. He pinned her to him
with one arm, and muffled her mouth with his free hand. “Susan,” he
croaked. “Susan, listen, shhhh. Be quiet. Don’t scream, honey,
just-”

And then she bit him. He swore loudly and
released her. She staggered backwards, her terrified eyes wide.
“What’s wrong with you?” she cried. “Just stay back, Adam. Go home.
Go home- No!” He lunged towards her. “No! Adam! No!”

He tackled her to the ground, fury twisting
his features. His brain slid and he didn’t recognize her anymore.
She wasn’t a person, she was a thing. Something he needed to
silence. Something he needed to bite. Something he needed to feed
on. Bite. Drink. Feed. Bite. Drink. Feed. Bite-

He came to his senses. Cold rain pounded into
his back as he lay over a prone female. The girl’s neck was torn
and bleeding. Something inside him rejected the picture and he
pulled back and closed his eyes. But he couldn’t hide from it.
Slowly, he opened them again and peered at the girl’s face. It was
frozen in fear; a terrible, horrible kind of fear that made his
guts twist. It was Susan’s face.

With a cry, he flung himself off of her and
shook her violently. “Susan! Susan, honey! Susan! Oh, God damn it!
Susan!” But she didn’t respond, only stared at nothing with those
horrible, vacant eyes.

Adam fell back on his knees and held out his
hands. The rain pounded the blood away, but it couldn’t wash them
clean. It couldn’t fix this. It couldn’t fix him. What had he done?
What had he become?

The pain came again, only less terrible this
time. He crawled to the shelter - their shelter - and curled up
under the bench. Sobs racked his body as he fought to claw the
image of Susan’s face from his mind. He couldn’t have done that! He
couldn’t have! He wouldn’t hurt her! He loved her! He was going to
marry her! He loved her!

The storm raged. The night passed, and soon
the sky over the ocean lightened. Slowly, the sun crept up. The
light moved across the beach like syrup, reaching ever closer to
Adam in his hiding place. He sensed the morning on some primeval
level and moved towards the opening of the shelter, away from the
protection of the bench above him.

The sunlight burned and he screamed and drew
back into the cool shadows. He could smell something like cooked
bacon, and gingerly touched his face. And then He was there. The
man was dressed in a long, hooded black cloak. Only with his back
to the daylight did he open the cloak to reveal a smooth, pale face
and flashing, hypnotic eyes.

“Come, young one,” the man whispered softly.
“You must get away from the sun.”

Adam stared openly. Despite all the questions
burning through his brain he asked the most obvious, “Who are
you?”

The man smiled, revealing a set of pointed
fangs. “My name is Demetrius, child.”

He rejected what he was seeing. None of it
could be real. “Susan,” he croaked. “Where is Susan?”

Demetrius sighed. “I can only assume you mean
the young lady on the beach? She is of no consequence at the
moment, young one. Nothing more can be done for her. Now come
quickly, before it is too late and you join her.”

Adam wanted to argue, but something in the
other man’s voice made him obey. He shuffled quickly under the
protection of the cloak, huddling against the stranger’s body. “I
don’t understand,” he whispered to the darkness inside the
cloak.

“Don’t worry,” Demetrius answered as he
snatched up the abandoned umbrella and opened it, using it as a sun
shade. “You will soon.” And then, slowly, he drew them both away;
away from the beach where Susan’s mangled, bloodless body laid
spread eagle beneath a flock of hungry seagulls. Away from boot
camp, and Korea, and marriage, and all the things that had made up
Adam’s life before. Away from the orb of the burning of the sun and
into the shadows.

 


* * * * * * * * * *
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 ALEXANDER

(You can find Alexander in the novel
Shades of Gray. His story takes place in 1831 on
the Cotterill plantation in Virginia. The rebellion mentioned is
Nat Turner’s rebellion.)

 


“Who goes there?” the potted fern demanded
and shook its leaves threateningly. “Friend or foe?”

The dark haired, pale woman stopped in her
tracks and glared at the foliage. “Alexander! I have told you to
stay out of the plants. They are not here for your amusement!”

The fern rustled again, and a smaller voice
pleaded, “But, Mother, it’s not me! It’s one of the talking plants
in the magical forest of Brisbinay! You can be the queen, if you
want.”

“Alexander.” There was a note of warning in
her tone. “I do not wish to repeat myself. Get out of the plants
this moment and find some other diversion with which to amuse
yourself.”

Alexander watched her disappear through a
large, carved doorway. Then, with a resigned sigh, he climbed out
of the pot. Oblivious to the dirt he tracked, he marched down the
hallway, past the family portraits, and up the shiny, curving
staircase to the second floor. He stopped outside the door to his
room, unwilling to go inside and face the dreaded monster:
Boredom.

“I’ll slay you, you foul creature!” he
whispered and then brandished an imaginary sword. He pretended that
he was in a grand castle in one of the fairytale stories Nanny
Hannah told him. He would slay the monster and save the beautiful
princess. She would reward him with jewels and a kiss. He’d have to
put up with the latter, whether he liked it or not, because it was
just the way fairytales went.

“Take that!” he cried. “And that! And-”

“Alexander!”

He spun around and knocked into his aunt
Torina. They both stumbled, but she caught his arm and righted
them. “What ever are you doing?”

“Fighting the monster, ma’am,” he answered.
“I was playing magical forest, but Mother said I mustn’t.”

Torina released him and brushed her skirts
straight. “Before you go dashing about willy nilly you should make
sure there are no innocent bystanders in your path. You could have
knocked me off my feet!”

“I’m sorry, Aunt Torina,” he murmured with a
heavy sigh. “I’ll go play somewhere else.”

“Yes, you should.” She looked thoughtful and
then added, “Why don’t you go find Martha’s daughter to play with?
She’s too young to be of any use except keeping you occupied.”

Alexander’s shoulders sagged. “I’m not
supposed to play with her. Mother said-”

“Oh, your mother.” Torina gestured away the
importance of the order. “You may do as you wish, of course. Just
mind where you’re fighting monsters in the future.”

She swished away in a swirl of green skirts,
leaving Alexander alone. The large, gilded clock in the hallway
said it was only ten, and he imagined the long hours of his day
stretching out like one of the plantation house’s corridors; full
of silent paintings, carved wood and echoey noises that sounded
like “shush!”.

He turned over his aunt’s words and, with new
resolve, he wandered down the back stairs and outside to the
kitchen, housed in its own building. Inside, two women worked,
sleeves rolled up over their dark arms, and sweat beading on their
faces from the steamy heat. The smell of baked bread greeted
Alexander’s nose, but did nothing for his appetite. However, he
noted with delight that Eucey was sitting under the table with a
bowl of buttons. Martha and Prudence were too busy to notice him,
so he slid neatly under the table to join her.

“What are you doing, Eucey?”

She turned her large chocolate eyes on him
and smiled brightly. “I’m countin’ buttons. You wanna count ‘em,
too?”

Alexander turned a shiny red button over in
his hand, then dropped it into the little bowl. “How would you like
to play outside? It’s plenty warm out, so you don’t even need any
shoes.”

“How come we never go play in the sunshine?”
Eucey asked as she counted off five small buttons. “It’s lots
prettier, then.”

“Because I can’t go outside in the sunshine,”
he answered patiently. “You know that. None of us can. Not Mother,
or Father, or Aunt Torina, or Uncle Fabian or me, or even baby
Tristan.”

“’Course I know.” She wrinkled her nose. “But
why not? They’s other white folks what go in the sunshine. I seen
‘em in town ‘afore, so it can’t be coz ‘a that.”

“It’s just the way it is,” he answered with
growing impatience. “Look, do you want to come play or not?”

Eucey peeked out from under the table towards
the women at their work. “Mama won’t like it.”

“I imagine not,” he agreed. “So we had best
hurry.” Before Eucey had a chance to say anything further, he
grabbed her hand and tugged her out from under the table. They
dashed out of the kitchen and down the well-worn path. Alexander
stopped and took in a lungful of air and held it. The night was
cool and the silver moon hung in the sky like a thumbnail clipping.
He could smell fresh cut alfalfa on the breeze and the bugs droned
lazily in the trees. He could see the lights from the slave
quarters and knew that most of them were going to bed. Unlike his
family and the house slaves, they were up in the daylight and slept
while it was dark. If he thought hard, he could remember a time
when he was like that, too. He used to go out in the sunlight but
that had changed. He just wasn’t sure when.

He shook off the thoughts as unimportant.
“Come on,” he instructed, and pulled Eucey after him. They kicked
through the wet grass towards the other outbuildings, but stopped
when they saw that the stables were lit up. In the doorway,
Alexander could make out his father and the shapes of two other
men. His curiosity got the better of him, so he and Eucey crept
closer, taking shelter behind a pile of neatly stacked wood.

“Who is it?” Eucey asked. “What are they
sayin’? I can’t hear.”

Alexander motioned her to silence. If they
were detected, he’d be sent back inside to find something else to
amuse himself with. Slowly, their words filtered to him, and he
paraphrased for his friend. “There’s father, his friend Mr. Smit,
and another man. I don’t know him. They’re saying something about a
massacre…” he trailed off and squinted into the night, as if that
would improve his understanding.

 

Eucey waited patiently for more information,
but Alexander made the mistake of leaning too far out from the wood
pile. Someone pointed in his direction and, though he tried to
hide, it was too late.

“Alexander?”

He looked up and found his father peering
down at him. “Yes, sir?”

“What are you doing?”

“Sir, Eucey and I-”

His father’s face stayed passive, but his
tone was severe. “Alexander, have we not discussed your choice of
playmates before?”

“Yes?” Alexander answered uncertainly.
Perhaps he could say he’d forgotten?

His father cleared his throat loudly and
looked at the little girl crouched down next to him. She hid her
face with her skirt, as if that would make her invisible. “Go back
to the kitchen, child,” he ordered. “And Alexander, you will
accompany me to the drawing room to see your mother.”

The words filled the small boy with an
unreasonable amount of dread, but there was nothing to be done
except to follow orders. Eucey stood quickly. She curtsied and
nodded all over herself before she turned and ran back towards the
safety of her mother.

Alexander climbed to his feet and squared his
small shoulders in an effort at bravery. “Father, I know Mother
doesn’t want me to be friends with any of the slaves, but there’s
no one else to play with. Aunt Torina said-”

His father scowled darkly. “I care not for
what your aunt said. You’ve been warned about appropriate company,
before. Now, come.”

Alexander trailed behind the three men to the
house. They wiped their feet and the two guests took off their hats
and traveling coats and left them with Martha. Then, the four of
them made their way to the drawing room where Alexander’s mother
and aunt Torina were already seated. His mother held his baby
brother, Tristan, in her arms, but at the sight of guests she stood
and quickly deposited him in the small rocking crib nearby.

Alexander’s father moved to his wife and
offered her his hand. “We have guests, Jesslynn,” he said
quietly.

She allowed him to help her stand, her face
all politeness. Though, for just a moment, Alexander thought he saw
a dark look pass between her and his father. “Yes, I see that we
have guests. Good evening, gentlemen.” She eyed the third man
suspiciously. He offered her a polite smile that revealed a pair of
fangs. The sign that he was one of them; appropriate company.

With that gesture the tension in the room
dissipated. Torina stood and eyed the dark haired Mr. Smit. “Yes. A
lovely evening to you, sirs.” Though she spoke to all of them,
Alexander had the distinct impression that her greeting was only
meant for the one.

The men made the appropriate replies, and
soon everyone was seated stiffly in the ornate furniture. His
mother ordered refreshments brought, and welcomed Mr. Smit back
from his trip. “What news do you bring?”

The dark haired man cleared his throat. “It
is not news for a lady.”

Torina pouted prettily behind her beribboned
fan. “Oh, come now. I am sure our delicate sensibilities will be
able to handle it.”

From his perch in the chair, Alexander‘s feet
didn’t reach the floor, and it was with great effort that he
refrained from swinging them. All of the adult niceties bored him.
He wished his mother would scold him so he could go find something
else to do.

“Perhaps,” Mr. Smit agreed. “But there are
children present.” His eyes met Alexander’s briefly, and then moved
away again. Mr. Jorick Smit had never been unkind to him, but
neither had he been particularly friendly. He was simply there,
like the leaves in the autumn or the snow in the winter. There was
no malice in him, but neither was there love, just the ever present
“there-ness”.

The third man, introduced as a Mr. Riley,
also turned his attention to Alexander. His eyes registered
surprise. “Upon my soul, is he?”

Before he could finish Jesslynn was on her
feet. She snatched Alexander from the chair. “If you will excuse
us, gentlemen? Perhaps this is not the place for children.” She
shot a commanding glance to her husband, and then dragged the small
boy through the shadowy house and into the dining room.

“What have you been doing?” Jesslynn
demanded, but before Alexander could answer, his father appeared,
and she turned her unhappiness on him. “Who is that man, Riley,
Oren? Can he be trusted?”

“He’s a friend of Jorick’s,” Oren
answered.

“A friend?” Jesslynn questioned
sarcastically. “I didn’t think he was capable of friends.”

“An acquaintance then,” Oren said
impatiently. “If he were not trust worthy, Jorick would not have
brought him to our home.”

Jesslynn didn’t look convinced. “And what
news do they bring that is unsuitable for our ears?”

Alexander tried to remain as quiet as
possible. Inconspicuous children could find out all kinds of
interesting things, including news they were too young to hear.

It worked.

“There was a slave uprising, in Southampton
County. They killed 50 or more.”

“Mortals?” Jesslynn demanded.

“Yes, of course.”

“Then why would we care?” she asked
haughtily.

Oren stared at her incredulously.
“Southampton County is only seventy miles south of us, Jesslynn. If
they can rebel there, what is to stop them from doing so here? What
is to stop them from creeping into the cellar while we sleep?”

“Fear.”

Oren shook his head. “Fear will only go so
far. Would it not be best to simply free them and send them on
their way? We don’t need the plantation, anymore-”

She met his eyes challengingly. “Why do you
say that? Do you think the neighbors will simply ignore it if our
fields go wild? Do you think they won’t question?”

Oren ground his teeth together angrily. “Do
you think they do not already question? They have neighbors that
they never see, and when they do, we never change! For the love of
God, we have children that never age!”

Alexander caught his breath, and the sound
reminded them that he was there. Oren stepped back quickly, and his
face fell to his usual cool, impassive expression. “We have guests
waiting.” He started for the doorway, but stopped and looked back.
“Alexander, go to your room and study your reading. Stay away from
that slave child.”

He wanted to argue, but his mother’s sharp
tone silenced him, “Slave child?” She grabbed Alexander’s arm, and
bent to stare him in the face. “Have we not discussed this?”

“Yes, ma’am.” He could argue about Eucey
another time. “What did Father mean children that never age?” She
pressed her lips tightly together and he stared into her eyes,
willing her to answer, but her dark gaze overwhelmed him and he was
forced to look away, defeated.

“We will not discuss this further,” she
snapped. “Do as your father says.” She straightened up and swept
from the room, her long skirts rustling behind her.

Alexander sighed heavily and did as he was
told, though the prospect was a bleak one. He’d read the primer
from start to finish more times than he could count and had most of
the stories memorized. It was the same with his other studies; the
same books, the same lessons, over and over and over. His days were
a long circle of the same rituals repeated again and again with
seemingly no progress.

 


He was sitting at his desk, the worn books
spread out before him with a flickering lamp for light, when the
clock struck twelve. Moments later, he heard his father’s footsteps
in the hall, and he paused from his daydream to wait for him. He
appeared uncertainly in the doorframe and then plunged into the
room, his hands held stiffly behind his back and his face
unreadable. “Have you done your lessons?”

Alexander pointed to the opened book on the
desk. “Yes, sir.”

Oren nodded crisply and turned back for the
door. “Good. When you’ve finished, come down and have your meal.
Your mother is planning for your birthday, tomorrow.”

“How old will I be?”

Oren stopped on the threshold and Alexander
could feel him cringe. “You know very well.”

He nodded to himself because he did, or he
suspected that he did. He’d noticed something wrong several
birthdays ago. “I’m never going to grow up, am I, Father?”

Oren’s shoulders tightened like a clenched
fist and then he relented and turned back. He met his son’s dark
doe eyes and answered calmly, “No, no you won’t.”

“And Tristan?” Alexander pressed.

Oren sighed heavily and nervously smoothed
his long, tawny hair. “No,” he said at last. “Tristan will never
grow up, either.”

Alexander looked at his small hands folded in
his lap and struggled to come to grips with his father’s words.
Suspecting the truth and knowing it were two very different things.
He’d watched slave children grow up, but they were different than
him; their skin was darker and their teeth weren’t pointy. They ate
the food that was cooked in the kitchen. He’d accepted that they
grew up differently than he did because they were different. He
just hadn’t realized how different.

“Eucey,” he began, but his father cut him
off.

“Eucey will grow up. She will have children,
she will grow old, and she will die. Her children will have
children, and they too will grow old and the cycle will continue.
But not for us. We are removed from their cycle, my son. We stand
outside it.”

Alexander swallowed hard. “How long do we
stand outside it?”

Oren drew a tight breath and released it
slowly. “Forever, Alexander. We will continue as we are,
incorruptible and whole, forever. Do you understand?”

He nodded slowly, though the concept was one
he only half understood. When he spoke his voice was barely
audible. “How many birthdays have I had?”

“Fifteen,” Oren answered without hesitation.
“Tomorrow will be the sixteenth.”

Alexander nodded again and turned to the
stack of books on the desk. “I see.”

Oren waited, but Alexander had nothing else
to say. What else could he ask? “Why are we different? What are
we?” He already knew the answer. They were vampires. That was
why he must stay away from the sunlight, though Eucey didn’t have
to. That was why he drank from Nanny Hannah while Eucey ate bread
and taters in the kitchen. That was why she would get older with
every birthday, and he wouldn’t. That was why he was supposed to
stay away from them. That was why they weren’t “appropriate”.

Oren cleared his throat loudly. “If you’ve
finished your lessons, then come downstairs and feed.”

He turned back to the door, but Alexander
called after him, “How old will I be tomorrow, father?”

“Five,” Oren answered softly. “You’ll be
five.”

And then he disappeared into the hallway,
leaving Alexander alone.

 


* * * * * * * * * *
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* * * * * * * * * *

AROWENIA

(You can find Arowenia in the novel Shades of Gray. Her story takes place at Claudius’
‘Summer Home’ in June, four months before Shades of
Gray opens.)

 


Arowenia stared at her reflection in the
mirror. The child like face that stared back held large, liquid
blue eyes devoid of feeling. Just over her shoulder, she could see
the fluttering redheaded woman who tried to tame her long blonde
hair into an elaborate updo that would suit Claudius. A second
woman stood behind her, handing out strings of pearls and bobby
pins as needed.

“You're going to look simply lovely when
we're finished,” the beautician-by-assignment cooed in her soft,
honey southern accent.

“Like a doll,” the other agreed with a
wistful sigh that betrayed her jealousy. Yes, she was jealous.
Truth be told, both of the women probably were. The grass is always
greener on the other side, or so it appears to those looking in.
But, sometimes playing the porcelain doll was a cold amusement, if
amusement it could be called.

The last string of pearls was threaded, and
the women stepped back to admire their handiwork. Arowenia glanced
into the mirror, but felt neither pleasure nor dissatisfaction. She
only noted whether or not it would satisfy Claudius, and she
believed it would.

“If you're ready, my lady?” The redhead
asked. A dimple at the corner of her mouth betrayed her opinion of
the antiquated title, but there was a system to everything; rules,
regulations and formalities. Without those things, the system would
break down and there'd be only chaos and a group of power hungry
vampires vying for control. Too many covens were already like that,
or so Claudius said.

Claudius. Claudius. Claudius. It always came
back to him, didn't it? The leader of the coven, the master of
their futures, and her mate in immortality whether she wished it or
not.

Arowenia followed the two women through the
hallway and then down the ornate, curved staircase into the marble
foyer. Guests and coven members alike mingled in small groups,
chatting and laughing politely. Their tones were as tinkly as the
crystal chandeliers above their heads.

Almost unwillingly, her eyes sought him out
amongst the crowd. He stood in the center of the largest
semi-circle, his blond hair pulled back into a tidy ponytail. His
dress was as opulent as ever. A white shirt bore ruffles at the
neck and wrists, and an ornately embroidered vest matched the cold
green shade of his eyes. In one long fingered hand he held a
crystal goblet whose contents were a rich crimson.

As if he felt her gaze, he turned and a smile
snaked over his boyish lips. Though he looked no more than sixteen,
untold years hid in his eyes and revealed themselves in the steady
strum of his aura. He mock toasted to her and held out his free
hand, waiting for her to claim it. She understood the gesture, and
moved to stand next to him.

“Arowenia,” he murmured, and brought her hand
to his lips. “You look lovely.” He broke off and a tiny frown
formed between his eyebrows. “Though I wonder that they chose peach
instead of green. Hectia knows that I prefer we match.”

“Yes, of course,” she agreed tonelessly.
“Shall I change?”

“No, no.” He brushed it aside carelessly.
“I’ll speak to her later.” His eyes grew sharp and he barked
suddenly, “You! Didn’t I give you instructions?”

They looked to see a pale, nearly terrified
vampire who stood a few feet away, frozen as if in mid skulk. It
was Michael, Claudius’ newest toy. He’d been the human hired to
take care of the lawn until he’d gotten too nosey. Now he was one
of them, though not quite. Less than the least of them, he was on
the same tier as the human servants Claudius kept, including
Michael’s rather bizarre, but thankfully silent, brother.

“Um, yes,” Michael mumbled and then cleared
his throat quickly. “I mean, um, yes. Sir. Erm, my Lord, um-”

“Get on with it!” Claudius snapped
impatiently. He turned back to his companions and in an airy tone
commented, “Fledglings. They’re so hard to train.”

The others nodded and, when Arowenia looked
back, Michael had disappeared. Claudius noted the absence and
straightened his vest, as if to get his composure back. “Come, I
believe the music will shortly.”

Arowenia took the arm he offered, and allowed
him to guide her through the French doors and into the lavish ball
room. A small orchestra was gathered in one corner, their faces
harried and pale as they arranged themselves. One long wall of
mirrors reflected the dazzling chandeliers and the array of
well-dressed guests. The colors smeared into a moving rainbow that
made her eyes hurt.

She shifted her gaze to the square fountain
in the center of the room. A cluster of four bat winged cherubs
poured out pitchers of red tinted water into a wide pool. On their
heads was balanced a large, carved basin filled with cubed ice and
a pair of naked teenage girls. They were only semi-conscious and
curled around one another like a yin yang symbol. Each had one
bleeding arm extended over a trough that circled the basin. Blood
dripped from their limbs and ran down thin, silver shoots into
crystal bowls set at all four corners of the red tinted pool.

Claudius stopped next to the fountain and
dipped his cup into one of the crystal bowls. He took a sip and
sighed with appreciation. “You can’t even taste the drugs any more.
Modern pharmacology has done wonders.”

His companions took cups from a nearby table
and dipped a sample into their goblets. Heads bobbed as they
swallowed, each agreeing that the flavor was unaffected. Arowenia
let her gaze fall to the girls. Their pale skin was goose pimpled
and their purple nipples stood cold and hard. Their heads were
thrown back so that their long, pale throats were temptingly
exposed. One of them moaned softly and her eyes fluttered open. For
a moment, she held Arowenia’s gaze, and something flashed in her
eyes; something pleading and desperate, but it disappeared under
the influence of the drugs and her body fell limp again.

“Take a taste,” Claudius ordered and, without
thought, Arowenia complied. She also nodded vaguely, though no one
cared about her opinion. Then the group moved on.

The music started low and soft, then swelled
to fill the room. Not too loud to drown out the discussions, but
with enough volume to cover the sound of their shoes on the
polished floor. Claudius discussed business, and Arowenia let her
mind wander. Around them, couples danced, some like silk
butterflies and some like bumbling raccoons. There would be no
dancing for her, unless Claudius could separate himself from his
business long enough, because no male was allowed to touch her.
That was one of the endless rules and regulations that kept
everyone in their proper places.

Claudius suddenly released her arm, and
offered a polite, “You’ll excuse us, I’m sure?” Though he spoke it
as a question, it was really a statement, and she only nodded
wordlessly. He gallantly kissed her hand again. Then, he and his
associates disappeared, no doubt headed for the library where they
could sign away some part of their souls to him.

Alone, she drifted towards the row of opened
French doors that led to the veranda. Vampires flitted in and out,
and each took their time to show their proper respect to her as
they passed. Some simply nodded, while others went for a full blown
bow. With no real conviction, she acknowledged each in turn.
Neither an inconvenience nor a pleasure. Like so many other things
it simply was.

Outside, the night was deep and dark. The
stars above glittered like a thousand diamonds and Arowenia gazed
at them and thought about what lay beyond the sky. They said it was
outer space, a never ending black ocean with planets instead of
islands, but she couldn’t understand it. It was like China;
something “they” said existed, but which she’d never seen with her
own eyes. How was she to know that any of it was real?

She leaned delicately on the veranda railing
and closed her eyes, savoring the early summer evening. The smell
of fresh cut grass wafted on the breeze, and she could hear the
bugs and the bullfrogs calling to one another. It reminded her of
another time and another place; a world before Claudius and his
“brothers” stormed her father’s castle and butchered everything in
their path. Sometimes, in her dreams, she could still hear the
guards’ screams, but she was numb to them now. It was so very long
ago, and time healed all, or how else could they continue living
year after year, century after century?

“Oh, uh, hey.”

She looked up sharply to find Michael
standing next to her. She didn’t deign to answer him, only arched a
cold eyebrow. He cleared his throat and shifted uncomfortably. She
could smell his fear and hear his heart pounding. When he didn’t
speak, she finally demanded, “Yes?”

“Um, like, Claudius wants you.” He jerked his
thumb in the general direction of the house.

She turned back to the stars and sighed
inwardly. What did he want now? Hadn’t he just gone to speak
privately with the other men? Why did he need her? Surely a
porcelain doll on his arm wouldn’t help seal the deal. But,
regardless of what he wanted, it was best not to keep him
waiting.

Without a word, she turned sharply for the
house and strode through the doors and back into the brightness of
the ball room. Guests bowed and scraped, and Michael scrambled to
catch up, but she ignored everything except the doors at the far
end of the room. One room at a time. One step at a time. Never
contemplate the final destination, just the steps that take you
there, or you might go mad.

Michael’s all too human brother was waiting
in the foyer, his blond hair disturbingly messy despite the formal
engagement. He drew no more notice from her than a mosquito, and
she passed him by and walked towards the library.

“Um, uh, hey,” Michael said quickly. “He’s,
uh, in the sunroom.”

She didn’t bother to acknowledge him, only
turned abruptly and headed in the opposite direction, towards the
back of the house. The sunroom was a large glass enclosure filled
with as many tropical plants as Claudius could get to grow. Gold
bird cages peeped out from the foliage, and occasionally a bird
would twitter or call, seeking comfort from its fellow prisoners.
Many of the vampires found the sunroom a pointless addition, which
was exactly why Claudius had added it. He wanted everyone to see
that he had so much wealth that he could afford to spend it on
trivial, outlandish things. Even after all these years, he was
still desperately trying to prove that he was worthy; though, she
didn’t know who he was trying to prove it to.

The sunroom had a row of artificial lights
just inside the door, but the rest of the room was thick with
shadows. Her vampire eyes could see through the gloom, and she
moved silently through the whispering plants, one hand holding her
skirt above the floor, and the other gently folding back the larger
leaves.

She reached the far side of the room, but
Claudius wasn’t there. She turned back, a frown on her face, and
found Michael and his brother so close behind her that she nearly
crashed into them. Surprised, she jumped back into a large potted
palm. Her arms flailed as she fought for her balance. It was the
human brother who caught her under the elbows. For a moment she
hung suspended, like a water drop ready to fall, but he righted
her. She saw something flash across his face; some kind of regret,
and then she remembered the hands on her arms.

She pulled away, and he jerked back, as if
he’d been burned. “I’m sorry,” he said quickly. His panicked eyes
skipped around the room as if they sought something, and his
nervous hands dived into his pockets.

“Claudius would have you killed for that!
Where is-” Before she could finish the question, someone grabbed
her from behind. She struggled against constricting arms and opened
her mouth to scream, but she was silenced with a wad of perfumed
silk that burned her tongue.

“Be still and you won’t get hurt,” a low deep
voice whispered close to her ear.

Michael and his brother drew away as she
choked and gagged, both wide eyed and terrified. She tried to
motion to them to do something, but realized the futility when she
saw two more figures emerge from the shadowy plants. One was a dark
skinned woman attired in a long, shimmery gown, and the other was a
pale man with long golden hair and amber eyes. She’d never seen
them before, but their expression told her that they weren’t going
to help her.

The dark woman smiled cruelly and lifted what
looked like a sack. Arowenia struggled, but the woman slipped the
sack over her head. The world was lost to darkness and the thick
stench of old dirt. On the other side of the sack, someone bound
her wrists tightly and the woman’s voice purred, “There’s no time
to be squeamish now, boys. You’ve both done very well.”

Arowenia was lifted and unceremoniously
draped over someone’s shoulder, no doubt the man who’d first
grabbed her. The only sound was the faint whisper of the plants as
they moved through the sunroom. A door opened, and she realized
they were exiting through the sunroom’s side entrance. She kicked
her feet and made soft, muffled pleas, though no one seemed to hear
her. Where were the guards? Why weren’t they at the door? There
were always guards – guards everywhere waiting, watching. Where
were they now? Where were they?

She squealed and squirmed, but they were
outside and there was no one in the back gardens at this end of the
house. These were the autumn gardens, and they wouldn’t bloom until
September, so they were left shrouded in darkness.

Her captors stopped, and she could only
conclude that they’d reached the back wall. The man who held her
muttered, “You first, and I’ll pass her over.” Whoever he spoke to
obeyed, and she was handed up, wriggling and kicking, to another
pair of hands. Her new captor grunted and swore under his breath,
but he pulled her to the top of the wall and held her there, face
down, while he waited for his companions.

She wondered who these vampires were, and why
they were taking her. How had they gotten past the guards? How had
they gotten in the house and out again without being observed? Why
weren’t they being stopped now?

She was hauled down the other side of the
wall to a waiting vehicle. They dumped her in the backseat between
the woman and Michael’s human brother. She could smell them both,
something she should have done in the sunroom. But there was no
reason to be on guard, then. Or at least, she hadn’t thought there
was.

Her captors were quiet. Moments ticked by
with only the sound of the car moving down the road. Then, the
human spoke. “What are you going to do with her?”

It was the woman who answered. “You know very
well, Patrick. You were there when we made the plans.” She trailed
a finger over Arowenia’s exposed arm, and the vampiress shivered
and flinched away. The dark woman laughed. “She’s going to be very
happy in her new home, won’t she, Oren?”

“For now,” came the stiff reply. It wasn’t
the voice of the one who’d grabbed her, which meant it had to be
the man with the amber eyes. Oren. The name was familiar, though
she couldn’t place it. Something someone had said to Claudius once,
perhaps? Or something she’d over heard.

They fell into silence again. Trapped between
them in the car, Arowenia couldn’t do anything about the bag on her
head or her bound hands, so she concentrated on spitting out the
handkerchief. One step at a time.

When they reached their destination, she was
free of the perfumed gag. There was no point in calling attention
to it, so she stayed silent as she was heaved out of the car and
carried inside another building. The footsteps of her captors
echoed, and she guessed it must be a large room, possibly like the
foyer at the mansion they’d left behind.

Another door opened and she was carried down
the stairs. She felt the cold damp of a basement wrap around her,
and heard the sound of stone grinding against itself. She was
dumped on the floor, and then the stone ground again and snapped
shut; a concealed door.

The chamber behind it was small and Arowenia
shifted so that she lay on her side. The cold of the stone seeped
through her light summer gown. The gown that was the wrong color.
Why had they dressed her in pale peach?

She listened to the darkness and felt it
listening back. Upstairs someone moved, footsteps across a floor,
and hushed voices whispered. Who were they? Why had they taken her?
She didn’t understand what she’d done, but she soon came to realize
it had nothing to do with her. It was something to do with Claudius
and one of his feuds. Though he didn’t discuss them with her, she
knew he had many. None of them had ever touched her before, and she
still didn’t understand how this one had.

But contemplating it was pointless. There was
nothing she could do except wait for Claudius to come for her,
leaving a bloody path of destruction in his wake, like he had
before. For a moment, fear fluttered in her chest, a wild,
forgotten emotion. A flash of the girls in the fountain came to her
mind, and she could picture the one who stared at her, with
terrified eyes. Like Arowenia’s own fear, it hadn’t lasted, and the
girl’s terror had dropped away into nothing. Yes, she was like
them, only her drugs were the long, tired years that had drifted
past, while she’d watched from a gilded window, never touching or
being touched, until she no longer cared. And now, alone in the
darkness of the secret chamber, with only her thoughts and her
memories, she found they were all cold and numb, like the ice that
had chilled the young girls in the blood fountain. Suddenly, she
wasn’t sure whether she wanted to be rescued or not.

* * * * * * * * * *
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ASHTON

(You can’t actually find Ashton anywhere,
except as a mention in the novel Legacy of
Ghosts (Though you can find his brother, Loren in Legacy of Ghosts, Ties of Blood and Ashes
of Deceit.) This takes place in Maine in 1995.)

 


“Hey, dickhead, get up!”

Ashton jerked awake. “Huh?” He blinked away
the last shreds of sleep to see Loren, his younger brother. He
stood in the bedroom doorway and glared impatiently, as if he’d
expected more.

“I said get up, dude. It’s after eight. You
need to give the cat its pills and we need to get some shit from
the store-”

Loren went on, but Ashton ignored him. He
swung into a sitting position on the edge of the bed and dropped
his head into his hands.

God, I’m tired. I’m so fuckin’ tired! I
thought I was supposed to feel like fucking superman now?

“Are you listening?”

He wanted to tell Loren to go to hell, but he
only muttered, “Yeah, sure. Look, go to the store and get whatever
we need, a’ight? I got some shit to do.” With too much effort he
climbed to his feet and rifled through the rubble of his bedroom
for something to wear, his back carefully placed to his
brother.

“You’ve always got shit to do!” Loren
snapped. “How about look for a fucking job? We’re almost out of
money and-”

“And you’re still in school, blah, blah,
blah.” Guilt washed over him the moment the words left his mouth.
He forced his voice calm before he went on. “Look, I’m sorry,
a’ight? I know this shit’s hard on you, it’s hard on me, too. If we
run out of money before I get a job we’ll just pawn some of Mom and
Dad’s stuff.” He turned and met his brother’s dark eyes for a
moment, then turned away again. “A’ight?”

Loren physically shrank from the idea. “I
don’t wanna pawn their stuff.”

“I know, but they don’t need it anymore, and
you need to eat.” Ashton shrugged and went back to dressing. “I’m
gonna go up and see Jessie and the guys for a while.”

There was a moment of silence and then Loren
said quietly, “You’ve been off with them every night for like a
month. You’re different since they showed up. I never see you
anymore. It’s like you’re avoiding me.”

“You’re seein’ me now.” Ashton tried to sound
casual. “Don’t turn all girly on me.”

“I’m not turning all girly! I was just
saying, you know…” Loren trailed off. When Ashton didn’t fill in
the silence he sighed with resignation. “All right. I’ll go get the
stuff. But, I’m taking your bike.”

Ashton cringed, but didn’t argue. When Loren
sensed his victory, he disappeared. Ashton didn’t relax until he
heard the door shut, and the motorcycle roar to life.

“Fuck,” he muttered to thin air, as if he
thought it might answer him. “What am I gonna do?”

It was a good question, and one he’d been
working on for three weeks. Loren was right, he was avoiding him,
but how could he face him - really face him - now? How was he
supposed to explain that he really was different? How did he tell
his kid brother that he was a vampire?

Vampire. Yeah, that’s a word that makes a
lot of sense.

“Fuck.”

 


Ashton shoved the pill down the pissed off
cat and got a scratch for his efforts. He rubbed the creature’s
throat until it swallowed. The dark look in its eyes seemed to say
“I’m doing this against my will, jack ass, and I will make you pay,
later”. Let it try. Ashton was just dying for a reason to give it
to the neighbors. The Willingers had a bunch of kids and a soft
hearted mother. He bet he could talk them into taking the fuzzy
white monster. If it wasn’t for his new condition he’d have tried
it already. That was something he’d have to get Loren to do.
Yeah. Let the Willingers take the fucking demon cat.

A Band-Aid later and he was out the door and
on his way. The moon hung heavy in the sky, and a chilly wind blew
across the beach. The walk to the dilapidated house was a short
one. Ashton tugged open the rusty screen door and slumped inside.
The rooms were cluttered with broken furniture and old junk. The
floors crunched under foot with a mixture of garbage, bits of
plaster, mouse droppings and the occasional hardy roach.

This was headquarters, or that’s what Jessie
called it anyway. Jessie was tall, dark and infinitely cooler than
the other chumps that lived around the small seaboard town,
especially in off season. During the summer, they sometimes got
tourists from the big places, but in the cold months there was just
the steady, slow grind of small town people with small town ideas.
Jessie had blown in a month ago with a handful of followers,
including his right-hand-man Wesley. They’d set up shop in the
abandoned house and for all the world looked like a group of
partying beach-bum/gang members who lived to get fucked up and set
fire to something. With the still too recent death of Ashton’s
parents and the sudden responsibility heaped on his shoulders,
Jessie and his friends seemed like the perfect escape from reality.
Get high, get drunk, forget about everything.

If only he’d known what an escape from
reality it was.

Ashton paused in the doorway of what had once
been the house’s living room. A single hurricane lamp splashed
wavery light over a handful of stained furniture and threw twisted
shadows across the walls. Despite the gloom, Jessie sprawled in one
of the chairs, as though he were the king of a grand castle, and
warbled a terrible attempt at a song.

“Well if you feel the wanderlust, just grab a
car or hop a bus. In every town there's excitement to be found, so
much is happening-”

Ashton flopped into the other chair sand
snickered. “What the fuck are you singing?”

Jessie’s head snapped around instantly.
“Spring Fever.” When Ashton only blinked, he nearly exploded,
“Elvis Presley, man! The King! What’s wrong wi’ you, huh? You never
heard a’ it?”

Ashton’s hands went up and he flinched
involuntarily. “Sorry, dude. Sorry.”

“Yeah, sorry. You always sorry. You come in
here, interruptin’ my vibe, man, wit’ your dumb ass questions.
Don’t you know nothin’? And call me Master, fucktard. Remember your
place, huh?”

Ashton rolled his eyes, but let it go.
Jessie is in one of his moods again. Great.

The “Master” went back to his song. Soon, the
other guys started to trickle in. They were all too smart to
comment on the music, even as Spring Fever gave way to Teddy Bear.
In fact, they didn’t say a word. It wasn’t until Wesley kicked
Ashton’s chair and snapped, “Hey, get outta my chair, loser,” that
there was any conversation at all.

Ashton snapped back with, “Fuck you.” The
words were brave, but one fanged snarl from Wesley and Ashton stood
up. “It’s fuckin’ uncomfortable, anyway. And it smells like cat
piss.”

“That’s you, man.” Wesley laughed and smacked
him in the back of the head, then he dropped into his newly claimed
chair.

Ashton moved away to slouch in a shadowy
corner and glare. That was the reason he didn’t want to tell Loren
about what he was. The first time Wesley smacked his little brother
in the back of the head, he’d have to break his wrist, and then
he’d be in the shit. Jessie and Wesley were tighter than a pair of
Siamese twins. There was no way Jessie would let him get away with
knocking Wesley down a peg – even if the fuck muncher deserved
it.

Wesley kicked his feet up and propped them on
the arm of Jessie’s chair. “Yo, Jess, cut the concert and let’s do
something, huh?”

The singing stopped and Jessie slowly rolled
his head face to the newcomer. “And what we gonna do, huh? You got
any ideas?”

Wesley smirked as if he’d been waiting for
this. “Yeah, I do.” He raised his voice and shouted to unseen
vampires, “Yo, bring her in!”

The screen door banged open and closed, and
feet shuffled through the house. Someone whimpered; a soft, high
sound that made Ashton’s stomach clench. Two of the guys appeared
through the doorway, lugging a fourteen year old girl between them.
Her hair was strawberry red and hung around her face like it had
just fallen out of a ponytail. Her clothes were rumpled and dirt
stained, and she had only one shoe. Tears and dirt streaked her
face, and traces of blood were smeared under her nose. It would
have been bad enough if Ashton hadn’t known her, but as it was,
knowing made it worse.

The guys dumped her in a heap in front of
Jessie. Their leader gave Wesley a look of surprised approval. Then
he caught the girl’s head under her chin and forced her to meet his
gaze. “Well, looky here.”

The girl’s eyes darted fearfully around the
room and Ashton hid in the shadows. Don’t see me, Jenny. Don’t
see me.

It seemed to work.

“Please,” she whispered, her voice tiny, even
as she begged the whole room. “Please, just let me go home. I won’t
tell. I promise. I won’t. Please.”

“You won’t tell, huh?” Jessie mused. “I tell
you what, honey. You be a good girl and maybe you can go home in a
little bit. How’s that sound, huh?” His lips curved into a smile
and his fangs glittered in the light. At the sight, Jenny’s eyes
grew wide and then, as the reality of her situation became clear,
she screamed and tried to get away. Wesley grabbed her and hauled
her up into the air. She kicked her legs furiously and
shrieked.

Ashton shuddered and tried to disappear into
the wall. If he just closed his eyes this would all go away. Go
away. Go away. Oh God, make it go away!

But, when he opened his eyes he was still
there. Wesley had Jenny pinned to the floor and Jessie and a couple
of other guys hovered over her, their lips drawn back from their
fangs as she flailed and pleaded. Goddammit . He had to do
something.

“What the fuck?”

At his words the room went silent, and
everyone turned in unison to look at him. He suddenly wished he’d
stayed quiet, but it was too late, so he pressed on. “What the fuck
are you guys doing?”

Jessie straightened up and eyed him with
semi-amusement. “What’s it look like to you?”

Ashton forced back the fear and took a step
forward. “Christ, man, she’s like fourteen. That’s just sick.”

“You think so?” Jessie asked in what seemed
like a reasonable tone, though something in his eyes was off
kilter. “Anyone else think that’s sick? Huh?”

No one moved.

“Looks like it’s just you, loser.” Wesley
snickered, but Jessie silenced him with a gesture.

“Maybe he’s right.”

No one knew what to say, Ashton included.

“Maybe he’s right,” Jessie repeated. “Let her
go.”

Wesley started to argue, but then he held up
his hands and backed away. Jenny jerked to her feet quickly. She
swayed in place as she stared uncertainly from one face to another.
Her gaze brushed over Ashton and he saw recognition in her eyes;
recognition and fear.

Jessie laid a hand on her head, ignoring her
whimper. “I say you’re right, man. She’s just a kid. A fucking
little kid!” He snapped her around and put her in a headlock. Her
eyes went wide with terror as he shouted. “Just some fucking little
kid you’re soft on. You too soft to watch, huh? You too soft to
join in and have some fun? You know what? You piss me off. You
always comin’ around here, ruinin’ the vibe, man! The vibe! You’re
such a buzz kill, and I’m fuckin’ sick of it. We’re all fuckin’
sick of it, man!”
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