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CHAPTER ONE




 Claire McCormick sighed heavily when she saw the professor’s name on the letter. “I can’t believe he’s gone,” she mumbled.

“Who? Colin Willis?” came a voice from across the office.

Claire looked up at the other secretary and nodded. “Yeah, I just don’t understand why would anyone would want to kill him.” She set aside the letter and continued going through the papers she had to put away. “He was my favorite professor. He was so encouraging and fun, and I used to always look forward to his classes.”

The secretary, Nancy Giordano, shook her head sadly. “Yes, it was a big loss for all of us. Such a pleasant man. Even worse,” she stood up to use the copy machine. “There hasn’t been arrests or any leads. Nothing has happened!”

Claire could only nod. Two weeks had passed since the death of Colin Willis, and the case seemed to have already run cold. The professor was found dead in his Brooklyn apartment after neighbors reported a foul odor coming from there. Willis was found on his bedroom floor, his throat slashed open. There was no evidence of forced entry, robbery or anything of the like. From what Claire had heard, it was as though someone calmly walked into Willis’ apartment, killed him without a fight and calmly walked out.

She blinked a few times to clear her mind. She didn’t want to spend too much time dwelling on how the professor died or sadness would weigh her down. Instead, she focused on getting her work done for the day. Claire worked part-time at the English department at Richmond College, a small private institution on Staten Island in New York City. Although she had graduated a few months earlier, she kept her job as she struggled to find work.

Even Nancy seemed to want to change the mood of the office. She went back to her cheerful humming and even brought up a subject that always lit Claire up. “How’s your niece doing?”

“She’s doing very well!” She beamed. “Ava is learning to sit up by herself. She is getting so big! I should have new pictures to show you soon since my sister-in-law is always taking pictures!”

She finished going through the papers and went over to the filing cabinet to begin filing them. Looking at the clock above the cabinet, Claire almost smiled again as she saw it was fifteen minutes to five.

But it was who entered the office right then that prevented her from smiling altogether.

He strolled in calmly and casually, not making a grand entrance in hopes of being noticed. He politely said hello to Nancy, who was back at her desk and had tightened up by the mere sight of him, but he did not appear to notice. He then nodded at Claire, who mumbled “Hi” back to him, but was taking in his appearance. She could have glanced at this man and continued filing away the papers. But it was what he wore that made her almost stare.

It was eighty-five degrees outside, partly cloudy with the sun peeking out now and then, and the man was wearing a long sleeved red shirt buttoned up except for the top one at the collarbone. On his legs were slim khakis, brown socks and loafers. How could this person dress like that in the heat?

Upon examining this stranger’s attire, she also noticed his skin, or what little was shown of it. Despite the three months of summer, the man was noticeably pale, almost sickly looking. Was there something wrong with him?

After acknowledging his odd appearance, Claire noted the rest of him. He looked to be in his mid twenties, a little under six feet of medium build with light brown hair and blue-green eyes. She also saw that he was handsome, with high cheekbones framing his face. However, his clothing overwhelmed his good looks.

“Laura Matthews will be available shortly, Daniel,” Nancy was telling him, saying the chairwoman’s name. “Have a seat and she will see you in a few.”

“Thank you, Nancy,” the man responded politely but distantly, with a cultured sounding accent. Claire couldn’t tell whether it was British or not, but it certainly wasn’t American.

He went to sit on the cushioned chairs against the wall, opposite the filing cabinets. That was when she saw he had a satchel over his shoulder, the type many professors carried around campus. If this Daniel was a professor, why hadn’t she ever seen him during her four years at Richmond College?

Nancy was talking to the man, though in a more guarded tone than her usual perkiness. “Daniel, how was your summer in Australia? I understand you did some reporting Down Under?”

Over at the filing cabinet, Claire’s ears perked.

“It was a great trip, as always. Spent time with friends and family, got a lot of work done. Can’t complain,” Daniel answered.

“You went to Australia for the summer?” Claire left the cabinet drawer open and walked over to the professor. “Do you go there often?”

Daniel looked over at Claire, sized her up and replied, “Yes, I have relatives and friends in Sydney. The summer is my one chance to see them.”

“And you’re a reporter? For what publication?”

“Many. I’m a freelancer.”

Nancy put on one of her broad smiles. “Claire graduated from our English Writing program this past May. She’s been doing some freelancing ever since, but it is difficult out there.”

Claire felt a bit embarrassed that the secretary introduced her to Daniel in this way, but he didn’t seem too fazed. Instead, he raised his eyebrows, slightly intrigued

“A freelance writer? And what was your name again?”

“Claire. Claire McCormick. I work here part-time.” Why did she say the last part?

“Where have you been published?”

“A few places online and local newspapers, nothing too spectacular. And I interned for a bi-weekly Brooklyn magazine.”

“So, I take it writing is really something you want to do?”

She nodded. “Yeah, I mean, I like to write. I like to tell stories and inform people. Writing is how I communicate to the world.”

Daniel smiled. “That’s always good to hear. You can tell when someone is serious about the written word.”

“Are you an international journalist?” Claire knew she looked stupid standing before this person in the middle of the office, gushing about writing and traveling like a wide-eyed young girl. But she too eager to learn about what seemed like an exciting life.

Daniel smiled again, though this time he seemed to hold back a laugh. “Yes, in some degree. I am not world famous or else I wouldn’t be here.”

“Where have you’ve been published?”

Daniel named off some magazines and websites for men, traveling, lifestyle and even one major news outlet. “I’ve been freelancing for six years and I still have to fight my way to get published. As I said, I am not world famous, so I still feel the competition.”

Before she could ask anymore questions, Laura Matthews appeared in the doorway to her office. She gave Claire a stern look, which sent her back to filing the papers, and called in Daniel. He walked in without speaking, and closed the door behind him. Once that happened, Claire immediately shut the cabinet she was working on and rushed over to Nancy’s desk.

“Who is he? How come I've never seen him before?”

“That’s Daniel Bertrand, he’s an adjunct professor here. He only started last year and only works nights. Since he’s new, he gets stuck with the 101 classes,” Nancy answered as she shut down her computer.

“Really? No wonder why I’ve never seen him before.” She thought back on the conversation. “He said he’s been freelancing for six years. Is he working on his PhD?”

“No, I understand he got his two years ago.”

“Two years ago? Nancy, he doesn’t even look old enough to have one.”

“Yes, I know. I always assumed he just looks young for his age. I’ve heard he’s

about thirty years old.”

“And what about his accent? Is he Australian?”

“No, I heard his father was English and he went for his undergraduate and graduate degrees in England. I guess he has family in Australia as well.”

“But why Australia during the summer? Isn’t it winter down there?”

Nancy shrugged. “Maybe he just likes the cold weather.” Glancing back at the closed door, Nancy then leaned in close. “I honestly don’t know much about him, but I’ve heard he’s arrogant and difficult. I know you didn’t see that when he spoke to you. But that’s what I’ve heard. I think that’s why Linda is meeting with him.”

“But the semester just started. What could he have done wrong already?”

“He wants to teach the 200-level courses and not the intro classes. But Laura won’t allow it because he’s new and insists on working only nights. He’s not flexible with his schedule.”

She frowned. “He’s a writer. He probably writes during the day and nights are easier for him. I don’t see why that’s a problem.”

“Yes, but he doesn’t handle the rejection well. That’s why they say he’s got an arrogant streak in him, as if he deserves the other classes.”

Claire shook her head. “I see nothing wrong with wanting to teach the upper classes.  He seems cool. Maybe he could help me get somewhere in my freelancing.”

“That would be nice. It’s just that I heard that he isn’t the nicest guy. Some students have even complained about him being too tough.” Putting her shoulder bag on, Nancy smiled. “I’ll see you later in the week, dear.” With that, she left the office.

Alone, Claire felt tempted to put her ear against the door of Laura’s office. But if she did and her boss opened the door, she knew she could instantly be fired. Besides, there was no yelling or arguing going on behind the closed door. Instead, it was just calm murmuring echoing from the other side. All seemed well.

She continued filing away the remaining papers while glancing at the clock. This time, it wasn’t to see when she could leave, but how long Daniel was meeting with Laura. Usually she met with professors for about fifteen minutes. If this professor was like the others, he would be out shortly.

Once done with the papers, she shut down her computer, sat at her desk and waited. She glanced at the clock again. Twelve minutes after five. There was still time left for Laura’s meeting. There still was no sign of disagreements coming from the inner office, which had to be a good sign. But she kept hearing what Nancy said to her: that Daniel was arrogant and difficult. When they spoke, she didn’t feel as though he was a nasty person. Instead, he was polite and most of all, willing to talk. He seemed interested in her freelancing and sharing his background. If he were arrogant, he probably would have bragged about his successes or brushed Claire off. But that was then; what would happen when his meeting with the chairwoman ended? Would Daniel be as willing to share his experiences with her once he left?

As if to answer her question, the door to Laura’s office opened with the sound of the two sharing a laugh and Daniel explaining something about the Staten Island Ferry. They seemed to be on good terms. No sign of arrogance or difficulty there.

“Have a good semester, Daniel. Stay firm with those students so they’ll know what to expect from college life,” Laura said at the doorway.

“I intend to, Laura. Have a good night.” Daniel gave her a deep nod and began to exit but stopped when he saw Claire, who was still sitting at her desk. Laura saw her too and did not look pleased. Claire realized it looked obvious that she was waiting for Daniel and it embarrassed her.

“Still here? Or are you working overtime?” Daniel asked.

“No, I uh, wanted to ask you a few questions,” Claire fumbled. She glanced at her boss who raised an eyebrow before disappearing out of sight into her office.

“A few questions? Such as?” he said.

“About freelancing. I was wondering if you could help me.” She stood up and put her bag on her shoulder.

He paused, eyes averted. Then he said, “I have a class to teach. Maybe another time?”

“Can I follow you out?”

“All right,” He nodded slowly. “Come along.”

She followed him out of the office and out of the building. As they walked, he had his hands in his pockets and made little eye contact. While speaking to her, he was as distant as before, but now seemed deep in thought.

“First off, what do you want to write about?” he asked.

“Social issues, art, music, culture, lifestyle, things like that.”

“Do you have any long term goals?”

“I’d like to be an editor of a magazine or website.”

“You say you’ve been published. How many times since you graduated?”

“Six times.”

“Were you published in that Brooklyn magazine you interned for?”

“Yes, but only once. They told me they’re having cutbacks.”

He shook his head. “If you want to be an editor someday, then you need to hustle more and not let anything hold you back. The competition amongst freelancers is fierce, especially these days. What outlets were your works published in?”

Claire named them, with her voice growing weak because the news websites and local newspapers now seemed unimpressive.

“How about this: send me your work. I’ll look them over and see where you need to improve, if you do.” He stopped in front of one of the buildings and began digging into one of his pockets. “This is where my class is. Here’s my card with my email on it.” Daniel produced a business card and handed it to her. “Have a good night. I’ll speak to you some other time.” He turned and entered the building.

She watched him disappear inside before examining the business card. Colored black with white writing, it had his name, the words “Freelance Journalist” underneath, his home and cell phone number, email address, and personal website. Sliding the card into her jeans’ pocket, Claire hurried along to catch the bus to go home.







“Where were you?” came the stern greeting Claire got when she stepped into the apartment she shared with her two friends.

Closing the door behind her and locking up, she responded, “Sorry! I got caught up with something.”

“You should’ve at least called,” said Samantha DiCarlo, her bright brown eyes flashing. “I always call you or Monica when I’m running late, especially for dinner.”

“Jeez, I’m sorry. It’s not like I always do that.”

“Okay, she’s sorry, Sam. Let it go,” said Monica Alejandrez, who was dishing out some sloppy joes.

The three girls had been friends since their first semester at Richmond. Claire and Samantha took a required  U.S. government class together, and they met Monica at a dorm party. They quickly bonded despite having different majors and being from different parts of the country: Claire from a small town in central New Jersey, Monica from Corpus Christi, Texas and Samantha came from Long Island. Even the three did not understand how they easily became like sisters. Maybe it was their similar sense of humor. Maybe it was that they all looked alike; all three were slim, of medium height, and had dark brown hair, though Claire was the only one with blue eyes. Or maybe it was their personalities that blended so well together.

As the roommates sat around their kitchen table and began eating dinner, Claire told them about Daniel and how he could help her with getting work. “He seemed a bit distant when we walked to the building he teaches at, but he did seem interested in helping me.”

“How old is he? He’s not some old geezer, I take it?” Samantha asked.

“Of course not. He’s young, but I don’t know how old.”

“Wait, young?” Samantha paused before sipping her soda. “As in, young enough?”

Monica giggled. “Is he good-looking at all?”

“Oh come on, guys!” Claire threw her hands up, mockingly annoyed as her two friends continued to laugh and tease her. “Okay sure, he looks good but he’s not Hollywood gorgeous. But get this – he is so friggin’ pale!”

“Pale?” asked Monica. “As in really white or super white?”

“Super white! He looks albino or something. But he did say he spent the summer in Australia, and they just had their winter there.”

Samantha shrugged. “Big deal if his skin is super white. The point is, can he help you get a job?”

“He told me to send him the articles I had published for him to look over. He said nothing about getting a job. I told you, he freelances too.”

“Then why bother having him help you if he doesn’t have a steady job?” Samantha raised an eyebrow. “Claire, you barely did your bit with last month’s rent with the shit pay Richmond College gives you. And you barely do any freelancing, so what makes you think this professor will make you freelance more?”

Claire stopped herself from putting her glass of soda to her mouth. “Because chances are he’ll have good connections, and I can get more work.”

“As in, better paying work?” Samantha sighed. “Better than what you got before?”

Claire almost slammed her fork down. “Anything helps! It’s tough to freelance in this economy. But maybe this professor could help me get further, with better pay.”

“Its all about who you know, Sam,” Monica sat between them, her eyes darting between them.

Samantha sighed heavily. “I just don’t want to end up having to throw you out, Claire. I feel like I’m always paying for everything since I bring home more money than you, thanks to bartending. Monica did her best with tutoring this summer and now she’s substituting while going for her master’s. When are you going to pitch in?”

Claire opened her mouth to protest when Monica put her hands up between them. “Whoa, cut it out the both of you! Palermo will hear you!” Vincent Palermo and his wife, Theresa, lived in the house above the apartment and were the girls’ landlords.

“We have the same argument nearly every night and its not worth it,” Monica went on to say. “We know its tough out there, the economy sucks, no one in our graduating class has had it easy. Didn’t we all promise to stick it out together?”

“Yeah, but even families fell apart during the Great Depression,” Samantha mumbled.

“You know, I think I’ve eaten enough,” said Claire. “You can add this to the leftovers.” She got up and went to her bedroom, shutting the door heavily. She could hear Samantha and Monica softly arguing, but she didn’t pay attention.

Instead, she headed to her desk, squeezed into her tiny bedroom. There were two bedrooms in the cramped apartment, and Claire won the coin toss to get the small one while the other two shared the larger bedroom opposite hers.

At her desk, she turned on her laptop. Though it was a decent computer that ran well, she felt impatient as it set up. Her focus was on sending her published pieces to Professor Bertrand and hopefully impressing him with her work. If they weren’t well written, he wouldn’t bother helping her.

At last, her laptop was ready and she immediately went online to her email account. Quickly typing in the professor’s address from the business card, she then created a simple message:

Hi Professor,

Thank you for being willing to look over my published work. Any help is much appreciated!

Claire McCormick

She read it over twice before deeming it decent enough to send it to an established writer. She then inserted the links in the email and with one deep breath, she clicked on Send. There. Now anything could happen.

Still curious about the strange professor, she went to check out his personal website. Like his card, Daniel’s website was black with white writing. Divided into two uneven columns, the narrow one had a black and white side shot of him sitting at his desk, before a computer, doing some typing. Books and papers surrounded him, and he looked stern and deep in thought, more so than he did while they walked to the building where he taught.

On the wider column of the website was greeting from Daniel Bertrand. In first person, he spoke simply of his education in England and New York. He also mentioned  spending a semester in France where he perfected his French. The professor ended his greeting by saying how he used writing to work towards his mission to make people think and see the world differently.

At the top of the website was the link that read “Articles.” Claire clicked on that, and her eyes nearly flew open when a page revealed a long list of about thirty or forty links to Daniel’s work.  She certainly was dealing with the real thing.

As she began to read the links, there was a knock at the door. It came a second time followed by: “Hey! I hope you’re not ignoring me!”

“Come in, Sam” she called over her shoulder. Samantha opened the door, closed it and sat on the bed less than two feet away from Claire.

“Listen. I’m sorry I got all bitchy with you. I know its not your fault that it’s hard to find work. I mean, I should be working as a financial analyst rather than pulling beer from tap four times a week, so who am I to put you down?” Samantha paused and Claire turned her head away from her computer screen. “So again, I’m really sorry. I’m scared like hell and I took it out on you. Maybe I can’t handle the pressure of being on my own and paying rent, like my parents told me. Maybe I should think about moving back to Long Island.”

“No,” Claire turned her whole body towards her friend. “You can handle it, all three of us can. We’re just under a lot of pressure now and we have to work harder on living together on our own in this crappy world. I mean, it’s only been three months. And Vincent and Theresa have been very good to us, even though its because they have a mortgage to pay. There’s still plenty of time for us to find good paying jobs so we won’t have to struggle to make the rent and other bills.”

“Yeah, I know. But I am honestly still scared.”

“So am I. But we’ve got to stay optimistic if we want to do this. I mean, wasn’t that the plan? Not for me to go back to lousy New Jersey and for Monica not to go back to Texas? And to be on our own so we could prove it to ourselves that we are adults and not regress by moving back in with our families after graduation?” she nudged Samantha playfully in her upper arm.

Sam smiled. “Yeah, I do not want to be treated like a kid again. After four years away from home, there was no way I was not going to give up my freedom.”

“Same here. So, are we going to stick together?”

“Yes, we are Miss Claire. Yes, we are.” Samantha leaned over and gave her a tight hug. “I promise I won’t take my frustrations out on you any more.”

“Okay, I’ll remember that!” Samantha pulled away, smiling. She then noticed Claire’s laptop and saw the website she was looking at.

“What’s that?” Samantha asked.

“Oh, that professor I told you about?” She looked back at the computer screen. “I’m checking out his website with the links to all his work.”

Samantha got up and peered over her shoulder. “Hmm. He’s got a nice portfolio there.”

“I just sent him links to those articles I wrote. Hopefully he’ll think I did a good job and will help me out.”

Samantha didn’t say anything at first; she appeared to be studying the website. When Claire examined what she was looking at, she saw her friend was looking at Daniel’s picture. “Looks deep in thought, right?”

“Yeah, but he sure is hot looking!” Samantha said. “Maybe he could help you more ways than one?”

Claire burst out laughing. Yes, the thought was on her mind, but unlike Samantha, she was never really vocal about her sexual interests. Her friend pretended to be offended and started to insist that the professor would make a good match – or at least a friend with benefits – for her. The good natured argument paused when there was another knock on the door, and Monica poked her head in. “Glad you two made up!”

“Monica, come here,”  Samantha motioned her over. “This is the professor Claire was telling us about. Isn’t he gorgeous?”

Monica leaned in over Claire’s other shoulder. “He doesn’t look very friendly there, but its bad in a good way!”

Claire giggled nervously. “I will not shit where I eat!”

“Suuurre, you won’t,” came the response.

“No really! He probably has a girlfriend already. A guy like him would.”

More laughter came while Claire sat blushing. She was the most conservative of the three, always preferring to having sex while in a relationship rather than having one night stands, which wasn’t easy to do during the college years. Both Monica and Samantha were more open to casual encounters. Despite their friendship, those two always teased her for not being more sexually adventurous.

“I swear, twelve years of Catholic school really warped you mind!” Samantha was saying.

“You went to Catholic school too!” Claire weakly protested.

“And I rid myself of all it’s brainwashing once I got to college! I have no shame!”

“Really, Claire,” Monica said more calmly. “This professor may expect something in return for all that he’s doing for you.”

Her eyes widened in horror, which made the two girls laugh again. “I will not be some hooch who sleeps my way to the top!”

“Okay, but why not at least date him?” Monica squeezed her shoulder. “It’s been a while since you’ve seen anyone. And you could use someone better than those guys you dated back in college.”

Claire pursed her lips together. She never chose the best boyfriends. Her first was someone who used her for sex, and even though she played along, she felt used. When she entered Richmond College, she dated a senior football player, who treated her as an object to hang on his arm. Her last boyfriend, who graduated a year ahead of her, decided to move to Los Angeles to pursue a film-editing career. The relationship ended badly since he only cared about himself in a near narcissistic way. That was a year ago, and since then, Claire had healed from her wounds, but being underemployed didn’t impress a lot of guys.

Taking a deep breath, she said to her friends, “I’ll see what becomes of this. If there’s any chance of a relationship, I’ll definitely sleep with him.”

“Okay, but you could still have fun with him before that!” said Samantha.

“Okay, that’s it now! Out of my room, get out!” The two roommates left her bedroom still snickering, and she went back reading Daniel Bertrand’s website.

As the night wore on, she repeatedly checked her email, and clicked on several of his links to read the professor’s articles. His topics might seem shallow to some, such as best places for singles in the Caribbean or how to a man could maintain a budget while wearing designer shoes to work, but he added depth to the stories that made them be more serious and important to the reader.

She examined Daniel’s picture. Yes, he was very good looking. Why not try to date him? Sure, there was a chance Daniel might be taken, but perhaps she could make sure if he wasn’t? He was handsome in a peculiar way and he had the same interest in writing as she did. Claire didn’t know too many who enjoyed writing as much as she did. Most of her English Writing classmates wanted to be English teachers and were now in Monica’s master’s program. Few were interested in becoming professional writers. So here was a chance to get to know someone who liked what she liked. She just hoped he would be willing to share with her.

She was reading one of his articles at about 10 PM, when her computer made a ringing sound, indicating she had email. Quickly she checked it, and sure enough, the professor had responded. Although he had emailed via his phone, it was nonetheless a message.

I’ve read the first two articles you sent me. You do have promise as a writer, but as I told you before, you need to aim higher if you want to be a success. Let’s meet soon to go over ways of getting you more work.

She let out an excited gasp and immediately typed back.

Yes, I am free to meet up all day Friday and this weekend. What time is best for you?

As soon as she hit Send, she raced out to the living room where her roommates were watching TV.

“That professor got back to me!” Claire had to struggle to get all her words out and breathe at the same time. “He likes my work, he wants to help me and he wants to meet with me!”

The two other girls started squealing, asking where she and Daniel were going to meet. When she told them she was waiting for his email, Samantha and Monica dragged her back into her computer where they all huddled around it to see if there was a response.

How is Friday night? Are you able to come into the city? We could meet over coffee at about 7 PM.

As she typed back – albeit with a lot of typos she had to fix – Claire felt herself burning with excitement. Not only was her writing career looking brighter, but maybe her personal life too.







CHAPTER TWO







“All ashore, all ashore!” The voice over the loudspeaker sounded as the Staten Island Ferry docked at Whitehall Terminal in lower Manhattan. Hundreds of its passengers began to file out.

Claire was one of the last to leave. Before she got up from her seat, she checked her phone for the address of the coffee shop where she was to meet the professor. Running her fingers through her mid-length brown hair and taking a mental note of her casual appearance of jeans, flats and minimal make-up, she took a deep breath. Meeting with the professor to discuss her future was making her nervous rather than excited. Ever since that Tuesday, this meeting had been frequently on her mind as though the constant thinking would bring the moment sooner.

She took the subway uptown, and arrived in TriBeCa where Daniel lived. Since she had a few minutes before the meeting, she took her time getting there. She wanted to take in everything around her because she loved being in the city. New York was the best place on earth. Even though she barely traveled to other parts of the world, she knew no other city could top it. The excitement and the energy vibrated through her whenever she went there, and she was in one of its more glamorous neighborhoods, where millionaires and celebrities lived. She had often daydreamed of living here growing up, and envied Daniel for having his own place in the area. He must have had a trust fund to afford a home in this place; freelancing and being an adjunct was far from enough to live here.

After walking about three blocks from the station, Claire arrived at the shop. When she entered, she spotted him sitting in the back reading a newspaper, away from the more crowded seats where patrons drank their coffees while surfing the Web on their laptops. As she walked up to him, he glanced up and then looked at his watch. “Punctual. I like that,” he said as she slid into the chair opposite him.

“Thanks. I hate being late for anything,” she smiled.

“Would you like anything? Some water?”

“Uh, no. Do they have cappuccino?”

“Of course,” he motioned over a waitress. Claire felt stupid asking that. What coffee shop didn’t have cappuccino?

After they gave their orders, she folded her hands on the table and waited. Should she say something first? She decided not to.

“So,” Daniel cleared his throat as he put his phone on vibrate. “I read over your articles. They’re very good; they show potential. But as I told you before, you can’t be aiming for publications with low circulations. Its good to do it now, as you build your portfolio, but you should’ve done that before you graduated, just to be honest.”

Claire felt her face flush with shame. Even her parents told her that.

“But now since you’ve got six articles published, plus that internship, you can start to aim for newspapers and magazines that have better circulation, and better pay. Do you live at home?”

“No, I live with two friends not far from the campus.”

“Uh-huh.” She knew what he was thinking, and her unease grew. “Well, like I said, now is the time and I am here to help you.”

She smiled. “Great. I take it you know a lot of people.”  Should she have said that?

Daniel didn’t seem to mind. He laughed a bit and said, “Well, yes. But you are not ready for most of them. They are the editors of the magazines I mentioned to you, and to write for them you must have a wealth of expertise. But I do know a few people at the major local publications. Here.” He dug his wallet out of his black denim jeans, produced a sheet of folded paper and gave it to her. On it, were the names of a few editors of the city’s large newspapers plus some that ran major New York magazines.

“Since you said you want to write about art and culture, I figured you’d want to know someone at those magazines,” Daniel was saying.

“Yeah, I do,” Claire said. Looking up at him, she smiled again. “Thanks so much for this!”

“My pleasure, Claire, my pleasure.”

Their orders arrived and as they began to drink the coffees, they discussed how to get the attention of those editors Daniel knew. He told her to use him as a reference and to grab the editors’ attention.

“Do you find it unfair that its all about who you know in this industry?” she asked between sips.

“Connections and nepotism have been around for ages. To survive is not to complain but accept,” he said sternly. Claire nodded, feeling a bit foolish for her whining.

Daniel went on to discuss the realities of the business, but she blocked him out. She had been sitting here for several minutes and she felt as if she was making a fool out of herself. How could this established writer be willing to help her? Oh, and chances of dating him were finished. A guy who lived in TriBeCa and wrote for major magazines would not want to help a lowly part-time office assistant…

…suddenly, her mind cleared. Just like a light switch.

Blinking twice, Claire felt shaken. What was she thinking about? Was she thinking about anything at all?

Daniel was looking at her, eyebrows slightly raised.

“A penny for your thoughts,” he said as he gulped down the last of his coffee.

“Oh…I-I…nothing,” she stammered. Whatever it was she was thinking about, it was not weighing heavily on her shoulders.

“I’m curious about something,” the professor said, leaning forward. “You mentioned you like art, and you’ve written two articles about art exhibits. My question is, what is it about art that you like it so much?”

She didn’t want it to happen, but a smile spread across Claire’s face. Here was another of her favorite topics, which few shared with her. And here was someone wanting to discuss it with her.

She started talking about how as a child, her parents took her to art museums in both New York and Philadelphia. She even took a few art history classes as electives.

On and on she went about art. She was afraid she was rambling too much about it, but Daniel listened intently, inserting a few comments about art from time to time. When she mentioned her love for medieval tapestries due to their mysterious aura, the professor seemed impressed and asked which was her favorite.

She paused from finishing her now-cold cappuccino. “I’ve been rambling on and on about this. You seem to like art too. What is your favorite period and who is favorite artist?”

Thus, the meeting that was supposed to be about helping her find work as a freelancer turned into something deeper. They chatted not only about art, but also history, politics and religion. Claire was amazed by Daniel’s great knowledge about European history. It was as if he studied that instead of English. He also had deep views about politics, especially on the international level. He made more sense than any of the history or political professors she’d had at Richmond. One would’ve thought he wrote about that subject rather than lifestyle and culture as he often did. As for religion…

“You could say I am agnostic. The idea of a God existing sounds great, but it’s almost too great to honestly believe.”

“I hear you,” she said. “I don’t think much about God and religion. Twelve years of Catholic school can do that to you.”

The night wore on and they learned more about each other. Besides being a freelance writer, Daniel also wrote short stories and plays. He had a few produced in small theaters around the country, but nothing yet in New York. Not that he was aiming to be a famous playwright; he simply enjoyed another form of expression. Claire talked to him about her school’s literary magazine, where she was its editor during her final year.

The conversation between them was like a duo of musicians, two different lives and experiences coming together to form a melody. She felt her earlier unease sweep away and be replaced by calmness she hadn’t felt in a long while. Her laughter was more genuine since before graduation, back when the realities of the real world were dawning on her.

It was a while before she realized how dark the coffee shop had become. Glancing outside, Claire saw the sky was a shining dark blue.

“Wow!” she exclaimed, checking her phone for the time. It was nearly 8:30 PM. “It’s later than I thought.”

Daniel didn’t look the slightest bit daunted. Checking his watch, he asked if she had somewhere to go.

“Not right away,” she said. “I have to meet with my roommates later, but no rush. How about you?”

“Unfortunately, I have some friends to meet up with soon.” He looked at her with those blue-green eyes that seemed so deep and wise. “I’ve been enjoying our conversation. Is it possible we could continue some other time?”

“Sure.” She smiled. “When is it good for you?”

“Next Friday? Since I teach at night.”

“Okay, that works. What time? Same place?”

He smiled a bit. “No. How about a dinner? I’ll find a place and let you know about the time.”

An electric shock went through Claire as she felt a surge of excitement, but made sure she didn’t show it. “Yeah, I’d like that.”

Daniel’s smile grew wider, but not too wide. “Good. I’ll let you know by early next week the time and place.”

She nodded enthusiastically. They got up from their seats and Daniel walked over to the hostess to pay for the drinks.

“Do you have to go far?” he asked her once they were outside.

“No, the train is a few blocks away.”

“All right then.” He fixed his eyes on her. They looked more beautiful by the minute. Giving her a slight smile, he placed his left hand on her left shoulder and gave it a gentle squeeze. “I’ll see you next week, Claire. Take care.”

“Yes, you too!” she smiled. He nodded and walked away. She watched him go, though not for long because he turned the corner within a few yards and he was gone.

Alone, she let herself smile wider. A dinner in the city, he likes art, he was interested in what she had to say, they had great discussions – almost too good to be true!




Late the next morning, after finishing up breakfast, Claire brought her laptop out into the living room, placed it on the coffee table, and turned it on. She was going to chat with her parents via video.

As she waited for the video program to load up, she thought about what specifically to tell them. She would certainly mention how the professor helped her get into contact of the magazine editors, but would stop there. She knew her parents would be livid if they figured out she going on a date with a much older man, let alone someone whom she had professional ties to. The last thing she wanted was lecture from them on how men were.

When the video completed loading up, she saw her parents were already online. Claire clicked the appropriate buttons, and they appeared on the screen, with the old kitchen in the background.

“Hi, dear!” her mother’s singsong voice sounded.

“Hey Mom! Hi Dad!”

“Hi Claire,” her father said in his stern fatherly voice.

“How are you two?” Claire asked.

“Fine, fine,” her mother said. “So, what is the good news you have to tell us?

“I finally got a break in my freelancing. I found the names of some editors at major magazines, and I am going to contact them and start pitching stories.”

“Oh, that’s good. That’s a step,” her mother smiled.

Her father nodded. “Okay, but do they know anything about you? Meaning, have they heard of you before?”

“Not yet, Dad.”

“Well, how could you be getting anywhere if they haven’t met you or heard of you yet?”

Claire sighed. Here was her father putting down everything she said or did. Never failed.

“Before I didn’t have any names or emails,” she said. “But now I do. And I have a portfolio to show them.”

“All right then. So, we’re moving forward here finally.”

Her mother nodded and said, “Anything else? How’s Staten Island? How’s working at Richmond going?”

“Same as before,” Claire said. “How’s Zach and Kristina? What’s up with Ava?”

She chatted with her parents about the loads of photos her sister-in-law kept sending via email. Like any first time mother, Kristina got elated whenever her five month old baby smiled, giggled or made milestones in development, and is quick to share photo with everyone in the family. Claire didn’t mind since it always brightened her day.

She and her parents talked for fifteen minutes before she signed off. As she started to lazily browse online, she heard the grinding sound of a garage door opening. The Palermos’ were going off somewhere. Claire and her roommates were amazed that Vincent and Theresa allowed them to rent their apartment despite being recent college graduates. They did have good credit and made their rent on time. But it was Monica who suggested perhaps the couple desperately needed to pay off their mortgage, like so many other families, and took them in.

Claire was still browsing online when a door behind her opened, followed by a noisy yawn.

“Good morning,” Samantha mumbled.

“Good afternoon,” Claire corrected.

“Oh, yeah. Right.” She rubbed her eyes. She was wearing her bathrobe over her nightshirt. Samantha had clearly a long night bartending at the nearby sports bar.

“Where’s Monica?” Samantha opened the refrigerator.

“She’s food shopping. It’s her turn this week.”

“Ah.” Samantha was about to pour herself some juice, then stopped.“Hey, how did last night go for you? With that guy?” She plopped down on the couch.

“Better than I expected. He wants to take me out to dinner next week!”

“Oooh! Awesome!” she clapped in her girlish manner. “Did he kiss you good-bye? Was it good?”

“Uh, no. He didn’t,” Claire suddenly realized.

“He didn’t,” echoed Samantha. “Okay. Maybe he’s taking it slowly, nothing wrong with that. He’ll probably give you one next time.”

“I hope so.”

“So tell me! What did you two talk about?”

Claire described their long conversations, how the professor hung on her every word, and had so much to say about deep topics. “He’s really intelligent. That’s so hot.”

“Hell yeah! Who wants someone shallow? So, where is he taking you?”

Claire shook her head. “I don’t know. He said he’ll let me know in a couple of days. All I know is the date is next Friday.”

“Okay, Friday? You better get over to the mall and spend a few. A dinner in the city means getting all dressed up.”

“But I barely have any money!”

“Then Monica and I will loan you something. Really, you can’t look poor on this date, not when its in the city.”

Claire smiled and then told Samantha about the contacts Daniel gave her and how she will contact those editors later in the weekend. This way by Monday morning, her emails would be among the first the editors would see. Her roommate again squealed and gave her a tight hug. Ever since the two met in their freshmen year, Samantha had always been one to give the best of hugs, during good times or bad.







Late Sunday night, Claire sent six separate emails to the editors. Each message had links to her articles, specific to each outlet; her art articles went to the art magazines and her social issues went to the magazines or newspapers that focused on those topics. She made a mental note to call the editors the next afternoon to make sure they got her messages.




The next day, late in the morning, she was typing up a cover letter for a freelancing job at a Brooklyn blog when she heard her email chime. When she checked the new message, she saw it was from one of the magazines that specialized in New York lifestyle. They had liked her two articles related to their content and also her pitch about speed dating in a bad economy. The editor wanted to meet with her this week to get to know her more.

Ecstatic, Claire grabbed Monica, who was sitting alongside her at the kitchen table. At first she was annoyed that Claire interrupted her essay writing, but when Monica saw the editor’s email, they both started screaming happily. That’s when Samantha came rushing out of the bedroom she shared with Monica, where she had been gathering laundry. When Claire showed her the laptop screen, she also got into the excitement.

Later that same day, another editor – this time from a well known arts and culture magazine – accepted one of her pitches about an original theater production in Brooklyn. Her friends decided to splurge and treat her to their favorite Japanese restaurant to celebrate that night.

Before they left, she sent Daniel an email about the great news and how grateful she was for his help. “I think you’ve changed my life for the better!” Claire wrote. After she hit the Send button, she wondered if she had made a huge mistake putting that part in. Maybe that would scare him off.

As the three of them rode the bus down to their celebratory dinner, she saw his response on her phone:

No problem. I am delighted to hear this news

Best of luck.

P.S.. I reserved a spot for us at Les Lumières in SoHo Friday 8 PM

Claire didn’t know if her day – or life – could get any better.




Claire told all this to Nancy as she worked the afternoon shift at the college the next day. She was still flying and excited to meet the magazine editor Wednesday, and dining with Daniel at the fancy French restaurant at the end of the week.

But as she gushed over the new direction her life was taking, Nancy was not impressed. She reminded her about Daniel’s reputation as an arrogant, difficult person. “It’s the second week of the semester and already he has lost seven students in one of his 101 classes. They say he was impossible to deal with.”

That made Claire pause. “Well, I should go meet him anyway. He is helping me.”

Nancy slightly raised her eyebrows. “Just be careful, dear.”

	

Friday evening could not have been more lovelier. The sky was clear, the breeze was neither too cool or too warm, and Claire couldn’t shake off her elation. She had so much to tell Daniel, and so much to thank him for.

She arrived in SoHo about ten minutes before eight. Coming to street level, she tried to inhale the New York City air, but she had trouble doing that because the nerves in her stomach were tingling from nervousness. Here she was on a date with a man whom she owed so much to and he was giving her a taste of the New York lifestyle. What did she do to deserve so much luck?

Claire noted the aqua colored polyester top she borrowed from Monica, her black pants, and her hair resting comfortably on her shoulders instead of in a ponytail, and mentally gave herself points for looking sophisticated. She would definitely fit in at this upscale nightspot.

She walked a few blocks before finding Les Lumières. There were a few people – mostly couples – gathered in front of the restaurant, hanging around after a delicious meal and enjoying each other’s company. The tingles in her fired up again. Perhaps Daniel and her would be just like them shortly?

As she squeezed through the crowd, she saw him. He was leaning against the small wooden divider surrounding the outside dining area. He wore a pale gray button down shirt, the top two buttons undone, black slacks and black shoes. His hands were in his pockets, and his left leg was crossed over his right, as if guarding himself against any other woman approaching him. His facial expression looked calm and laid back. She felt her inner fires burn up more.

He saw her standing a few feet before him, stood up straighter and uncrossed his leg. His face lightened up a little, but only a little.

“Claire,” he said.

“Hi, Daniel,” she said. “Nice to see you.”

“Same here,” he gave a slight nod. Glancing indoors, he said, “I tried to get an outdoors seat but other people had the same idea, so we’re going to eat inside. Is that okay with you?”

“Oh no, its not a problem! I wouldn’t mind.”

“K.” He made an after-you gesture, and she walked inside. Les Lumières was buzzing with many other patrons and staff carrying large trays of French cuisine. Claire had never eaten French food before, so she really wanted to impress Daniel by liking it.

The maitre d’ escorted them to a table towards the back. It was against a wall, so it gave a semblance of privacy. They slid into their seats and began looking over the menu. As she searched for something that wasn’t too exotic, she glanced up at him. He looked lost in thought, as though something serious was on his mind.

She chose her dish and drink for the night, put down her menu, and looked around. At their location in the restaurant, the lights were low and there were candles lit in the middle of each table. It was definitely a romantic setting. She felt tingles thinking that Daniel found her worthy to take her here. But why was he being so quiet?

Finally, he closed shut his menu and took a sip of his water. She decided to be gutsy.

“Penny for your thoughts,” she said in a flirtatious tone so he wouldn’t be more upset.

One corner of Daniel’s mouth went up, but he didn’t look at her. “They’re not worth much,” he said in a low voice. He sipped his water again. “It’s been a tough week, I’m afraid. I apologize if I seem a little off right now.”

“It’s okay. We all have them.”

Sitting back, he put his curled fingers to his lips, indicating he was deep in thought. After a minute, he suddenly looked at her and said, “How long you’ve been working for Laura Matthews?”

“For two years, since I was a junior. I started there to help pay for my tuition.”

“Uh-huh.” Pause again. “Has she ever been difficult with you?”

“She is tough, hard to please.” Claire was beginning to feel uncomfortable over discussing their boss like this. Was he looking to use her as a spy in the office?

“Yes, I’ve noticed,” Daniel sat up straighter. “Maybe I have been expecting too much, but I was hoping to be put on the list for a higher level course for the spring semester. But that didn’t happen.”

Claire nodded, listening to him carefully.

“That, as you can guess, did not please me. Laura told me it had to do with me only working nights,and not during the day. But there are other adjuncts who could only do night courses. So why am I not given the same chance?”

“Well, I think those other professors have more experience,” she spoke as diplomatically as possible.

“But I have taught before. During and right after I got my PhD, I was teaching English at the public colleges here in Manhattan.”

“Really?”

“Yes. But those colleges were not even giving me the 101 classes. They instead gave me the remedial courses where I was teaching writing to those who couldn’t put together a sentence for the life of them. It got so frustrating that I came to Richmond, where such courses don’t exist. I was also told I would get a 200 level course eventually. But no, I have yet to get one.”

“It’s nepotism. Like you told me with freelancing, it depends on who you know and you shouldn’t complain because that’s life.” Claire felt nervous after those words left her mouth. Guaranteed Daniel would be even more upset.

But he instead nodded slowly, still deep in thought. As he stayed silent for another minute, she quickly thought of something to say.

“Did you know Colin Willis at all?” She was a little surprised she said that, given the sadness that still hovered over the English department. But it was still worth bringing up.

He nodded, and blinked a few times to remove the faraway look in his eyes. He cleared his throat and straightened up. “I met him a few times. He was a good man, very friendly. Unbelievable what happened to him.”

Claire gestured her sadness. “Yeah, he was my favorite professor. It was he who encouraged me to be a writer. Before, I wasn’t so sure what I wanted to major in. But when I took one of his classes, I was so inspired by him that I decided to major in English  and be a freelancer once I graduated.”

Daniel smiled faintly. “Its nice to hear a student, or former student at least, be inspired to write. I try to do the same with my students, but to no avail. However, it is hard to teach those who are only looking to fulfill a requirement. Would someone interested in computer science care about the beauty of writing? No, math and computers are their fields. Same with the nursing and biology students. That is why they couldn’t care less about being great writers. They simply care about passing the class and moving on to what they really like.”

It made sense to her because even she noticed it with the students coming into the department’s office. English was to them what a mandatory math course was to her. “I like what you say about writing. You are so passionate about it.”

He smiled. “I’ve spent my whole life writing. I can’t imagine doing anything else. Some people say I was born with a pen in my hand.”

Claire laughed. “Same here. But few people understand that.”

Daniel just looked at her. She could see the tension in his face was going away and was being replaced by contentment, as if he enjoyed her company.

“So, I got your emails telling me about how your week went. Tell me everything.”

She gushed to Daniel about the two editors who accepted her pitches, and how meeting with one of them went. She did her best to tone down her excitement because she didn’t want to seem too immature for him. He was older than her, after all.

When the waiter finally came by, Daniel switched gears and spoke to him in French. The waiter, who was French, seemed taken aback by Daniel’s good command of the language and chatted with him. Claire sat there, amazed by her luck to be on a date with such a cultured person. But she felt a little left out too.

“Hey, parlez vous anglais?” she said in a heavy American accent.

The two looked at her and laughed gently together. She gave her order and the waiter took their menus and left.

“I’m sorry, Claire,” Daniel said. “I just enjoy speaking in another language. It opens many doors to other worlds.” 

“Is that all you speak? Just English and French?”

“A little bit of Spanish and Italian. I can read some German as well.”

“That reminds me, where do you come from?” she sat forward. “Your website says you went for your undergraduate and masters in England, but are you American born and raised?”

“Yes, I’m actually originally from Upper West Side. I was born and raised there.”

“No way! Do you still have family here?”

“No. My father died when I was twelve, and my mother died a few years back. I was an only child.”

“What about Australia? Why do you go there?”

“Like I said, I have family and friends there. A few cousins and former classmates. I go to Sydney to see them every summer.”

From there, Claire and Daniel spent time getting to know each other on a personal level. While last week they had discussed their viewpoints of the world, they now talked about their worlds. She told him about her two roommates, how they met and how they struggle to make ends meet. She also told him about her family, growing up in a small New Jersey town, and why she never wanted to go back to such a quiet place. He told her mostly about going to school in England and studying for a semester in Paris. He also talked about his friends that live in New York, particularly a couple who live a few blocks from him in TriBeCa, and a trio who live in Brooklyn. “They’re typical starving artists,” he explained with a laugh. “They work odd jobs by day, and by night they either paint, do pottery or do their rock band. But they’re good people; they’re fun to be with.”

By 9:30 PM, the two were stuffed from their French dinners and wine. Claire was not tipsy from the wine; she felt drunk with excitement over how the date was going. There were no awkward silences and everything flowed together like a river. She couldn’t remember a date going this well before, not even with her previous boyfriends.  

As Daniel ordered the check, he leaned forward and said, “It’s been a great night. Do you want to go anywhere else after this?”

“I’d love to. Anywhere would be okay with me.”

“Do you want to go to my place? It’s about several blocks from here, if that’s all right with you.”

“Oh no. That’s not a problem at all. I wouldn’t mind.”

“Okay.” He smiled faintly. She saw no trace of demands, no smugness that he knew what could likely happen. He appeared to be quite gentlemanly.

Claire excused herself to the bathroom where she fixed her hair and applied lip gloss. She felt so weak in the knees, but at the same time, she was on fire. It made her realize Monica and Samantha had the right mindset all along. What was wrong with bending her rules after a night like this?

When she came back out, Daniel was signing his name on the receipt. She waited and when he stood up, he looked at her in the eyes and took her hand. 

They walked out of the restaurant into the crowd that had reduced compared to earlier. Claire expected the both of them to walk directly to his apartment, but when they were a few feet out of the crowd, Daniel stopped and turned to her. “We can’t start this way.”

She frowned, but then she realized what was happening. Daniel leaned in and placed his soft lips against hers, and she responded. They stood there kissing in front of the French restaurant on a warm, breezy late summer night in New York. It was surreal, and she again wondered what she did to deserve such a beautiful, sexy moment.

The kiss must have lasted a minute, maybe three minutes. Either way, it was the most delightful kiss she ever received. When they pulled away from each other, there was a smile in her eyes. For Daniel, there was a look of deep satisfaction. 

They arrived at his apartment about fifteen minutes later. His place was in a simple building of only five stories, his being on the third. He told her he didn’t exactly know his neighbors because everyone kept to themselves in the building. 

When he opened the door to his home, she expected the place to be fully decorated with fine paintings, state of the art media and expensive furniture. But no, everything was quite simple. His place was a two bedroom with a kitchen one couldn’t eat in, a dining room, a living room, and a full bathroom. Nothing too exciting, except for the second bedroom, which had stacks of books and folders piled on a desk and the floor around it. Claire recognized this spot was where Daniel had himself photographed for his website. 

After showing her around, Daniel asked if she wanted any more wine, which she accepted. As he went to the refrigerator to get it, he told her she could put on his MP3 player and play whatever she wanted. As Claire scrolled through the player, she was telling herself to calm down. Never before had she slept with a man so soon, and part of her wondered if he thought she was easy. She told herself a sort of mantra that told her what she was doing was fine, and besides, she was in the mood as well.

She picked a soft rock band that she enjoyed and chose a song. After placing the MP3 player back on its dock, she sat down on the black leather couch which was opposite the media unit and right next to the door. She took note of the art work in the living room and adjacent dining room. There were about four paintings on the wall, and thankfully none of them were modern works, a type she despised. The funny thing was that these paintings were not prints; they were all originals, though she didn’t recognize any of the artists. They were old and were actual works that Daniel must have bought himself, none of which she recognized. He certainly came from wealth in order to afford such old, authentic paintings, not to mention a home in TriBeCa.

He came out with the bottle of open wine. “Straight from Provence,” he told her and placed it on the wooden coffee table in front of her. He then poured the red wine into two glasses and gave her one before he sat on the arm of the couch, right over her. They clinked their glasses together before sipping their drinks while looking right at each other.

“I was looking at your paintings,” Claire said. “Who painted them? And are they authentic? They seem to be.”

“Well.” He didn’t seem to know where to start. Finally, he said, “Yes, they are authentic, not copies. They’re done by old friends of my parents, no one famous.”

She raised her eyebrows and turned to look at the one above the couch. “Really? They look very old to me.”

“No, they’re not,” Daniel said quickly. “I mean, they’re only a few decades old, not centuries old. If that’s old to you.”

She looked back at him, giving a playful grin. “No, a few decades is not old to me. I’m not some shallow person, obviously.”

“I didn’t mean that,” he muttered before sipping his wine. “So, I see you chose a band I like. Not too many young people like this sort of music, based on my students’ tastes.”

She shrugged. “I’m not like most young people. I always tend to be different from other people my age.”

“I know. I see that,” he said. “Does it make you lonely, if you don’t mind me asking?”

“Well,” she sighed. This was Daniel’s most personal question yet and she didn’t want to give too much away, despite them being moments away from physical intimacy. “My roommates put up with me and my…quirks if you will. We do like some of the same music, but my tastes in art, writing, and other things are not their interests. They tease me sometimes, mainly because they don’t understand.” She paused. “Sometimes it bugs me that they do that. We are friends, and have been for four years, but you’d think they’d grow up and accept what I like.”

He nodded and she kept going. “Monica and Samantha say I can be boring because I like slow, quiet music besides other types and I enjoy going to art museums. They never even attempt to go check out local plays with me because that’s not their thing. They tried it when we were students but got bored very quickly. Sometimes I wonder why I am friends with them if I have so little in common with them. But then again, there’s so few who like what I like.”

“Stop,” he said quietly. “You got me.”

Claire tried to smile, but she felt herself blush a little. How kindergarten of her! But her heart began thudding when Daniel ran his curled fingers against her red cheek so gently. She looked up at him, and slowly he leaned down and they began kissing. They parted to put their glasses on the coffee table after a few minutes before going back to dueling tongues and working up their passion. It didn’t take long before Daniel’s hands were up the back of her shirt and he was taking off her top. 

As soon as that was off, he quickly dove into her chest, kissing at the top part of each breast, as he began to unhook her bra. After unclasping it, he cupped her small yet firm breasts and began flicking his wicked tongue over each nipple. Her breathing was coming faster and harder, gasping for air as Daniel worked his way down to the top of her pants. 

Realizing this was too one sided, she unbuttoned his shirt, and was amazed by what was underneath. His chest and abs were perfectly cut with a fair amount of light brown hair going across his pectorals and going down past his pants. Claire eagerly ran her hands over him, followed by her lips as he gently held the sides of her face.

Just as she did before, Daniel stopped her right before she was about to undo his pants, and took over. He unzipped hers and slip his hand down the front before squeezing her most sensitive spots. She let out of a loud, pleasurable yelp and that gave him the initiation to remove both her pants and the thong underneath. She removed her shoes as he gently slid those two garments off, his wide eyes fixed on her. 

There she was, lying completely naked in front of him. But this still was one sided. She sat up, grabbed his belt and unzipped his pants, pulling them down while looking into his eyes. They were shining with lust and yearning.

He was now naked, his meaty phallus ready to go. He positioned himself above her and she wrapped her left leg around his waist in order to absorb him. He dove into her and together they began to gasp in loud groans. Just like they had their conversations, their moans and motions flowed together perfectly. Claire felt comfortable enough to tell him to slow down so she could enjoy the ride, and he did. But when she couldn’t take the gentleness any longer, he listened to her. As he slid in and out, he showed his skills by pinching one of her nipples and then circling a finger around her core. She let out rough and delightful cries as she grasped his back. He didn’t seemed bothered that her nails were digging into him. 

This was definitely the best sex she was having. None of her previous partners cared for her like this, and she truly felt as if she was at the center of the universe.

Finally, Claire felt the spark in her lower back, and she came, crying out his name. The sounds of her pinnacle must have had an affect on him, because he followed soon after, gnashing his teeth together. She collapsed against the soft arm of the couch as she heaved. Daniel held himself up above her. When he collected himself, he gave tender kisses on the side of her face and running his hand down her hair.

Taking a big gulp of air, she opened her eyes, whispering, “That was incredible.”

“Yes, yes it was.”

Pulling back to face him, she brushed a piece of his hair out of his damp face. “I guess this is the beginning?”

He smiled his faint smile. “I think this is just one of many such moments between us.”

Grinning, she lifted her and they joined their lips just as before, only more delicately. They kissed as though forever was between them. 




She felt a shake at her shoulder and she stirred. She was lying in Daniel’s bed and it was morning, but Claire was confused. Despite being early in the day, there was very little light streaming from the thick curtains on the window. 

Blinking, she looked up and saw Daniel sitting on the edge of the bed, dressed only in khakis and watching her. When she saw him she nearly gasped. His skin was so pale, he was literally glowing in the dark. Last night, he had more color to his skin. But now, he was back to his former self. What had happened? 

“It’s morning, about 9 AM.  Better get dressed and go home.”

“Oh,” she managed to say. “I could stay longer if you want.”

“I wish you could. But I’ve got a lot to do this morning. Writing, grading papers. It’s not exactly what I call a date,” he said as stood up and began going through his satchel. She sat there, watching him for a minute before getting up. She was still naked, and had left her clothes in the living room, where they’d first made love. She didn’t want everything they experienced to end this way. 

“Do you want me to make you breakfast? Or do you want to go grab coffee?”

“I’m sorry, Claire,” he sighed and glanced back at her. “Last night was perfect and I enjoyed it. But I have a busy day ahead of me.”

She was a bit taken aback his rush to get her out of his apartment. Was this the arrogance Nancy warned her about? 

She walked out to the living room, found her clothes and put them back on. As she finished, he emerged from his bedroom, carrying some papers and checking messages on his phone. “I guess I’ll see you later,” she said as he set the papers on the dining table.

Putting his arm around her waist, he drew her near and kissed her forehead. “Sorry it has to end like this. I’m definitely not looking forward to this day, so much to do. But I’ll call you? Do you want us to meet up again?”

“Another date?”

“Yes, I’d like that.”

She felt a sense of relief. “Me too. I really enjoyed last night.”

“Good, I’m glad.”

They kissed and he removed his arm from her waist. That meant it was time for her to go. She glanced at the couch, absorbing all the memories of what took place there last night and turned for the door. He opened it for her, they kissed quickly good-bye, and she stepped out. As she left the building and headed for the subway, she hoped in her heart that she would experience what happened last night again and again. 


CHAPTER THREE




Claire tried tiptoeing into her apartment ninety minutes later, but it was pointless. The slight thud the door made after she closed it behind her lead to Samantha and Monica to come rushing out of their bedroom, still in their pajamas.

“Look at you!” Samantha yelped as she and Monica grabbed and dragged her to the couch. “You spent the night with him! You gotta tell us everything!”

“I can’t believe you did it, Claire!” Monica was saying over Samantha’s excited screams. “Aren’t you glad you pulled it off?”

Giggling, and feeling embarrassed, she told her friends all about last night, from the dinner to when she woke up. Her elation built as she told Monica and Samantha more about the night. How the dinner was romantic, how much of a gentleman he was to her, how mind blowing the sex was. After she finished telling them, the roommates high-fived and cheered for her. It had been a long time since she connected well with a guy, and this one seemed to outdo all the others.

As Claire went to change her clothes, she noted that she still had a silly smile on her face. She felt like a 12 year old again being this excited. But at the same time, why should she feel ashamed? She had a great night, great sex, and a possible great relationship that was beginning. She had every right to have this smile. Although they only met each other three times, she felt there was a great chance for them to grow as a couple.




And grow they did. The Sunday afterward, Claire received a phone call from Daniel at about 2:30 PM while she was typing up the speed dating article. A story he had pitched was just accepted by an editor he knew well, and wanted to share that with her. They ended up talking for two hours, until her ears hurt from pressing the phone against them. But before they hung up, they made plans to see each other that Saturday.

From that point on, the two were seeing each other either after he taught classes on Monday, Wednesday and Thursday evenings or during the weekends. They went to lounges or pubs for a few drinks, went to comedy clubs, checked out some plays, both major and small. They did the things couples who shared the same interests would do.

In late-September, Daniel met Monica and Samantha. It was a Wednesday after one of his classes and Samantha was bartending at the sports bar. He was polite and friendly to her two friends as the four of them hung out until the bar closed half past one. He headed home, after giving Claire a delightful but short kiss in front of the other girls.

“I think he’s a good match for you,” Monica said. “He makes you smile, too.”

“Yeah. He really seems to like you back, in a genuine way,” Samantha added.

Later that same week, it was her turn to meet with his friends. They went to the East Village to a rock club where three of his friends from Brooklyn put on a show. While waiting for the band to begin, she met Daniel’s neighbors from TriBeCa, Michael and Sarah. Like Daniel, Michael was a professor, only he taught math at the same public Manhattan college Daniel previously taught at. Sarah worked as a bartender at a classy lounge near the Empire State Building. They weren’t married and had no intention of doing so. For a moment, Claire wondered if Daniel was the same way. But then she shrugged that thought off because she was definitely too young to be thinking about that.

As for the rock band, it was called The Black Roses, which represented its goth tones, and they as a group of friends were referred to as such. The Black Roses consisted of its singer and bassist Yvette, a tall biracial woman with a bright smile; guitarist Anthony who had playful brown eyes and a boyish face; and Jessica, its drummer who’s long dark hair and wide green eyes gave off a sensuous appearance. They performed well, even though goth rock was not Claire’s style.

After the show, the seven of them hung out together. At first, Claire was a bit shy hanging around such people because she had little connections to them. They weren’t fellow high school or college students, like the friends of her previous boyfriends. These were complete strangers. In addition, she was younger than them, and felt like a kid. She did her best to act more mature around them.

As she sat and observed them, she saw they were all close and seemed like family to each other, which she liked. Watching Daniel with his friends was pleasing because he was so relaxed around them. He also laughed a lot which she enjoyed hearing. This was the most she had ever seen him at ease.

However, he didn’t completely forget her nor did anyone else. Chestnut-brown haired Michael went the most out of his way to get her more involved in the conversations, and Anthony would try to tease her so she would relax a bit. These were a good, friendly bunch who accepted Claire into their fold, and not just because she was seeing Daniel. By the end of the night, she felt as though she had made a new group of friends.

However, there was something off about Sarah. From the moment they were first introduced, she would suspiciously eye Claire with her large blue eyes as if she was inspecting her. If she ever asked her any questions, Claire felt like she was being interrogated. A couple of times, Daniel and Michael had to nudge Sarah or through her a look that told her to stop. She couldn’t quite put her finger on it, but Claire felt as if Sarah didn’t exactly want her around, but at the same time, she was welcoming to her. It was like she was more than just a new friend, but Claire wasn’t sure what.

There was also something odd about his friends. For one thing, they all had the same pale complexion she first noticed on Daniel. Also, they all had accents that Claire could not place. They certainly were not New York accents; some of them spoke as if they had lived in Europe as children. When she asked them about that, they seemed to look at her as though she had two heads.

They also were quite affectionate with each other. Claire didn’t blink when Sarah, Yvette and Jessica gave each other delicate kisses or played with each other’s hair, but she raised her eyebrows when she saw Michael and Anthony be more physical than most male friends were to each other. They tried to be the same with Daniel, who calmly brushed them off, leaving them annoyed. When Claire privately questioned that sort of behavior, he also acted as though it was nothing to worry about. She left it at that, especially since there was no pressure from his friends to be as openly friendly.

Sometime after, she met Daniel’s friends, she finally told her family about her new boyfriend. Naturally, her parents weren’t pleased that Claire was dating an older guy, and her older brother, Zachary was very protective in his tone towards her. She tried to convince them Daniel was a wonderful guy and helped her a great deal with her freelancing.

It took a visit to Staten Island by her family a few weeks later for them to believe everything she said about him. As they ate out one night, Daniel was polite and charming to her parents, brother and sister-in-law. At first they were very uptight around him, but soon they relaxed. Even Zachary spent some time joking with him, like most guys do.

Everything was going well. By the week of Halloween, the couple was discussing a future together. They talked about where they would be together in one and two years in the future. Although he told her marriage was not his thing after a failed engagement while in England, he confessed he was willing to give it a try. As for children, she made it clear she didn’t want any for several years, which gave him visible relief.

Claire’s contentment radiated from her. Instead of being indifferent to working at the college, she seemed to skip around the office. She was almost humming the way Nancy did. Even Laura Matthews noticed her part-time office assistant’s newfound contentment. When she asked why the change, Claire simply said her freelancing had picked up dramatically.

But one not particularly thrilled about Claire dating Daniel was Nancy. Even though she liked seeing that Claire’s mood improved, the elder woman did not express delight for her. Instead, she fought to stop an eyebrow from raising whenever Claire mentioned her boyfriend. She also did little to express her disdain for Daniel. Whenever he would stop by to see Laura while Claire was finishing up for the day, she was distant, almost cold to him.

One day in late-October, Claire confronted Nancy. Daniel had just walked out after picking up his mail, and Nancy’s eyes were narrowed suspiciously as he exited. Claire saw that and walked right up to her desk. Leaning on her elbows, she whispered, “Nan, why are you so cold to Daniel?”

Blanketing her disdain with innocence, Nancy said, “What makes you think that, dear?”

“Well,” Claire took a deep breath. She didn’t want to start an argument with someone she was always on good terms with. “You’re usually nice to everyone, but not with Daniel. What is it about him that you don’t like?”

Nancy blinked and looked away. “I never realized I did that. If that hurts you, I’m sorry and I’ll try to be nicer to him.”

Claire paused before getting up and going back to her desk. She knew Nancy was not being honest, which was unlike her. She also knew the woman always harbored deep suspicions about Daniel, and despite her efforts, there was no way to change her mind. That decision created a space between the two that would continue to widen as the days passed.

For the time being, she was enjoying her life with Daniel. What she enjoyed most about being around him was that he clearly appreciated being around her. He always beamed when she gave one of her belly laughs. His signature touch was by running a single finger through her dark hair. He turned to her when he felt stressed, which was often. She adored it when he said she was his rock and that she relaxed him. It made her feel special and important in someone’s life.

His friends also grew more appreciative of her. They all connected with her on social media sites and exchanged phone numbers. Michael was slowly becoming like a second brother to her. The Black Roses invited her to their shows, even when Daniel was not available. Monica and Samantha came with her to one show they did on Staten Island, but were turned off by their sound. That didn’t stop Claire’s roommates from encouraging her to make new friends, though.

However, there was still something odd about Sarah. As Claire became a regular member of the circle of friends, there continued to be something a bit of about her. Although Sarah was polite, there was a discomforting vibe Claire got from her. It was as if Sarah couldn’t decide whether to like this newcomer or be suspicious of her.

Also, there were times she would take Daniel aside and they would argue. Even worse, Sarah would stand too close to him, even rubbing his arm or even touching his face. Claire was shocked by that, and when she confronted Daniel, he simply said Sarah was touchy-feely.

But once, at a pub, she did this and Claire had enough. She excused herself from the group gathered by the bar and walked over to the corner where Sarah was snapping at Daniel while holding his wrist. He seemed to be under pressure, with his arms folded across his chest defensively. As Claire approached them, she could hear Sarah.

“You know what happened to Henry, you know how he ended up!” Sarah was saying. “Casames won’t be so lenient.”

Daniel sighed heavily and nodded, “Yes, yes, I know. But I am sure it won’t happen again. Not this time.” He then saw Claire coming, patted Sarah’s arm and walked away from her.

“What was that about?” Claire asked, her hands on her hips.

“Sarah likes to bring up the past a lot,” he replied, putting his hand on her lower back as he walked her back to that bar. “But don’t worry; she likes to stir things up.”

Claire frowned as she followed Daniel. She glanced back at Sarah who had just moved from the corner and was looking at Daniel, concern on her face. But when she saw Claire looking at her, she had to control herself from sneering. Claire felt her eyes narrow in response.

That was the last time Daniel allowed Sarah to pull him away from Claire for some private talk. He would refuse the mere notion of doing so, and Sarah could see she was losing on whatever it was they were debating.

Not long after, he took her to a traveling photography exhibition, originating from London, and showcasing pictures of the city’s nightlife from the 1890s.

While looking over and admiring the photos, Claire noticed one that was the last of those displayed. It was a group of men seemingly gambling at a pub. The men in the photo were all gathered around a table, going through cards. A few other men were standing over and watching them. All were deeply involved in the game.

One of the men looked oddly familiar to Claire. As she leaned in closer to the Plexi-glass protecting the photograph, confusion took over her. One of the men, who’s head was turned sideways, watching the game had light shoulder length hair and high cheekbones.

She called Daniel over and pointed out the photo. “Don’t you and him look so much alike?”

He squinted at the exhibit. “Wow, check that out!”

“Creepy, isn’t it? This picture reminds me of the way you look on your website.”

Daniel laughed. “I wouldn’t put it that way.”

“Why not? You both have light brown, longish hair, and that expression is a lot like yours when you’re being serious,” Claire teased him.

He shook his head. “Maybe it’s an ancestor. My father was British after all.” Taking her hand, he began to pull her away. “Come on, there’s more to see here.”

She examined the photo one last time before following her boyfriend to the next set of photographs. The resemblance between the stranger and Daniel was definitely uncanny. However, by the time the night ended, Claire had forgotten about it.

During her whirlwind romance, her freelancing improved. She was knocking out two articles a week, and not just at the lifestyle and art magazines, but also some websites with a national audience. She was meeting so many fascinating people and learning so much about such social issues as abortion, same sex marriage, and unemployment. She also was meeting people from all sorts of cultures and backgrounds. Her world had certainly opened up.

At the same time, she was finally doing her part to pay the rent and utility bills, much to her roommates’ delight.

Things were blissful. She had a loving boyfriend, new friends, steady freelancing, and she was living the city life to some degree. It was as though the misery Claire had following graduation was short lived and she was blessed with the good life. She wanted what she was experiencing to never end.




The weekend after Halloween, Claire and Daniel attended a small independent play written by one of their favorite British playwrights. The play, a satirical look at society and class, had little romance in it. But that didn’t matter to her; time spent with him was romantic enough.

Afterward, they headed for their favorite Irish pub across town on the Upper East Side. Hand in hand, they discussed the play.

“Quite entertaining,” he said. “Though a bit dry in some areas.”

“I agree. I also felt it had a snobbish tone to it.” She shrugged. “But then again, doesn’t the U.K. have such a reputation?”

He looked at her. “No, that’s a stereotype. Why do you to believe such things?”

Claire replied, “I’ve been hearing about them for years, plus some British celebrities have a haughtiness to them.”

“But you’ve never been to Britain. I would spend a few months or even years like I did before laying judgment on some place.”

Claire was bit taken back. He had spoken in a harsh tone, though not enough to rip off her skin. It was like her immaturity clashed with his worldliness. She made a mental note to use her head more often so she wouldn’t be like a child compared to him.

As they headed for the pub, they discussed the productions they wanted to see in the future. Daniel mentioned getting tickets to a Broadway musical that were difficult to get, which delighted Claire. She kissed his cheek, but he didn’t respond. Instead he was looking straight ahead. She looked to see what he saw, and saw their pub across the street, overflowing with people watching the latest baseball game. That made Daniel upset. He let go of Claire’s hand and threw his up slightly. He shoved his hands in his black leather jacket and puffed out a frustrated sigh.

A little intimidated, Claire tried to sound sweet as she said, “How about we just go to your place? I mean, it’s been a week.”

Frowning, he lowered his head down to look at her. “I know, but wouldn’t you prefer something to drink? Besides, I’m not quite in the mood.”

She was startled. What man would not be in the mood if it had been a while?

“Dan, is everything okay?” She touched his elbow.

Sighing more patiently, he turned away and paused. Then he said, “The midterm papers have been, as I said, weighing down on me. And, Laura is once again not considering me for the upper classes. She told me after I lost half of my forty-five students, she is concerned that I may be far too tough on them.”

“And that somehow effects how you’ll be as a 200 or 300 level professor?” Claire shook her head. “That’s unfair. I’m sorry, love.”

Daniel continued to stare into space, expressionless, for a few more minutes while she affectionately squeezed his elbow. Then he mumbled something.

“What did you say?” She hoped she didn’t hear what she thought she heard.

“Nothing,” he took a deep breath. “Its just you would think with Colin Willis dead, there would be more chances of me moving up.”

Incredulous, Claire blurted out, “Are you kidding me? You sound like him being killed was a good thing!” She let go of his elbow and stepped back.

Daniel paused as if to bring himself back to what was going on around him, allowing some life to return to his face. His expression to that of shame and turned to face her. “Okay, that was stupid and callous to say. I’m just completely frustrated and its coming out the wrong way.”

“Still,” she pursed her lips together before continuing. “That was kind of mean.”

He twisted his mouth in regret. They simply stood there in the middle of the sidewalk, waiting for the other’s next move.

Finally, he said in a hesitant voice, “If you want, we could go back to my place. You were right, it has been a while.”

She hesitated before leaning up to plant a peck on his lips. “Okay. I’m hope you would feel a lot better afterward.”

Nodding, he rejoined his hand with hers and they headed for the subway.

As they rode the elevator up to his apartment, they chatted about Claire’s new assignment from a major news website, which was given to her after she pitched a story to it, along with her recent clips. This was a big step in her freelancing and she was both nervous and excited. He was proud of her, and insisted nothing would change how he felt for her no matter the results of the assignment. “You relax me, and put things in perspective for me.” He whispered to her as they stepped out onto his floor.

She leaned in to give him a delicate kiss. She pulled away a few inches to say back, “I am your rock, and that makes me happy.”

A smile crept up his face as he unlocked the door. When he opened it, he purred, “Now how about rocking me in other ways?”

Giggling, she threw her arms around him and feverishly kiss his mouth. He responded by doing the same back, but also leading her to the bedroom, where they began to undress each other in a rapid pace.

Once they were both free, he lowered her onto the bed and crawled on top of her. He began to kiss all over her chest, but it was not putting her in the mood. Putting her hands on the sides of his head and lifting it, she said, “Wait, wait! Can’t we turn the lights on for once?”

Grunting, Daniel said, “Why ruin the moment? It’s more beautiful in the dark.”

“Yes, but, we almost never do it with the lights -”

“Claire, please, let’s just do this.” he said, running his hand through her brown hair.

“Okay,” she surrendered and wrapped her legs around him for him to continue. As he prepared her for the connection, she tried to relax and enjoy the sensation, but she couldn’t get out of her mind how curt he was being toward her lately. This was not the first time he refused to make love with the lights on, and it was not the first for him to get upset over the slightest thing. Maybe things at Richmond College were more tough than he’d said. Maybe their relationship was moving too fast.

As he entered her, Claire reluctantly went along. This was unlike her as well. But she quickly pushed it out her mind to focus on the moment. Whatever the problem was, she hoped they would get passed it.




In November, the couple continued to see each as often as possible. Whenever she wasn’t working at the college or working on an article, Claire devoted more of her time to Daniel. She was happy being around him and was enjoying being in the city. But her roommates were not so pleased.

“I’m happy that you’re in a good relationship with someone,” Monica said over dinner one Thursday. “But this is the first time we’re seeing you all week.”

Claire was surprised and asked, “Why is this a problem?”

“Because it’s like you’ve forgotten about us,” Samantha spoke up. “You hang out with  Daniel and his friends, but you haven’t brought us along in a while. He doesn’t even come to the Island anymore to see you.” Shaking her head, Samantha said, “What the hell is all that about?”

Claire opened her mouth to answer, but immediately closed it. There was a point to that. Daniel hadn’t asked about her friends in a few weeks, and he had expressed his distaste for Staten Island to her. But even she knew the place was boring compared to the exciting nightlife of the city, so why he should prefer Manhattan?

“You guys, he lives in the city,” she explained. “No one who lives there would want to come out here. Besides, the transportation sucks.”

“But he works here, right?” Samantha said. “Why can’t he spend time with you after class? How come he never spends the night here?”

“Sam, calm down,” Monica patted her arm. Looking at Claire, she said. “It’s just that it seems to us that everything revolves around Daniel.”

Feeling frustration growing, Claire answered, “I can’t believe you’re saying this. I am not a doormat!”

“We’re not saying that,” Samantha said. “What we mean is, we’re seeing less and less of you, and we’re concerned.”

Claire darted her eyes between the two young women before snapping, “God, you’re treating me like I’m some stupid child. You were all for me dating Dan, and now you’re telling me not to?”

“No, Claire -” Monica looked apprehensive.

“Don’t give me that!” She stood up. “I’m happy with someone, and I’ll spend as much time with him as I feel like it!”

“Sit down!” Samantha yelled. A thump suddenly sounded above them, indicating one of their landlords was walking around. It was possible the Palermos’ could hear their argument.

Sighing, Samantha gathered herself and looked at Claire. “You do what you want. Just do your bit with the rent and bills, okay?”

“Yeah, fine.” She sat down again and the three finished eating in an awkward silence.

Claire was angry with her friends for the remainder of the day. But when she went into the city Friday, she realized they were right: it wasn’t fair that Daniel wasn’t doing his part in the relationship. But when she tried to ask that he come to the Island for weekend, he simply changed the subject, and Claire wasn’t sure how to bring it up again.




Thanksgiving week rolled around, and Daniel suggested they get together the night before the holiday. It had been a while since the two spent a romantic night alone and he felt this would be a good night. Besides, she was going to New Jersey to her family for the four-day weekend and he couldn’t make it. Plus, he had something to tell her.

“It’s something important,” he told her over the phone. “It would be best if it was just you and I.”

“Okay,” she said, noting he sounded as distant as they first met. She would’ve wanted to celebrate the night with Monica and Samantha or with his friends. But they had not spent some quality time together in a few weeks, so why not?





CHAPTER FOUR




Stepping off the ferry and entering Whitehall Terminal that Wednesday evening, Claire felt her heart pound in anticipation. Daniel had something to tell her, and that could be anything. The way he told her this sounded as if it would be a major turning point in their relationship. Perhaps he was going to ask her to move in with him? The thought of that had her overjoyed. Even though her roommates wouldn’t survive without her and they would have to get someone to take her place, they would be happy for her.

She stepped onto the escalator to get to the ground level of the terminal. Scanning the crowd as she descended, she didn’t see him waiting for her as he usually did whenever she came to the city. Biting her lip, she grabbed her phone from her handbag and checked to see if he had responded to her text when the ferry docked. Nothing.

Claire slowly exhaled. Maybe Daniel was still on the train to the terminal and had poor reception. But he always made it on time. Was the train delayed?

Before she could wonder if this was a sign of which way their relationship was headed, Claire spotted a flash of dark blonde hair lit by the lights outside near the terminal entrance. She looked closely and saw Daniel open the glass doors and enter the terminal. Her face broke into a relieved smile and waved to him. He saw her wave and smiled back.

When she got off the escalator, she walked right into his open arms. “Hello darling,” he said softly and they kissed. The kiss was deep and full as though they had been reunited after being apart for too long. Claire noticed he was panting a bit from possibly rushing up the subway stairs. She laughed silently to herself over her unfounded fears.

As Daniel took her hand into his and led to her to another subway train to go uptown, she was elated. She felt as if this night was going to be memorable and her love had great plans for her.

Indeed he did. First, he took her back to Les Lumières, where they had their first date. This time, Daniel got a table located in the back corner, a bit away from the rest of the restaurant so they could have more privacy.

At first, they chatted about their week. Claire was finishing up an article that was due the following Monday on a Brooklyn painter’s new exhibit. Daniel also had an article due which was about a growing non-profit organization catering to unemployed young men.

The two also talked about school and how the college was still reeling from Willis’ murder. Evidence of who killed him still had not been found, which baffled them both. Daniel brought up that the chairwoman still had not found a replacement for the courses set aside for Willis, though there were rumors she was looking to hire a new professor.

Claire flinched when she heard that and her boyfriend noticed. Waving his hand, he told her, “Don’t worry. I figured she would do something like that. After all, Willis’ classes were in the morning, something I cannot do.”

“But what about those 200 level classes you wanted?”

“Well, she did say I may be teaching Intro to Playwriting, mainly because the person who does it is moving up in the drama department and has no time for it. It all depends if the collaboration between the English and drama departments agree that I could teach it.”

She beamed. “That’s fantastic, Dan! Maybe this is a step for you to get plays produced?”

He modestly shook his head. “I mean, it would be great, but I don’t see it that way. I’ve got time to become a playwright.” Something caught his eye and he glanced up to see the waiter bringing over their orders.

When the waiter delivered their dishes and wished them a bon appetit, Claire leaned in and said quietly, “Was this the great news you had to tell me?”

He playfully frowned and he began to pour red wine into their wine glasses. “No, course not. I’ve got something better.” He poured the rich wine and handed a glass to Claire. He held up his glass a bit and said while looking directly into her eyes, “To the best friend I have got who has lit up my days as they grow darker.”

She giggled. “How poetic of you.” She clinked her glass with his and sipped her wine. When she put down her glass and picked up her fork, Daniel reached over and gently stopped her from dipping into her plate.

“This is what I have to tell you.” She lowered her fork and leaned closer. “Would you like to move in with me after this semester ends? And after that, spend part of December in Paris?”

Claire nearly yelped with delight. Paris! She always wanted to go there. She nodded quickly, “Yes! I will move in with you!”

Smiling from ear to ear, Daniel said, “Good. Then I’ll make the plans to help with your move in and for our trip.”

She could not contain her excitement. She was smiling to the point her face hurt, and panting with joy. When he reach for her hand and brought it up to his lips, she calmed a bit. He tenderly kissed her knuckles and said just as tenderly, “Je t’aime, Claire. Je t’aime.”

“I love you too, Daniel,” she softly said. They gazed at each other for a few minutes or more, almost forgetting the food in front of them or the world around them. Meanwhile, Claire’s heart was throbbing heavily, as if the more it beat, the more love came in. She wondered how long she would feel like this.




A couple of hours later, they arrived at Daniel’s TriBeCa apartment. Claire was so overwhelmed with excitement and love, she was kissing his cheek down to his neck as he pressed the button to the elevator. He chuckled and shrugged her off. “Relax, dear, relax!”

“But I’m so happy!” she said, holding his hand with both of hers. “What more could a girl ask for?”

“Oh, I’m sure there’s more,” he said as the elevator door opened and they stepped in.

As they went up, she pinned him into the door of the car, slowly leaned against him and started to kiss him. He responded graciously but started to chuckle again when she wrapped her leg around his waist. “Not here. The cameras,” he pointed to one above them.

“Oh come on,” she said playfully. “Let’s give security a thrill!”

“Since when are you so daring?” he said, taking her leg off his waist. “You’re not drunk, are you?”

Stunned, she protested, “No, why do you say that?”

He shrugged. “It’s just…I don’t know…” The elevator door opened on his floor.

“I figured I could at least entice you,” Claire said as she followed him out.

“You don’t need to seduce me in an elevator to get me to sleep with you,” Daniel dug into his pocket for his apartment keys.

Claire crossed her arms over her chest. What had happened? He did a one-eighty so quickly she did not see it coming.

As they entered his apartment, Daniel was silent. Claire watched him as he tossed his black leather jacket on the couch and ran his hands through his shoulder-length hair, his back to her. He was contemplating something. What was on his mind? Why did he always pick the wrong moments to do his deep thinking?

Daniel looked over his shoulder at her as though he had read her mind. There was no tenderness in his eyes anymore. In fact, they almost seemed like they were laughing at her, in a sinister way.

She was stunned. He never looked at her that before, ever. It was as though a new person was occupying his body.

Taking a deep breath, Claire said, “Okay, Dan, what is going on?”

“No, no,” he cut her off. He put his hands in his pockets. Looking down, he went on. “There’s got to be a better way.”

“For what? Tell me! This is getting absurd!”

Raising his head slowly and looking at her, Claire felt a tremor go up her spine. His eyes were cunning, so unlike him.

“It’s not what I’m about to say, Claire. It’s what I’m about to do.”

Everything paused for a second, like the moment was holding its breath for the worst to happen.

Then suddenly, the dining room light turned on with Daniel standing by the switch several feet away from where he had been standing just seconds ago.

Before Claire could blink or even gasp, a sudden blur raced across the room and he was in front of the media wall unit, staring at her with gleaming eyes.

She dropped her handbag absentmindedly to the floor as her jaw dropped. “What…What is -?”

Before she could continue, he was behind her, seated on the black leather couch across from where he was a millisecond ago.

Stumbling back against the dining table, Claire finally let out a yelp. “What? Dan, what are you…”

Slowly, he stood up and began to walkover to her.

“No, don’t…don’t come near me,” she hurried away from the table. “What…the hell is going on?”

He didn’t answer, he just kept walking calmly over to her, his satisfied eyes fixed on her.

Claire was gasping frantically as she backed up against the wall opposite the dining table. Hitting the wall, her heart was pounding like it was at the restaurant, but this time with panic. She wanted to look for a way out, but the approaching Daniel held her gaze.

He stopped a foot away from her. A moment passed with Claire’s quick gasps filling the room.

“Did-did you…put something i-in my drink?” she managed to say.

He snickered without opening his mouth.

He paused and opened his mouth wide, baring especially the top teeth. He flexed his upper lip, and suddenly his two triangular eye teeth shot out into two long fangs.

Her heart froze and her gasps stopped before she managed to let out a weak yelp. “No, no. What is…this? Is this a kind of joke?”

“You know what this is,” Daniel said in a quiet voice, in a tone that matched his sinister gleaming eyes.

“I-I don’t,” she whispered.

Taking her hand, he guided her trembling fingers to his teeth. He let go right before they reached his mouth. On her own, Claire slowly reached out and ran her middle finger down one tooth before poking at the other. The teeth were solidly in his mouth.

Pressing against the second tooth, her middle finger went against it’s pointed ends and pricked her finger. Withdrawing quickly, she saw she had drew some blood.

Daniel noticed too. He looked at the bloody finger tip as intensely as he did at Claire with wide eyes. Then his turquoise eyes seemed to change color. The hue suddenly became fluorescent and seemed to dance away as the blood ran down her finger.

He reached for her finger and slowly brought it up to his mouth, where the two eye teeth still stuck out.

She was completely frozen in fright and confusion. She wanted to blink repeatedly but couldn’t. She wanted to breathe but couldn’t. All she could do was watch as the man she thought she knew took her finger to his lips, his eyes fixed on her.

He wrapped his lips around the bleeding finger and roughly sucked on it, spilling her blood into him.

“No,” Claire whispered. Then she got louder. “No, stop! Don’t do this! What are you doing? Dan, stop!”

Just as suddenly as the whole scenario began, Daniel dropped her finger, ran his tongue across his blood-stained teeth, flexed his upper lip again and the two elongated eye teeth pulled back to their former size.

“No,” he echoed. “Not tonight. Not like this.” He looked at her as though she was a piece of meat, something he was thinking about feasting on, just not right away. “Besides, I already fed.”

Claire was clutching her finger to her chest, pressed tightly against the wall, her mouth still hanging open. She didn’t know what to say or do.

As he casually began to walk away, she managed to sputter out, “This is fake. This can’t be real. What is going on?”

He spun around to her. “Fake? Not real? You think I was just putting on a show for fun?”  He approached her again.

“Don’t come near me!” Claire gasped. She was slowly finding her breath again.

“I won’t do anything to you. But I don’t understand how you could think this is all fake,” he was inches away from her, placing his right arm next to her, against the wall, like he was preventing her from running away. He examined her. “You look frightened enough, so how could what I’ve done not be real?”

“It’s just…just…” she couldn’t bring herself to say the word.

“What?” he pressed her.

“You’re a vampire,” she finally whispered. How weird it was to say the word. She felt both silly and shaken at the same time. Silly because vampires didn’t exist. Shaken because somehow, they did.

“Exactly,” a slow smile spread across Daniel’s face and he removed his hand from the wall. Backing away, he continued, “Crazy as it sounds, it is true. Especially when you think about it.” He turned and went to the MP3 player and put it on. Soft alternative music began to play as he languidly sat on the couch, put one ankle on the opposite knee, put his hands behind his head and tilted it against the wall, closing his eyes.

Watching him wide-eyed, Claire slowly detached herself from the wall. Still clutching her finger, she crept over to where he sat, stopped once she stood over him and continued to look at him.

He was always pale, very pale. There were times when he appeared to have a healthier skin tone, but the next time she saw him he would be albino-white again.

She only saw him at night, or in the late afternoon. He always insisted on not spending time with her in the mornings. He always had the windows heavily covered with Swedish curtains of his apartment in order to block any sunlight. But yet, he moved around in the late afternoon before daylight savings time. How could that explain anything?

“The sun is weaker as sunset nears.” Claire shook, startled. He must have read her mind.

Opening his eyes, he said, “I’m old enough to walk in the daylight, especially when it is cloudy or rainy out. But I can’t spend too much time in the light or it would hurt me. That’s why I go to Australia in the summer.”

“You’ve always looked so much younger than you claim,” Claire said, partially to him, half to herself. “You say you are 30 years old even though you could pass for a 25 year old.”

He nodded, staring straight ahead.

She lifted her eyes to the painting above him, one of the works that were clearly old. “That is hundreds of years old, not a few decades. You probably did it yourself.”

Daniel snickered.

Claire’s already widened eyes then grew bigger. “Them! All your friends! Are they…?”

“Say it, Claire. Better get used to it.”

“All of you are vampires,” she caught her breath. More was dawning on her. Daniel’s friends all spoke with peculiar accents, similar to his, accents that could not be placed. Whenever she questioned that, they would shrug off her confusion. And like Daniel, she only saw them at night, never during the daytime. They were all wealthy, despite questionable backgrounds, and all looked young for their ages.

Claire shook her head wildly. “No! This is impossible,” her voice grew stronger. “How can such a thing exist? You’re acting. You like to think you are a vampire, but you’re not. You’re one of those freaks who goes around believing that he is -”

Within seconds, Claire found herself on the floor, Daniel kneeling over her with his hand on her throat. He was panting angrily. “What more do I have to do to make you believe me? I am not a fake. How dare you doubt me?”

She coughed and struggled to breathe. She couldn’t yet put the man she loved together with the same man choking her. Everything was coming at her too fast. All she knew was that the world was spinning around her and confusion was overwhelming her.

He held her down for a few more coughs before releasing her. As she gasped for air, he sat back against the base of the couch, watching her. “I don’t mean to hurt you, Claire. But you are leaving me with no choice. You’re going to have to believe what you are seeing.”

“But,” she gasped. “But how is this possible? I’ve never heard of any vampire being found. I never saw you freak out when you saw a crucifix.”

“That’s because crucifixes don’t bother us. That’s all myth. As for being caught, we’re just very good at keeping ourselves in deepest secrecy. That is why no one has ever found us. Besides, you said it yourself, no one believes we exist.”

“This is insane. I can’t believe what’s happening here,” she said while still laying on the floor.

“Yes, none of this is easy to hear,” he said. “But you’ll have to get used to it. There’s no going back and you’ll have no choice but accept what is happening here.”

“No,” she murmured. Then she spoke louder. “No. There’s no way I am going along with this! I don’t care what you say you are! You’re not what I thought you were! I’m getting the fuck out of here!” She scrambled to her feet and was about to make a dash to the door when Daniel suddenly appeared in front of it.

Arms over his chest, he said, “Do you really think I’m going to let you leave after everything I’ve told and showed you?”

Fright returned to her. “You have to let me go. I’ll scream if you don’t!”

“And I’ll only silence you as I did before,” he said, drawing out each syllable. “You’re trapped, my dear. Only I could set you free.”

She was shaking. Everything was happening in slow motion, as if anticipating the next strike from him.

Claire took a deep breath. “What happened? Here I was thinking you were the nicest guy, defending you to anyone who thought you weren’t…and yet, you were just what everyone said you were.”

“Claire, I am the same as always, just showing my real self at the right time.” Daniel grinned wildly. “That’s how relationships go.”

She shook her head. “No, relationships don’t involve hurting and threatening people.”

“This is only the beginning?” He stepped away from the door towards her, slowly as he did earlier.

She meant to step back, but fought to control herself. Fright was continuing to build inside and she couldn’t let it take hold of her. Daniel could do anything he wanted to her now, she realized that. Somehow, she had to survive this moment.

He stopped when he was a few inches from her and put his hands on her upper arms and gave them a squeeze. He probably meant to be gentle, but his touch would no longer be gentle to her. He was looking at her with a touch of tenderness now, as if he finally cared for her after what had happened in his apartment during the past ten minutes.

Finally, she managed to say, “How is this the beginning?”

Pressing his forehead against hers, he hushed, “The reason why I wanted you and I to be alone tonight was for me to tell you something really important.”

Not sure if she should pull away, Claire played along. “You already told two things that were important. This. Paris.”

“Why do you think I want to bring you to Paris?” When she didn’t answer, he went on. “Paris is where I originally come from. It’s where I want to show you where my life began, so you can begin yours.” Confusion spread across her face and Daniel nodded. “You know what I mean, my dear. I want to transform you so we will always be together.”

Instinctively, Claire pulled away from his forehead and roughly stepped out of his grasp. “No. No, you’re not saying…” her voice trailed off.

“Yes, Claire. I want you as my companion.”

Trying to make sense of what he was saying, and what she had gone through since entering his apartment, Claire found herself lowering to the floor onto her knees. She didn’t want to, but she couldn’t stop. Was it confusion that made her do this? Fear? Horror?

He was watching her with a blend of satisfaction and concern. When she finally reached the floor, he said to her, “You seem overwhelmed. Do you want some water?”

She vaguely shook her head. After a few heavy breaths, she said, “Why? Why are you doing this to me?”

“Because I love you, Claire,” he reached over and ran a finger through her hair. He then joined her on the floor. “I enjoy your company, I love your musical laugh, you relax me and I like seeing the world from your point of view. It can be lonely being what I am. You’re always around the same people for decades, even centuries. It gets boring and aggravating. I could use a new face in my life. Even my kind could.”

“And…what if I don’t want be with you?” She tilted her head to face him. “What if I don’t want to be with you?”

“You have no choice,” Daniel snapped. His icy stare returned and he seemed to grit his teeth. “After all that I’ve told you and shown you tonight, you must join me.”

Her eyes widened. “Are you going to make me like you now?”

“No,” he said sternly. “That wouldn’t be wise. I’m giving you the chance to absorb and accept your new life. The transformation won’t be easy on so many levels, so it is best this way.” He stood up, and began to pace around.

How could he make her a vampire like him? He had no right.

“I do have a right,” he suddenly said. When her eyebrows rose,  he snickered. “Yes, I can read minds, one of the advantages of being what I am. And you could soon enjoy it too.”

“No,” she began to stand up. “I don’t care what you are, I don’t want to be it. And by the way you’ve been treating me, I don’t think I want to be with you anymore. You’re not the person I thought you were, Daniel. I can’t be with you, not any - “

“Claire!” He shouted. She stopped and he said more quietly, “There is no way out of this. You will join me, or you will suffer.”

He walked away from her to the kitchen., where she heard him put water in a glass. He came back to give it to her, but he barely paid attention. He had his phone out and was dialing. As she held the glass and sipped the water with a shaky hand, Daniel spoke to whoever on the phone in a language she could not decipher. It sounded like French, but not quite. But it didn’t matter to her. She was enduring a confusing nightmare and she needed to get out, if possible.

He got off the phone and watched her sip the water. “Good?”

She nodded a bit. “Great. Just to let you know, Hilde and Michel are on their way over.”

She stopped sipping, frowning. Seeing that, he said, “Those are Sarah and Michael’s real names. We all have pseudonyms for our current lives.”

Claire stared at him. She was too dazed to talk and too numb to experience anything, so she let her facial expression and thoughts communicate instead.

Getting the message, he said. “Daniel is my real name, but Bertrand is not my actual surname.” The two names were pronounced with a French emphasis. “I chose to go by Daniel because it’s a popular name again, as it was in France during the late medieval period.”

“Late medieval period,” she quietly echoed as she finished the water. She paused before going on to say, “That is why you like tapestries.”

“Indeed,” he said while taking the glass from her.

As he walked back to the kitchen to put the glass in the sink, she murmured, “How old are you?” She raised her eyebrows and shook her head. What was she saying?

“Old enough to like tapestries.” He chuckled from the kitchen. When he stepped out again, he stood over her, put his hands on his hips and said more seriously, “I was born in 1325 in Paris. I became what I am in 1348, at the age of twenty-three. You can thank Hilde and Michel for that.”

“Thank?”

“Yes. The Black Death was going on at that time, and it was only a matter of time before I would’ve been swept away by it. But those two prevented that, and I am forever grateful.” He stuck his hand out to her. “Come, get up. Can’t have you on the floor when they arrive.”

She reluctantly took his hand and stood up. “Why are they coming here? Are Anthony, Yvette, and Jessica - if those are their real names - coming too?”

“You’ll find out their real names in time. But Hilde and Michel are important to me. They are my makers. Hilde drank from me while Michel gave me his blood.” He guided her to the couch and sat her down.

Straightening her hair, he examined at her. “Please don’t look so upset. In time, you’ll realize this is all for the best.”

But Claire was in a state of shock. The man who had been professing his love for her for weeks and taking such good care of her had threatened her, yelled at her, choked her, and reveal he was some sort of supernatural, evil creature responsible for her favorite professor’s death. In her mind, she could hear Nancy’s voice going on like a broken record. How Daniel was not a nice guy. He was arrogant. Why didn’t she listen to Nancy’s warnings? Because she thought she could figure things out for herself? Because she so desperately needed to network and get help with her freelancing? Because back then Daniel seemed like a nice guy?

She directed her eyes to look at him as he pulled out his phone to check for messages. Why did she fall in love with him? Did he trick her? Was there ever a time she felt something was not right or she was doing something out of the ordinary? Sure, sleeping with him on the first date was against her rules, but that was her decision, right? Claire felt so unsure of everything, everything she had done in the last two and a half months. It all seemed like she should have known better all along, but was there any way of knowing?

There was a buzzing sound at the door. A minute later, woman’s laugh sounded from the hall, quickly followed by knocking. Daniel put his phone on the coffee table and opened the door. A broad smile spread across his face as he let in Sarah and Michael - or Hilde and Michel as he claimed they really were. They were all in a jovial mood, speaking in that peculiar French again. They also kissed him, Hilde right on his mouth, Michel on his cheek.

Turning to her, Hilde put on a wide smile and said, “Well hello, Claire! Good to see you.” Claire couldn’t tell if she was being genuinely friendly for once.

“Mademoiselle,” said Michel as he patted her left arm. “At last we truly meet.” Laughter went around the room, though it fell silent on the stiff Claire.

“So you told her?” Michel said to Daniel.

“Yes, I did.” he seemed satisfied with himself. “She is a bit shook up over it, though.”

“Oh of course, who wouldn’t be?” Hilde smiled. “Even you were the same way back then.”

“Yes, I remember how you tried to invoke God to strike us down, but with no luck,” Michel sat on the arm of the couch, and turned to Claire, who was hunched over in her shock. 	“Is she going to be okay?” Hilde asked.

“I hope so,” Daniel said. All three were studying her as though she was not a real person. Not like a piece of meat, but not entirely human either. Was this their real selves that she had failed to notice all along? She had felt uncomfortable when she first met Hilde and Michel, but never did she suspect anything like this. Who would?

“Perhaps if we take her out for a few drinks in the Village?” Hilde suggested. When the two men looked at her incredulously, she laughed. “No, I didn’t mean like that! We’d get caught. I meant, let’s take her to a bar, loosen her up a bit.”

“We could do that,” Michel tilted his head sideways at Claire. “But I doubt she is in the mood.”

“Claire,” Daniel said tenderly, though far from the tenderness in previous times. “What would you like to do? Want to go get a drink, or…?”

Deeply inhaling and exhaling, she gathered herself as much as she could and managed to say, “I think I would like to go home. This has been too much for me.”

The three seemed surprised and they all looked at each other. Michel lifted his arms in a shrug while Hilde stuck her chin out in thought. Daniel just stood, arms folded over his chest, looking at her.

“I think it’s only fair,” Hilde finally said. “But how should we get her home without her going to the cops?”

“I’ll take her home,” Daniel spoke up. “It’s not a problem for me.”

“Are you sure?” Hilde asked.

“The ferry is not too far from here. Besides, I’ve survived until near dawn before drinking from someone.” Claire expected those last few words to make her shake all over, but all she did was raise her eyebrows slightly.

“Come on, Claire,” Daniel moved over to her and held out his hand. “Let’s get going.”

Hesitating, she looked at the other two with caution. When she finally took his hand and stood up, he ran one finger through her hair, kissed her forehead, and winked. It was like this was all a joke to him. If only it was. Maybe it really was?

Whatever the case may be, Daniel was not the same person he’d been before. Whether he was an actual vampire or a freak who thought he was, he clearly had violent tendencies and could show malice toward her. The way he had looked at her with cold eyes during the past half hour was perhaps his real self, the true colors he had kept hidden. As for his friends, Sarah, Michel, Michael - whatever their names were - they also had shown a side to them Claire never saw coming. She always thought she was a good judge of people and could spot a person’s true intentions from afar. But now, she was drowning with doubt. Doubt over her judgment, her sense of trouble coming, the man she loved, the new friends she obtained, her whole world as she knew it. What about Monica and Samantha? They deemed Daniel a nice guy several times. Weren’t they able to see a dangerous person after that many times?

The numerous thoughts rushed through her mind as she and Daniel rode a cab to the ferry terminal. They were silent, with her being the most silent of the two. She was so lost in her thoughts, one would think she was not in the cab at all. Her hands were clasped together so tightly in her lap, she couldn’t feel the tension or the cramps. She also could not feel how tightly her mouth was pursed shut, or the ache from her knitted forehead.

Even more so, she could not feel the man next to her in the backseat, his arm draped over her shoulders, the opposite hand massaging her arm. She was detached from everything around her, like an out-of-body experience. If anything was registering to her about this feeling, it told her it was like death came to her. She sometimes wondered what it was like to die, just as some people wonder. Now she knew.

Finally budging and glancing up at Daniel, who was looking out the window, she allowed herself to reflect on what he revealed to her tonight. He had darted around his apartment in mere seconds. He somehow managed to get his teeth to grow long into fangs. Those teeth were firmly in his mouth. When she pricked her finger and blood came, he sucked from her wound. The sucking was rough and she felt the blood from her veins rush out into his mouth. His eyes turned strange colors. Was this all a hallucination? Was Daniel playing some sort of game with her?

Then how did he manage to move at such inhuman speed? What about his strength that no one she ever came across seemed to possess?

And his paleness, his bizarre need to not be bothered until late in the afternoon, his strange claims to be thirty when he looked several years younger.

How could vampires be real? There was no proof or even evidence. The history books were not filled with them. There were no news reports about them. Anyone who said they did exist was considered crazy. Sure, there were people who liked to believe they were vampires for sexual and personal reasons. But they were only playing out a fantasy.

Daniel then glanced at her, smiled knowingly, and squeezed her arm. Was he reading her thoughts? He seemed to do that a few times tonight. Maybe it was a coincidence.

The cab finally came to the ferry terminal. Daniel paid the fare and guided her out of the vehicle. Arm still around her shoulders, he led her inside. He usually held her hand, so having his arm across her shoulders seemed possessive, as if he was preventing her from running away.

As they approached the slip entrance, where the ferry was to arrive in a few minutes, Claire forced herself to clear her mind and feel her body in order to say, “I think I’m going to be fine. I’ll make it home alright.”

“I know, but I’m going with you,” Daniel said in that part tender, part rough voice from earlier. “You look too upset to be on your own. I don’t want anything to happen to you.”

“I’ll be fine,” her voice cracking from anxiety. “Anyway, I thought you don’t like coming to Staten Island.”

“What?” he looked at her, his eyes wide with innocence.

Claire wanted to speak but she could not. She had forgotten what to say, like her mind drew an absolute blank. Daniel simply kissed the side of her head, and went back waiting for the slip door to open.

Although she forgot what she wanted to say, Claire was still feeling numb and the events of this night were still fresh. Over and over, she replayed Daniel baring his fangs to her. How could those things be real? She saw no wires or buttons or anything on him. And those teeth seemed quite real, forged perfectly in his mouth.

The ferry arrived and the slip door opened. Claire and Daniel followed the crowd into the boat and found a seat near the front, near the window. He made sure she was the one sitting next to the window, as if to further trap her. “You like looking out the window,” he reasoned. She decided not to protest. She was running out of strength and will.

The twenty minute ferry ride seemed to last twenty years. Claire’s wish for the trip to end soon proved futile. Daniel kept his arm around her, but his head turned away, casually watching a group of college-age kids being loud and rowdy.

Claire watched him from the corner of her eye. Was he thinking of hurting them? If he really was what he said he was, were one of those kids his next victims? Did he really drink blood to survive? But he had eaten and drank normal food in front of her whenever they ate out. No vampire does that.

But then, whenever they had sex, he insisted on having the lights off. Or rather, demanded. The one time they did with the lights on was their first time together, and even then he didn’t want her to touch him very much. He always wanted to do the work. What did that mean? She already knew he had almost pure white skin. Well, except that first time. Back then, his skin was a more normal color. By the morning, however, it was back to being white.

Claire closed her eyes, wishing she could end the madness she was experiencing. Maybe this wouldn’t last long. Maybe she would wake up tomorrow and everything would be okay. Somehow.

The ferry docked. Daniel pulled her up from her seat and directed her towards the bus stop. She didn’t need to ask or protest him coming with her. He was going to stay with her for as long as possible.

On the bus, Daniel maintained his same behavior: arm over her shoulder while looking away. Claire remained nearly hunched over, staring into space with her arms folded across her chest. Neither said a word. They looked like a couple who just had a fight.

After fifteen minutes, their stop came and they both got off. As they walked the three blocks to her home, Daniel leaned in close to her. “I’m giving you time to think about everything, that’s why I didn’t do anything to you yet. I’m letting it sink in, so you would fully understand the choice you will make.”

Claire murmured something and he asked her to say it again.

“You told me earlier if I don’t become like you, I would regret it. How is that a choice?”

“Well, you could say yes right now.”

She shook her head. “No, no. I don’t want to be like you.”

“But you still are in denial over what I am.” He leaned in to hiss into her ear. “A vampire!”

She shuddered. “Please, don’t.”

He pulled away and they kept on walking.

They reached the two family house where her apartment was. No lights were on except for the outdoor light and the light over the kitchen stove. Monica and Samantha were still elsewhere. Claire fumbled for her keys but was able to find the right one despite her situation. Opening the door, she looked up at Daniel who simply looked back. She entered and he followed.

Turning the kitchen light on, she set her keys and shoulder bag on the kitchen table, and Daniel helped remove her wool coat. After he put it on the hook near the door, he turned to her. “What are you going to do now?”

“I’m going to bed. I’m tired and worn out,” she told him.

“Okay, let’s get you to your bed, then.” He reached to put his arm around her again to guide her but she backed away.

“Please, I think I can take care of myself.”

“You sure?”

She nodded. She just wanted him to go away.

Shrugging, he wrapped his arms around her waist and pressed his forehead against hers. “I know this is a lot to take in, and I’m sorry. But it is best for you and I.” He lightly kissed her lips. “I’ll call you tomorrow?”

“I’ll be traveling to New Jersey tomorrow. My brother is picking me up in the morning.”

“What about at night, after you’ve eaten everything?”

“No, its…this is too much.” She wanted dearly to tell him to never call her or speak to her again.

“Okay,” he removed his arms from her. “I’ll call you over the weekend to see how you’re doing then.” She mumbled her agreement and he squeezed her shoulder. “I love you, Claire,” he said as he turned to leave.

She watched him go, closing the door behind him. She quickly locked up and pressed her head against the door. The sobs finally came, first in simple spasms then in heaves. She was choking again, this time from her own grief and fear.





CHAPTER FIVE




Claire sat on the couch in the living room the next morning, still in her pajamas, watching the Thanksgiving parade on TV. A cup of hot chocolate was in her hands, but she barely noticed its heat or aroma. She couldn’t even see or hear the parade getting started.

She was staring blankly at the TV, her eyes burning from the amount of tears she’d poured out during the previous night. She somehow was able to get herself into her bed, but she barely slept. Instead, she either wept or replayed what happened at Daniel’s apartment. She had searched her brain and even her heart for any doubt that the man she loved was a violent person, let alone a vampire. Nothing made sense to her anymore. It was as if her life was abruptly replaced by someone else’s, someone she did not know or recognize.

The phone started ringing, but Claire didn’t get up to answer it. She could barely hear it in her clouded thoughts.

After two rings, Monica emerged from the bedroom and grabbed the phone on the coffee table in front of Claire. It was Theresa Palermo, the landlord’s wife upstairs, wishing the tenants a happy Thanksgiving. She figured all the girls were up since she heard the television on.

“Oh yes, Theresa,” Monica shot a confused look at Claire, who was slowly starting to let reality register. “Only Claire was up. Sam and I got in late last night. But thank you for calling! Enjoy your Thanksgiving!”

She pressed off the phone and put it down, staring at her roommate. “Didn’t you hear the phone ring? It was right in front of you.”

“Sorry. I’m still half asleep.” Claire answered absentmindedly.

Monica examined Claire slumped on the couch with puffy eyes. “Are you okay?”

“Yeah, I’m fine,” Claire forced herself to sip her hot chocolate. She looked at Monica who had sat down next to her. “Daniel and I had a fight last night.”

Monica’s eyes widened. “Really? About what?”

She took a deep breath and tried to say something, but ended up sputtering. After pausing, she tried again. “We just…had a disagreement about where our relationship is headed. He wants me to move in with him. I don’t think I’m ready for that.”

“I thought you were,” Monica said. “Didn’t the two of you talk about it before?”

“Yeah, but I think it’s too soon,” Claire looked down at her mug, tracing its brim with a single finger.

“Claire, what else happened? You’re holding back.” Her friend lightly touched her forearm.

Sighing heavily, she tilted her head back. “It was just a nasty fight. I saw an ugly side of him, really ugly. I mean, it really turned me off from him.”

“How bad was it? “ Monica asked.

“We were practically shouting at each other. He got really riled up. He scared me a bit.” Claire hesitated from going on. Would Monica believe her about Daniel baring his fangs and even choking her? Her bathrobe collar was placed around her neck to hide the few bruises and she intended to wear a couple of turtlenecks for the four day weekend.

Monica raised one eyebrow a bit. “Sounds like you had a bad night.”

“Yeah, I did.” Finally looking at her friend, Claire said, “I really don’t want to talk now. Dan and I are giving it a few days before we talk again.”

Monica shrugged and got up to fix herself breakfast.

Silently, Claire started cursing at herself. Why did she lie? Why didn’t she tell one of her best friends the truth? She literally just protected the man who abused her last night. Never had she tolerated an abusive guy before. When she was in high school and even college, any guy who showed signs of being abusive she dumped immediately. She knew better than to let someone hit her. So why was she defending Daniel?

Was it because he claimed to be a vampire? Because of how he weirdly darted around his apartment and showed her his fangs? Did she really believe vampires existed?

Turning to her roommate, who was buttering a bagel, she suddenly asked, “Hey Monica. Has someone ever told you they were a vampire?”

Monica completely froze for a few seconds before looking at Claire. By the way she had asked her that question, Monica seemed to think her friend said the sky was purple.

“I mean, seriously,” Claire said, putting her mug on the coffee table. “There are wackos out there, aren’t there?”

“Yeah, that’s what they are. Wackos.” Monica shook her head and went back to her bagel. “Why are you asking me that?”

“Because while we were out, this guy came up to me and Dan said he was a vampire.” Claire shrugged. “I don’t know, it was just bizarre to hear him say that.”

“Are you sure you’re okay?”

“I’m fine, Monica. Just had a lousy night.”

“Well, you better not let it ruin today. What time is your brother picking you up?”

“At eleven. I’ve got time.”

“No.” Monica laughed a bit “Samantha will be up soon and needs to get her hangover off her. Better get into the shower before she does.”

“Right, I’ll do that.” Claire finished off her hot chocolate, put it in the sink and made a beeline to the shower.




Her brother, Zachary, stopped by a couple of hours later. Claire was quick to get into his car rather than have him spend time at the apartment. That was odd according to everyone, since they expected that he would relax a bit before spending another hour driving back to central New Jersey. But Claire was insistent that she leave immediately. She didn’t care how odd she was acting; she just wanted to run from her troubles for a few days.

As Zachary drove her, she mostly talking about her freelancing. She had two assignments lined up, but she had plenty of time to do them. She tried to avoid talking about Daniel, but Zachary, being her big brother, wanted to bring him up.

“How are things going with you two?”

“Oh, fine, fine. He’s sorry he couldn’t make it, but he’s got assignments himself.”

“Yeah, understandable. Maybe he could call us later today?”

“Maybe. He didn’t mention it.” Claire quickly changed the subject to her niece, Ava. Her brother discussed how she was trying to crawl. That brought a smile to Claire’s face, something that felt odd after spending hours looking glum.

As they got closer to Bedminster, the town where she grew up, Claire began to think about how her parents raised her here and not in a larger city, even though the family made trips to either New York or Philadelphia regularly. They always told her it was because of the crime in those places. They were worried when Claire announced she was going to Richmond College, and even more so when she told them she would stay on Staten Island after graduation. Back then, she’d laughed it off as small-town people’s fears. But now, she began to wonder if maybe they were right with their fears. Maybe a small town was best, where no vampire or any mad man could create turmoil for someone.

That led her to think about how it was possible for a vampire to haunt a city like New York, and not get caught. How were the killings done? How come no one spoke about them? Plus, how could someone be alive for centuries, yet no one questions their youthful appearances?

She tried to shake off her thoughts as Zachary pulled into the driveway of the colonial house where their parents still lived. She couldn’t be focusing on Daniel or anything vampire related during Thanksgiving dinner, even though she had questions that needed to be answered.

Fortunately, her thinking changed when she stepped into the foyer and saw her sister-in-law Kristina holding baby Ava. Delighted, Claire went up to the two and gave them a big hug. Ava took hold of her hair and began to tug at it. Though the tugging hurt, it made Claire snap out of her dark thoughts and pay attention to her family.

Thanksgiving dinner was served an hour later, and it went well. Claire barely thought about the previous night. If anyone asked about Daniel, she simply said things were fine and moved on to the next subject. She wore a black turtleneck, so no one would see the bruises on her neck.




Later in the evening, when they were all done eating and watching classic holiday movies, Claire excused herself to her old bedroom, which was turned into a guest room. Closing the door, she went through her shoulder bag and pulled out her smart phone. She sat on the bed and turned it on. Because the Thanksgiving feast was over and there was time for relaxation, what Daniel said and done to her came back to her mind. She felt anxious to do a little research.

Once the internet service was loaded, she typed in “New York vampires” into the search engine. It took a few seconds for the list of website links to appear on the screen. The links were mostly for articles on vampire movies and books; very few gave any hints of discussing real vampires or related deaths.

Claire thought for a moment and revised her search, this time using the terms “vampire bite marks on neck”. The results were many conspiracy theory websites, some of them claiming vampires were real, though they had little proof. But exploring those sites led her to research the history of vampires which went back to the advent of human history, and rumors of their existence in each and every culture worldwide. She even came across evidence of vampirism, and what she found made her heart thud rapidly. According to those conspiracy websites, vampires were capable of moving in the sun though depending on their age, they needed permission to enter mortal’s homes, could slide through window and door cracks, read minds and even erase whatever a person was thinking.

Claire felt as if someone had punched her in the stomach. Permission to enter people’s homes? She remembered back when she first brought Daniel to her apartment, he had weirdly hung around outside the doorway, looking like he was fascinated with the rust marks on the stairs. When Claire asked if was going to come in, he replied, “Is it all right?”

“Yeah,” she said, one eyebrow arched.

That was when Daniel stopped acting weird and stepped through the doorway. Monica and Samantha were not home at the time, so they didn’t see the bizarre scene.

But the part about clearing minds made her breathing more shallow. When they had been at their first meeting at the coffee shop, she had felt as though her mind was erased. It had happened when she was feeling insecure around Daniel, and then that thought escaped her mind like a light had been turned off. How did that happen?

And the same thing had happened the previous night while he was taking the ferry with her. He had been reading her mind and blanking out her thoughts. For all she knew, he could be reading her mind right now.

She glanced down at her phone. Part of her wanted to call him. She wasn’t sure why. He both terrified and infuriated her. And besides, she was with her family for the next few days. She shouldn’t let anything about him interfere with her time with them.

Her phone suddenly rang. Gasping, she dropped it on the carpeted floor. It kept ringing as she stared at it. Brightly lit on the screen was Daniel’s phone number. He was calling her. Maybe he really did just read her mind.

Claire clasped her hands over her head as if to block him from hearing her thoughts, and then took them away. How pointless was that? He was already calling her, he knew what she was up to.

The phone rang again.

Taking a deep breath, she leaned down and picked it up. Slowly, she pressed the green button and put the phone to her ear. “Hello?”

“Claire?” Daniel’s cultured accent sounded. “I was just calling to see how you’re doing.”

“Okay,” she said weakly. Clearing her throat, she tried to sound stronger. “Daniel, it’s Thanksgiving Day. I don’t think this is a good time.”

“Oh, I know. I was just thinking about you and wondering how your day is going.”

“It’s going well, really. I was just watching a movie with my family.”

“That’s good, good to know. Well, I won’t keep you away from them for long -”

There was knocking at the door just then. Claire told Daniel to hold on and stood up to open the door. Her father was standing there, eyebrow raised in an annoyed way.

“Hey Dad, I’ll be right there. Just let me finish this phone call,” she told him.

“Who is it? Daniel?”

“Yeah, it is.”

Her father wordlessly took the phone from her and put it to his ear. “Hi there, Dan. How’s it going?”

Claire was aghast as she watched as her father had a good chat with Daniel, sharing a few jokes with him. She knew her father was under the impression that her boyfriend was an all-around nice guy, and this phone chat further proved it. There was no way Daniel was being sinister with him.

As her father laughed away, Claire’s mother came up to see what was going on. She overheard her husband say Daniel’s name and she asked to speak to him. Claire tried to stop her, but there was no hope. Her father passed the phone to her and then she was charmed by the man who had choked her daughter last night.

After a few minutes of saying hello to him, Claire’s mother gave the phone back to her. Putting it back at her ear, Claire said calmly, “Well, sounds like you’re one of the family.”

Daniel laughed. “Perhaps I am!”

“I really have to go. My battery must be running out now. I’ll see you next week?”

“Absolutely, dear. How about Monday?”

Claire felt her knees buckle and hoped her parents did not see. “Sure. Sure, just let me know the time and place.” Her voice weakened.

“How about after I’m done with my class? We’ll take the express bus back to my place for a more cozy ride?”

“Yeah. I’d like that.”

“À bientôt,” Daniel whispered and the two hung up.

Claire sighed heavily as she put her phone on the bed. She would have avoided seeing him if her parents were not standing right next to her. How come they never gave her much privacy? That was another reason why she stayed on Staten Island after graduation. But now, she wanted their protection more than ever, even though they were being intrusive.

“Claire, is everything alright?” her mother asked.

“Yeah. I’m fine, why?”

“Your face is flushed and you look kind of upset.”

“Now Judith,” Claire’s father said. “She’s a young woman in love. Let her be.” Putting his arm around her shoulders, he said to Claire, “Come on. You’ve already missed too much of our movie.”

Shuddering at having another arm around her shoulder, albeit a more gentle one, Claire let her father guide her downstairs to re-join Zachary and Kristina in the living room.




For the rest of the four day weekend, Claire tried to pay attention to her family. She played and took care of Ava, who grew more relaxed around her. Claire sang songs to the now seven month-old, talked to her by using her stuffed animals, and encouraged her to crawl. While doing all this, Zachary and Kristina left her alone so she could bond with her niece and goddaughter. After all, she rarely saw her.

While spending time with Ava, Claire was amazed by her happy innocence. Her blue eyes were wide with wonder and excitement. Her giggles came too soon and not often. The little girl was elated to be in the world, with each gesture, tone, and echo making her react with total delight. Those reactions made Claire wonder why she didn’t see life and the world around her the same way. She always thought that kind of advice was impossible to do, but if she could, she would laugh and widen her eyes much like her niece at every given moment. Life was certainly short and worthy of being celebrated, clichéd as that sounded.

But also, as Claire watched her niece watching a children’s cartoon show, she absorbed the baby’s wonder, and vowed to never let her eyes enlarge in horror or sadness; let them widen with wonder forever.

When Claire wasn’t spending time with Ava, she was with her brother and sister-in-law, mostly dodging holiday shoppers at the nearby mall. Kristina was the type to shop on Black Friday, so Zachary and Claire joined her for the fun and the stress.

Downtime for Claire meant spending quiet time with her parents or eating dinner at Zachary’s house across town.

She barely spoke about Daniel during the remainder of her four-day weekend, and no one seemed to notice.

But not far from her mind was what he told her and what she came across that night before he’d called her. When she was alone in her room at night, she would do more research on her phone. There were plenty of people in the world who believed in vampires and had some evidence to prove it. Despite being labeled as conspiracy theorists and nut cases, they connected online and shared their information.

That Sunday night, Claire sat up in her bed, going over those websites she had bookmarked. One of them talked about people suspected of being vampires, mainly because they kept to themselves and hardly ever left their homes. While the owner of the site admitted that while such accusations were carelessly made, there were genuine suspicions going around in major cities in the world. It seemed like vampires preferred metropolitan areas for more anonymity and to hide behind high crime rates.

That same site had a series of pictures, taken from various times since the invention of photography, as proof of someone being a vampire. As she scrolled through the site, Claire came across a few photos that made near-panic set in on her. One photo, taken in the 1920s, showed what appeared to be Michel and Hilde posing before the Coliseum. Another one showed Anthony, Yvette and Jessica on the dark streets of San Francisco in the 1960s. And finally, there was a photo taken in the 1890s in London. A group of men were gambling with others watching over them. One of them, with his head turned sideways, watched them intensely. His shoulder length hair was light and his cheekbones high.

She felt her heart stop as she remembered seeing that photo once before. At the photo exhibit a month earlier. She remembered how eerily the man and Daniel resembled each other. And how he shrugged it off like it was no big deal.

It was a big deal. Because the man in the photo and the man she was dating were the same person.

Sitting up in her bed and hugging her knees for some sort of comfort, Claire felt like waking up her parents to tell them what she had found. But they would think she had lost her mind. She thought about calling her roommates, but they would think the same. What should she do? What could she do?

With her panic rising, Claire fought to remain calm. Fear was dominating her very being and she could not focus. The man she was involved with was clearly something immortal, a vampire even. She had seen his fangs and his eyes turn impossible colors. He hesitated to enter her apartment and likely had erased her thoughts a couple of times. Yes, Daniel was definitely a vampire.

Her mind raced as she rocked herself back and forth. Being a vampire meant drinking blood for survival, which meant killing people. Was it really possible that the man she loved and took for a good person spent the night ending lives?

Her hand shaking, Claire picked up her phone again and went back online to go back researching.

New York had had vampire-related deaths since the early 19th century, and their numbers varied over time. Sometimes it was two a night, or eight a night. These days, it was between seven or ten. It was not easy to figure out the exact number of deaths since the 1980s because the vampires appeared to have gone underground, as some said, and began killing the homeless, prostitutes, drug addicts and runaways. Killing more preferred members of society had become more uncommon. One writer on a website said it might be because of the increasing surveillance security in the city.

A blog brought that up in one post, and suggested that while the city’s police and detectives would cover up any death by a vampire by saying they were caused by a slash to the throat rather than a bite, the authorities knew full well that there were supernatural beings in the city and all over the world, committing these murders. They had top secret detectives working on the cases and were using the latest technology to hunt down anyone suspected as being a vampire.

The blogger mentioned an incident back in 2005 where the New York detectives were closing in on a suspected vampire. He was drinking from women he took home after meeting them at bars, instead of drinking from those living in alleyways. More than once did those women died or ended up in the emergency room, bite marks on their necks. The authorities ordered the hospitals and coroners to not reveal the actual cause of the death, thus beginning the slash to the throat explanation that continues to this day.

As they came close to arresting him, the vampire decided to end his life by climbing to the roof of his Upper West Side apartment in the middle of the day, when the sun was high. Within an thirty minutes, he turned to ash, indicating he was not old enough to survive the sunlight long. That was the first and last time detectives knew they had a true vampire in their radar, but had not been successful since, though there were suspicions.

Claire was shivering as she read this blog. She clicked on the author’s profile and found that he called himself NYCHunter. He claimed to be a policeman who sworn to secrecy about vampires, as part of the job, but had to voice his beliefs somehow. He had seen too many deaths linked to vampirism.

As she read his profile and saw the words “slash to the throat”, her heart stopped beating almost instantly. She had heard that term before, very recently.

Swallowing hard, she typed in “Colin Willis murder” into the search engine and quickly examined the results on the website. Most of them said the same thing. The professor was killed by a slash to the throat despite no sign of a struggle, a break-in or even foul play. Same old stories.

But as she went through the results, she came across one from a Brooklyn blog about Williamsburg, the neighborhood Willis lived in. The blog claimed to have the latest gossip about the area, and it had a few entries about the murder. As Claire read them, she grew cold.

There were rumors that the professor did have two small holes on the side of his neck, right at his veins. The story of him being found on his bedroom floor were not true; he was actually sitting up in bed, watching TV when the killer came. At the same time, there was not a lot of blood found on the scene. Instead of having his bed literally dyed red, Willis’ had a few stains. It was as though he didn’t have enough blood in him to begin with.

Police were careful to only allow certain people inside the apartment, so no one would see the lack of blood or Willis calmly sitting in bed. Detectives used a code to cover up the vampiric death from reporters and anyone who wasn’t supposed to know. The blog even said the detectives also told the undertaker for Willis’ body to use special make-up to hide the fang  marks. No one was supposed to know how the professor, but whispers managed to go around.

Claire had her knuckles in her mouth, biting down hard on them. She was preventing herself from screaming, whether in fright or anger. So that was why there was never any developments in Willis’ murder for so long, and why there was no sign of a break-in or foul play. Her favorite professor, the one who had inspired her to do what she wanted with her life, was murdered all for the sake of a vampire surviving another night. Chances were, someone in Daniel’s circle of friends did it. Most likely it was one of The Black Roses since they lived in Brooklyn, and Daniel knew about it all along.

All along. He fucking knew it all along.

She told him on their first date at the French restaurant how much Colin Willis meant to her. He acted like he shared her sentiments, and went along telling stories about the likable professor. How could he? Was blood so important to vampires that they -

Claire froze, letting out a yelp that managed not to wake up her parents.

A couple of weeks earlier, they were standing outside the overcrowded pub after the play. Daniel was in a lousy mood over something trivial. And in his mood, he made a callous remark about Willis’ death. About how he should be promoted to better classes because one professor no longer existed.

Did Daniel actually do the killing himself?

Claire felt her muscles tighten ferociously together, causing a pain she didn’t notice because her rage was so strong. Her teeth gnashed, almost cracking. She had never felt so angry before in her life.

He was heartless. He can kill without remorse. His previous gentle ways were all an act just to lure her to him so he could have a companion for his existence. He was not capable of love. This was the real Daniel Bertrand all along.

But what could she do about it?

Roughly exhaling, Claire lowered her head and released her muscles. Panting, she allowed a mournful feeling come over her. She already had experienced what Daniel can do if she ever questioned him. The bruises on her neck had faded, but she could still feel his steel hand pressing on it. She had never thought someone would actually assault her like that, let alone someone she dearly loved. Or used to, anyway.

The thoughts in her mind started to slow down, replaced by the same words over and over: Daniel is a vampire, he can kill you if he wanted to. It was like a mantra, though it did not offer her any peace.

Finally, she was able to focus a little, and wondered what she should do. Daniel had revealed he was a vampire. He had been violent toward her. He had apparently killed her favorite professor for whatever reason. He had told her he wanted to make her a vampire so they would always be together. If she were to refuse, she would regret doing so.

That last part alarmed Claire. That certainly wasn’t much of a choice. And what did he mean that she would regret saying no?

Would he kill her? There was no way he would simply allow her to turn down his proposal and let her go. He definitely would harm her.

Was there a way out of this? Was there anyone she could turn to?

There was no answer right away. She had to wait until Monday night.





CHAPTER SIX




The drive back to Staten Island made Claire’s heart pound more with each passing exit number. The fast-paced highway driving seemed too eager to throw her into the clutches of the nightmare that awaited her at the end of the trip. Wasn’t there a slower way to travel across New Jersey?

Claire had started off chatting a bit with Zachary but as he drove closer to her home, she was more quiet as her anxiety rose. Her brother noticed her odd behavior and asked what was wrong. She told him it was the two assignments she had due later this week, and the pressure to do them well was beginning. While the first part of her answer was true, the second part was not. Claire used to always handle stress well because she thrived under pressure. But this was a different kind of pressure.

She got home to the apartment in the early afternoon. Monica was substituting so Samantha welcomed her home. Even she noticed something was off about her. After pestering her about what was wrong, Claire gave in a bit.

“Daniel and I had a big fight. I don’t know if Monica told you, but we’re having disagreements over whether we should move in together.”

“You’re not going to, are you?” Samantha said. “You haven’t been dating long enough.”

“Yes, that’s what I told him,” Claire fibbed. “But he’s being a bit of jerk about this. He practically said he won’t take no for an answer.”

That’s when Samantha lectured her on how some guys were not worth it and she had to set her priorities straight. In the end, she left the decision up to Claire, but made no secret she wanted her to not leave the apartment for someone who was being pushy.




That evening, Claire sat on a bench outside the building where Daniel taught his English 101 evening course, mindlessly playing games on her phone. It was just something to do while waiting several minutes before class let out.

While it was mild for a late November night, she was shivering. She tried to breathe the way yoga instructors taught her while she was still a student, but the anxiety was still with her. She was however, able to think her situation over a little. Reflecting on what Samantha had told her earlier, she decided that would be a great way to talk sense into Daniel. It was too soon for such a commitment. He would have to accept that. And if he dared to hurt her again, she would contact the police. She knew it was something she should have done before, but back then she had been too overwhelmed with shock to even think properly. But now, despite her nerves, she was thinking carefully.

Loud footsteps suddenly sounded inside the building and Claire looked up. The evening classes were done and the students were leaving. Putting her phone in her shoulder bag, she waited for the crowd to thin out before entering. She walked down one of the halls to the small classroom where she found Daniel packing up his satchel. No one else was in the room.

She cleared her throat and he looked up. She forced a smile and said, “Hey.”

A more genuine, or perhaps secretly sinister, smile came to his face. “Hello there! A bit daring tonight, aren’t we?”

“Well, it’s been a while.” Claire was amazed at herself. She almost never came to his classrooms after the students left. Perhaps the anticipation and anxiety made her do this.

“Indeed,” he said. He snapped shut his bag, put it on his shoulder and began leaving the room. Claire followed along side of him. 

As they left the campus for the bus stop, they chatted about their long weekend. She mentioned her family, while he talked about spending time with his friends. She knew this was all an act before they went to his TriBeCa apartment, and then the real Daniel would show himself.

The express bus arrived and they boarded it. This bus was to take them straight into Manhattan instead of to the ferry. Daniel graciously paid for both of them since money was tighter for Claire.

When they sat down in the back, he put his arm around her and kissed the side of her head a few times. The kisses felt heavy and cold.

During the hour long ride, he kept his arm around her shoulders and they barely spoke to each other. Claire leaned her head on his shoulder to give total strangers the impression all was well. 

Once in Manhattan, they got off in TriBeCa and began walking toward his apartment, hand in hand. Flashes of what happened Wednesday night were going through her mind and she fought to remain in control. This was going to be a difficult night and she was going to have to survive somehow.

Inside, Daniel removed his leather jacket and tossed it on the couch. Claire took off her coat and placed it on one of the dining room chairs. They turned to face each other.

There was a pregnant pause with both waiting for the other to speak or make the first move. For a second, she wondered if this was going to be the moment he would make her like him or kill her instead.

“No, Claire,” he spoke suddenly. She jumped, startled. “It’s up to you to say yes. And remember I did tell you I can read your thoughts.”

“Then please stop, because you’re freaking me out,” she said.

He arched one eyebrow, and for a moment, she feared he would attack her. But instead, he crossed one arm across his chest and put the opposite hand under his chin, as though contemplating something.

“I see you’ve accepted somewhat of what I revealed to you,” he finally said.

“A little.” She felt like she preparing for war.

“What?” He sounded curious. “Is there something else you can’t comprehend?”

“Yeah,” she said in a shaky voice. Her eyes were downcast, and when she was ready, she lifted them to look right at him. “I did some research while in New Jersey. There’s a lot of websites about real vampires.”

“Yes?” Daniel raised his eyebrows. 

Taking a deep breath, she said, “I think you killed Colin Willis.” 

His face expressionless, he lowered his arms and closed his eyes, shaking his head. He ran one hand over his face as Claire continued.

“I read a blog about his murder. There are rumors going around that he had two holes on the side of his neck. There was no blood in his body.” She swallowed and asked, almost pleading, “Did you really do it? Honestly, Dan?”

Removing his hand, he looked right at her and said, “I think you know the answer to that question.”

She did, and whatever hope she had that he did not murder Willis quickly dissolved. She began to pant in horror at first, but then in anger.

“I mean, you knew as everyone else that there was no evidence of foul play,” he was saying, nonchalantly watching her. “Plus, there were no suspects -”

Claire suddenly pounced on Daniel, arms flailing as she hit him in the face and chest. She was screaming about him being a murderer and how evil he was.

It didn’t last long because he soon caught her flying fists and held a tight grip on her wrists, holding them away from him. His grip was beyond solid, like a steel machine, and his eyes were hollow with rage. For a moment, she thought he was going to attack her again. No, he was going to kill her. She dared to hit him, dared to defy him and now she would pay the price. 

He held her in his harsh eyes for a moment, and then shoved her hands away, practically pushing her away from him. “Honestly, who else would’ve done it?”

Unable to express her anger, she felt tears come to her eyes. Blinking them back, she blurted out, “Why? Why did you do it?”

“Why not? Our kind has to do what we can to protect ourselves,” he said as he went over to one of the dining room chairs and pulled one out. He gestured her to sit.

But she was too stunned to do so. Staring at him with her jaw hanging open, she said, “Colin Willis knew what you were?” She never heard about her dear professor having any interest in the paranormal.

“Yes, that surprised me as well,” he said, not moving from the side of the chair. Claire flinched, but Daniel didn’t seem to notice and went on talking. “I heard his thoughts the few times I was around him. I must’ve been the one person he was never particularly friendly to. He wasn’t rude, but he kept his distance. I don’t know what he saw in me, but I ignored it. That is, until he started to glare at me.” He gestured again to Claire to sit in the chair he had pulled out, and reluctantly she went over and sat down. 

He walked a few paces in front of her and continued. “I got suspicious, so I started to read his thoughts. Turns out, some years ago, his sister was killed by one of our own. Even though he was told she was stabbed, he heard stories to the contrary. Like you, he began doing his research. As he got to know me a little more, Colin began putting two and two together.”

 He narrowed his eyes and his voice turned sinister. “He was plotting to kill me because he believed I was the one who got his sister. He planned to become more friendly to me in order to convince me to hang out with him. It would’ve been a trap, but he probably forgot or never knew that those like me can read minds. I was two moves ahead of him and boy, was he surprised.” 

Claire shivered when a triumphant smile spread across Daniel’s face. He noticed and turned his head to look at her. He dropped the smile and looked concerned. “I don’t mean to scare you with that story, but I was letting you know what will happen if you don’t agree to being like me and spending eternity with me.”

Seeing she was confused by the sudden topic change, he walked over and squatted down to be at her level. “You can’t run away from this. The secrecy of what I am will start to destroy you and you’ll do something irrationally, just like Willis. I hope you understand.”

She started to nod, and then stopped. What was she doing? Here she was just inches away from someone who was an actual vampire, and just described why he killed someone without remorse, and she was accepting it? She couldn’t. How could she get out this situation? She had to leave and never return to Daniel, ever. He would hurt her, and she would be hurting herself by protecting a murderer.

She stopped thinking and fixed her stare on him. He was reading her thoughts, no doubt about that, and would use them against her. 

He was looking right back at her, a calm expression on his face, but his eyes were the opposite.

“Claire, what can you tell the police?” he said softly.

“Everything. That you killed Willis.” 

“And what would you tell the police?” He stood up sharply; his ferociousness returned. “What would you tell them? That a vampire did the work? They’ll think you’re insane.”

“I can always be an anonymous caller. I won’t mention the vampire part.”

He shook his head. “You have no idea what you are dealing with, Claire. Absolutely no idea.”

“Then what am I dealing with, Dan?” As soon as she spoke those words, she knew she made a mistake.

He leaned down to be inches away from her face and hissed, “There are many of us. More than you can count. We’ve eluded mortals for centuries, even the police. There’s no way you can fight us. No way.”

Claire wanted to speak but she knew it wouldn’t work. Instead, she looked down and found the words to say. “What happened to the man I used to know? You were so caring and gentle towards me. Now you’re threatening me.”

“I would be caring and gentle if you stop fighting me.” He was now in the kitchen, getting wine. “Like I told you last week, this is another side to me you’re getting to know.”

“But what if I don’t like this side? I mean, you’re a murderer.”

“I’m only doing what I need to protect myself and my kind. And also, it is in my nature.” Daniel came back to the dining room with the bottle of wine and two wine glasses. She watched as he poured the wine.

“If you’re a vampire, how can you eat and drink?”

He shrugged. “We can do that, but we don’t rely on it. I once went fifty years without eating or drinking regular food.” He handed her a glass. She took and sniffed the wine, but didn’t drink it.

“Claire, don’t think I put anything in it,” he fought not to snap at her.

Choosing not to protest, she began sipping the wine. Daniel walked over to her, leaned on the table and drank from his glass. “Besides,” he went on. “I rather like wine. It reminds of me of the centuries spent drinking this. One constant in Western European life.”

“Did you always live there?”

“No. I lived in the Middle East and Eastern Europe from time to time. I began spending time in the Western Hemisphere starting in the early 19th century, though I would travel back to Europe where most of us are.”

Claire hesitated and then asked in a quiet voice. “How many are there of you?”

“Hundreds. Scattered all over the world.”

“Where did you all come from?”

“It’s a long story, one that would take all night to explain. Maybe someday you’ll learn everything.”

“What’s everything?”

“As in, who we are and why.” Daniel put down his glass and rubbed her arm without the slightest affection. “You can learn, if you want.”

She knew what he would say if she asked, so she didn’t speak it out loud. She just accepted his touch as she drank more wine. She had an unusual thirst for the drink that night.

He didn’t seem to be bothered. Instead, Daniel turned on the TV to watch a British period drama series both he and Claire liked to watch and sat on the couch. 

Reluctantly, she joined him there and sat stiffly. After a few minutes, Daniel put his arm around her, though not as empty and cold as before. They sat that way for a long while, silently watching the show. It wasn’t a loud silence, but one that appeared to be the kind that exists between a couple. It was like the way things were before the last week.

Towards the end, the program showed the characters at a ball. Since the show took place at the turn of the 20th century, the characters wore costumes from that era. The women in particular wore luscious silk dresses highlighted by every type of gem imaginable on their necklaces, earrings and so forth.

He leaned over and said to her, “You know, you can have jewelry just like those women.” When she frowned, he explained, “I’ve been around for centuries, therefore I was able to gain a modest fortune. That is how I got a TriBeCa apartment, rich wine and old paintings.”

“I’m not really into that,” she lied.

He laughed quietly and went back watching the program. 

As the episode finished up, Daniel broke the silence. “After this, I am going out with Michel. I should be back in about an hour.”

“Where are you going?” Claire tried to control her eyes from widening.

“You get only one guess,” he said matter-of-factly. He reached up to pat the back of her neck. “I would prefer it if you stayed here until tomorrow morning. Just like before.”

She drew in a breath. “I would like to go home though.”

Shaking his head, he said, “You haven’t been here long enough to spend another hour going back to the Island. What’s the point?”

“Can…can you go out later?” she stuttered.

“No,” he said coolly. “You really need to stop being in denial.” The hand on the back of her neck seemed to tighten its grip. “And when I get back, we can discuss our future more.” Using that same hand he reached up to the back of her head and made her turn to face him. “Hilde will be here until I get back. Just to keep an eye on you.”

Claire slowly nodded, and the two went back finishing up their show. Once the credits started rolling, Daniel got up and put his coat on. A few minutes later he buzzed in Hilde and Michel, who knocked on the door minutes later. Again they gave friendly kisses to Daniel on the cheek and mouth. 

“Hello Claire!” Michel reached over and gave her a hug. “How was your Thanksgiving?”

“Good, how was yours?” Claire felt like a robot.

“Great, great.” He moved away to let Hilde kiss her on the cheek.

“How are you, dear?” she said to her.

“I’m fine,” Claire answered.

“Fantastic.” Turning to the other two, Hilde said, “All right, are you boys ready to go?”

They both gestured that they were. Daniel nodded at Claire and left the apartment with Michel, leaving Hilde to shut the door behind them. She turned to Claire. “So, just you and me, mademoiselle. Need more wine?”

Claire agreed, and Hilde refilled her glass while taking Daniel’s and poured herself some. She joined Claire on the couch and grabbed the remote control from the coffee table. As she went to the channel guide, Hilde asked her, “Anything in mind? News? A talk show? Porn?”

Claire coughed into her glass. Not that she had anything against porn; she wasn’t the type to sit around and watch it, let alone with a vampire who was only starting to be nice toward her now. 

“No,” she cleared her throat. “I guess channel forty-eight is good.”

“Ah, comedy. Can’t go wrong with that.”

The two women sat and watched a stand-up comedy show, laughing at first occasionally, then frequently. They finished off the bottle of wine and went through another one. It was Claire who got that bottle after Hilde told her to check out Daniel’s refrigerator. It was empty save for several wine bottles. That made her crack up laughing in her drunken state. 

Claire filled her glass to its brim while Hilde was more conservative with her intake. The two finished the first show and then began watching an animated show on the same station. Claire found herself laughing at every incident on the show, despite not being a fan of raunchy humor. Hilde had to prevent her from spilling her wine glass a few times.

The night wore on and Claire forgot that Daniel and Michel were not back within the time Daniel said they would. Hilde didn’t bring it up and instead allowed Claire to drink more wine, laugh uproariously, blast the MP3 player, and dance around like a crazed woman. While she was dancing at one point, Hilde got up and started dancing with her. The songs playing were from the 1970s, so the other woman showed her dance moves from that era. 

While showing her some of the moves, Hilde put her arms around Claire and planted her lips against hers. That made Claire burst out in giggles, and then kiss the other woman back. She didn’t know when exactly the two men returned, but when the MP3 player was shut off, it was obvious Daniel and Michel hadn’t just got back.

Claire pulled away and started giggling uncontrollably. Hilde shrugged at the other two and sat back down on the couch to finish off her wine. Michel started to laugh too, and joined his partner on the couch to watch Claire laugh up a storm. Daniel looked amused as well.

Finally, he placed his hands on her shoulders and quietly told her to calm down.

“Calm down?” Claire blurted out. “After all this, you want me to calm down?!”

He smiled and tried to direct to her to one of the dining room chairs but she jerked away. “Oh no! You’re not going to control me now!”

“Claire, you had too much tonight -”

“I had too much of you tonight!” she said loudly. “And the night before that, and the night before that.”

Daniel frowned and glanced at the other two who were watching with confusion.

Claire let out a laugh again. “You actually think I’m going to stay with you? That I’ll forget what you did? What you are? Ha!”

Now Daniel was annoyed. He said her name in an attempt to stop her.

“No!” she shouted, putting her hand up. “No, you will listen. We are over, Daniel! No more of you and your bullshit. No more of you killing people that I know! No more of your lies and games! We’re done!” She turned to head for the door.

He then grabbed her by the arm. She cried out for him to stop and from the pain of his tight grip. It was as if he was pulling her arm out of its socket. 

He forced her to kneel from the pain. Once on the floor, he continued to pull at her arm as he hissed into her ear, “I know you are drunk. But I will not tolerate what’s coming out of your mouth. You will be quiet and remain so for the rest of the night.”

She was gasping, but she was able to turn her head and spit into his face. Hilde and Michel’s jaws dropped in disgust. 

Daniel took one look at her and slapped her clear across the face, so hard he knocked her to the floor.

Wiping his face, he asked Hilde to get her a glass of water. While she did, Michel stood up and suggested he and his partner leave. “This isn’t a good night. Apparently leaving her alone with all the wine bottles was not a good idea.”

“Yes, I see that,” Daniel grunted. “Not that she was the type to get wasted; she always controlled herself.”

Michel shrugged. “She’ll get back to her old ways. She’ll have to.” Hilde came around with the glass of water and made Claire sip it. The three vampires watched her carefully to make sure she wouldn’t lash out again. 

After a few minutes, Hilde and Michel decided to leave. They kissed Daniel good night and headed home. After locking up, Daniel went over to Claire, who lied motionless on the floor. He squatted down and peered at her. She refused to meet his eyes.

“Look at me,” he snapped.

At first she hesitated, but then she obliged. 

“I left you alone because I trusted you. I figured you could use some female company so you could discuss what you wanted to about us, but that was foolish.” He paused then continued. “Tomorrow morning, we will go over everything.”

“What time tomorrow?” she asked.

“Whenever you get up. I’m free tomorrow, no classes to teach or articles to do right away. But you have to go to work, so you’re the one who’ll have the massive headache tomorrow.” He then put his arms under her neck and hips, picked her up and carried her to his bedroom. He put her on the bed before turning down one half of it and told her to climb in between the blankets. Once she did and laid her head against a pillow, the room appeared to spin. Maybe it was out of drunkenness or fright. But the one way to stop the spinning was to close her eyes for a few hours.




Claire couldn’t tell if a few or several hours had passed when she finally opened her eyes. There was no way of knowing because of Daniel’s thick curtains had blocked out the sunlight from entering through the window. Either or, she was awake and clearly remembered what had happened last night. The throbbing ache not in her head, but in her arm socket made all the memories come back. 

She lay awake on her side, not moving. She knew Daniel was beside of her, grading papers. She had woken up this way before, only with the excitement at seeing him again. But now, she was filled with dread. 

What could she do? She was the one who last night wanted to dull the pain of being mistreated by someone she had dearly trusted. She wanted to dull the fear of being trapped in a situation that seemed to have no good solution. She had stupidly thought she confront and could talk sense into him, but she forgot he was a centuries-old creature who knew all the tricks of getting what he wanted.

Claire closed her eyes as if escaping from reality one last time. Opening them again, she stretched and turned onto her back. Daniel was writing a note on a student’s essay which was probably not a friendly one judging by his stern facial expression.

“Good morning,” he said, not looking at her.

“Morning,” she said. “Another bad paper?”

“By someone who does not know how to follow directions.” He finished the note and tossed the essay aside. He sighed heavily. “I guess I’ll give him a C. He comes to class on time, but he rarely participates and doesn’t put much effort into his work. But anyway.” He glanced at the clock on his nightstand. “It’s eight in the morning. Guess you’ve got time before you can go to work.”

“I think I’ll call out sick. I’m not feeling so great today.”

“Well, we both know why, don’t we?”

She nodded. “I guess I got carried away.”

“You guess.” He climbed out of bed. He was still wearing his khaki pants and blue sweater from last night. “Come on, get up. No use lying there.”

She got up and followed him to the living room, where he turned the TV on to the morning news program. She leaned against the wall as she watched him watching the TV. They were both silent before Claire mastered the courage to speak first. “You hit me last night.”

“I know,” he said. “I wasn’t going to put up with your disobedience.”

“Disobedience? Since when was I to obey you?”

“You never had to. But since you know so much about me, you’re going to.” He turned to face her. “And if you agree to follow me, you will have to.”

“Follow you?” Claire got off the wall. “What makes you think I would want anything to do with you? After the way you’ve been treating me!”

“It will stop if you decide to follow me.”

“But how can I trust you after all you’ve been hiding from me?”

“You will realize it would be for the best. You and I will be together and there will be no one else.” He went over to sit on the couch.

Claire took a few seconds to take in what he said. “No one else? You plan to isolate me from my friends and family?”

“Not really. It would just be that you won’t be able to see them, except at night or on cloudy, rainy days. Even that one would be tough.”

“That is isolation!” She began to inch her way closer to him. “You want me away from everyone I love so you can control me, beat me, hurt me -”

“Claire!” he snapped before continuing more calmly. “This won’t be done to harm you. It would be done to protect you from the elements. And the only reason why I want you to be with me is for your company.”

“Company,” she echoed. “Is that it? You’ve been around for centuries and you decide I am best for that?”

“Yes,” he said, stern eyes fixed on her. 

“Well,” she began. “What if I say no? What if I don’t want to be like you? Be a murderer, be away from the sunlight? Be away from anyone that I love?”

He shrugged, lifting his hands up. “It’s your choice. But I can’t let you wander around knowing what I am and what I do. That would be too dangerous for you.”

“How so?”

“Claire.” He leaned forward, his blue-green eyes growing colder. “Don’t you realize you’ll be saving your life and protecting others if you agree to follow me?”

“I’ll be destroying lives if I do,” she said.

“That may be one way of looking at it. But it depends on which lives will be destroyed.”

She shook her head. “No. No, I will not be like you, Daniel. And I am leaving now and never coming back. We’re through, me and you.” She grabbed her coat still draped over one of the dining room chairs and headed for the door.

“Remember, Claire. You will regret this decision.”

“No, I won’t. I already don’t.” She opened the door and left.




Claire called out sick from work as she headed home. During her travel, she felt numb and fought to get some feeling back into her. She might have ended a seemingly perfect relationship, but it had a quick downturn, and it was best to end it. Part of her felt proud of herself for being so brave, but at same time, she felt as though she were in mourning. But that would soon pass, and she could move on with her life.

She got home to find both of her roommates in the kitchen, unpacking the weekly groceries. She announced in a voice both strong yet sad that she and Daniel were done. He was too pushy about them moving in together and he acted like a real jerk. 

Monica and Samantha expressed their regrets and gave her hugs. But once they pulled back, they congratulated her for being strong enough to end the relationship. Bittersweet tears rose in Claire’s eyes, but she also smiled at that. Everything she wanted was right there. She didn’t need an abusive boyfriend - vampire or not - to ruin her life.

Later on, Claire removed every photo she had taken of Daniel and threw it in the garbage. She deleted him from her social networking sites and from her phone. He was out of her life.

But she had one more thing to do to him before she could continue on. After dumping the trash bags of Daniel’s photos into the cans outside, she returned to her room and shut the door. She dialed the tip phone number of the police department. Quietly so her roommates wouldn’t hear, Claire told the operator she suspected Daniel Bertrand in the murder of Colin Willis. 

“He told me he did it, right to my face,” she said. She gave the operator Daniel’s address and hung up. A heavy weight fled from her body.

She kept busy for the remainder of the day by cleaning the apartment, doing research for her assignments and making dinner with her friends. By the time she went to bed, she felt a peace she hadn’t felt in almost a week, and she was glad to have it again. There was no looking back for her. She had done the right thing.




Claire shot up in bed an hour before the sun rose. There screams of terror and agony upstairs where the Palmeros lived. Only Vincent, the husband, was screaming; there was nothing from Theresa. 

Jumping out of bed and running out to her roommates’ bedroom, Claire tried asking them what had happened, but they were just as confused, and scared. Through the walls, they were able to hear Vincent call for help, and that made Samantha grab the phone and call the police. 

Fifteen minutes later, the police arrived and the three went out to meet them. One cop went inside while another spoke to the tenants. All the girls could say that they heard Vincent screaming like something horrible had happened, yet his wife was not heard. Had something happened to Theresa? Did she collapse somehow?

The other policeman stuck his head out of the front door and told his colleague to call for an ambulance. “We’ve got a homicide here.”


CHAPTER SEVEN




The ambulance arrived minutes later and the policeman dealing with the three tenants took them back to their apartment. All three were shaking and Samantha had tears in her eyes. “I don’t feel safe here. I don’t feel safe anymore!” she kept saying. Monica was biting her nails.

Claire was shaking and had grown pale in the face. Daniel did it. He had certainly killed, or at least arranged the killing of her landlord’s wife. It had to be him. He was getting back at her for contacting investigators about his involvement in Colin Willis’ murder. This was his revenge.

The sounds of her roommates sobbing and the cop consoling them sounded as though they were all underwater. Claire simply sat at the kitchen table, bent over in fright.

The cop tried to get information from the three, but none of them could provide anything useful. When he left them to converse with the investigators outside of the apartment, Monica and Samantha unleashed their anguish.

“What is going on here?” Samantha sobbed. “She was such a sweetheart to us and someone killed her? And it happened so close to us!”

“I don’t know, I don’t know,” Monica kept saying.

The other girl realized Claire was still silent, as she had been during the questioning, and blurted out, “What’s wrong with you? Aren’t you upset?”

“He did it. It was him,” Claire whispered. When Samantha frowned, she said louder, “Daniel did this. He killed Theresa.”

Her two roommates stared at her in disbelief before Samantha got angry. “What the fuck are you talking about? Are you saying your ex killed our landlady?”

Claire repeated, “It was him. He told me he would hurt me when broke up.”

“Whoa, what the hell happened between you and Daniel? What are you hiding from us?” Samantha snapped.

“Come clean, Claire. Please don’t be going around accusing Daniel of this just to get back at him,” Monica begged.

Taking a deep breath, Claire explained. Daniel showed a side to himself that she had never seen before last week and again the other night, a very ugly side that terrified her. She told her friends about him raising his voice at her, grabbing her arm and leaving it sore with bruises, and threatening her if she ended the relationship. “He really is a psycho, and he’s been hiding it all along. He is not the nice guy he appeared to be.”

Her two friends looked at each other when she was done speaking. They had suspected something wasn’t right about Daniel, but never thought he was someone cruel and even dangerous.

“But I don’t understand why he would kill Theresa,” Monica wondered aloud. “What does he have against her?”

Claire threw her hands up. “Who knows? He did say he will torment me somehow.”

Samantha leaned across the table. “Why didn’t you tell us about how he was treating you before? Why not last week or yesterday?”

She paused before answering. “I was in denial. He was such a great guy up until that point. But when he nearly tore my arm off, reality set in.”

“Do you think we should get a restraining order?” Monica suddenly asked. “I mean, he could be the stalking type.”

Before Samantha could voice her agreement, Claire declined, deciding to wait until something actually happened.

The ambulance took away Theresa Palermo’s body and her husband was brought to the police station for further questioning. Guilt gnawed at Claire upon seeing Vincent being led away by the police.

It turned to fear when the cop spoke to the three again.“The investigators will look at all angles of this case, because already it is a mystery. There’s no sign of a break-in or foul play. And Mrs. Palermo was found on her bathroom floor, throat slashed.”

All three shuddered at hearing of the throat slash, but Claire’s shudder was worse since she knew what it truly meant.

None of them had the appetite to eat a full breakfast. They each made coffee and called their families. Samantha’s parents were on their way over from Long Island, while Monica and Claire only spoke on the phone with theirs. Claire didn’t want her parents to come over from Bedminster to comfort her; she was an adult now and could handle her problems herself.

As she talked to her parents, she mentioned that she and Daniel had split, but refused to bring up his threats or abuse. She already felt a bit mortified that her friends knew of what she went through, so her parents could not know. She also left out the part that Daniel might have committed the murder himself. She didn’t want them to get further upset.

Samantha’s parents came in over an hour later and took the girls out to get away from the scene. They spent time at the local mall, just walking around and not buying anything since all were on a tight budget. They spent nearly two hours at the food court, chatting about their lives. The DiCarlos’ wondered if their daughter would move back in with them after this incident. For the first time, Samantha looked as if she seriously would, but then changed her mind and suggested that all three find a new apartment where they wouldn’t be haunted by Theresa’s death.

By 5 PM, Monica and Samantha had places to go. Monica had evening classes while Samantha had a networking event to attend in Manhattan. Both wanted to go to keep their minds off the morning’s event. The DiCarlos’ made their rounds with their car, dropping Monica off at Richmond, their daughter at the ferry, and then driving Claire back to the apartment.

“Honestly, are you going to be okay?” Samantha asked her as her parents pulled up at the ferry terminal. “I wouldn’t want to be there after all that’s happened.”

“Yeah, but where else can I go? And we’ve got to go back sooner or later.” She looked at her friend and patted her hand. “I’ll lock up tightly and the police are going to be around for a while. I’m not afraid.”

Samantha smiled, hugged her and got out of the car.

Her parents drove Claire back home in silence. She did wonder if she was crazy to go back to the apartment knowing someone had been killed in the home above her. And what about Daniel? If he tried calling her, she would alert the police. She had them on her side.

At home, Claire put the MP3 player on loud to drown out the deafening silence in the apartment and also drown out her nerves. She ate her dinner while doing research for her assignments. She kept a sharp steak knife by her side, just in case. She began typing up one of the articles when she heard some creaks and thuds in the apartment. When she looked around, knife in hand, there was nothing. It was likely just the house settling.

At a quarter to eight, Claire felt it would be best to take a shower. She had been sweating a lot all day with anxiety.

While she showered, she thought about the police coming to Daniel’s apartment. Did they come in the morning? Was he willing to answer the door at that time? She knew he had to have sat down with the investigators and explained himself.

As she gave her brown hair a final rinse, something caught her eye outside of the shower door. Her eyes widened and she jerked open the door, and let out a shrieking gasp.

Daniel stood a few feet away.

Claire couldn’t breathe. How did he break in without her hearing anything?

“Hello, Claire. It’s good to see you again,” he said in an icy voice.

She was barely breathing. Life returned to her when he began to approach her. Gasping loudly again, she backed against the shower wall, as if it would prevent him from getting closer.

Cool eyes fixed on her, he leaned into the shower and turned the faucet off. “You shouldn’t waste water.” He then grabbed a towel from the rack and handed it to her. She reluctantly took it, wrapped the towel around herself and stepped out.

She struggled to find the words to say but he spoke first.

“I know what you’re thinking. How did I get in? Well, you’re the one who did her research on those like me, so you should know.”

She stared at him for a moment before it dawned on her. Those websites she looked at over the weekend mentioned vampires are capable of slipping through doorways and window cracks. He didn’t need to break in anywhere; he could just turn into a mist and go where ever he wanted.

Slowly, she managed to say, “You did it.”

He nodded gruffly. “I suppose you thought you were quite brave telling the police about me. I was waiting for them when they came yesterday afternoon. I knew you would tell them,  since you wanted to play the hero. But I was prepared. I answered all their questions and they left without arresting me.” He threw his hands up with pride. “I wonder how I did that?”

Claire stared at him, “You manipulated their minds and made them forget things.”

Daniel nodded again. “As I told you before, you have no idea what you are dealing with.” He put the toilet top down and sat on it. “What do you plan to do next, Claire? Tell them I’m a vampire who played with their thoughts? Is that your next step?”

When she didn’t say anything, he let out a short laugh. “What can you do? You’re trapped, my dear. If you told the cops I’m stalking you and they put a restraining order against me, I’ll still come, because I can.”

“Stop it. Please!”

His eyes were laughing at her. “I’ll murder them because I can get away with it.” He folded his arms across his chest. “There’s nothing you can do. You’re dealing with an entirely different being - one that few know about.”

“Those people online do. They know you exist.”

“So? They’ve been around for years and the average person sees them as crazy people with crazy ideas. Are you really going to side with them against me?”

“Daniel,” Claire closed her eyes and opened them again. He was still staring at her, a look of triumph glowing on his face. “Why did you kill Theresa? Why did it have to be her?”

“Because it’s in my nature. I have to drink blood in order to survive.”

“No, you had a real reason. Why did you do it?”

“Because I needed to teach you a lesson,” he glared at her. “I had to show you what happens when you mess with something like me. I could’ve let you walking out on me pass, but when you decided to play superhero for your dear professor, there was no way I could’ve let you get away with it.” He stared at her for a moment. “You’re under my control, Claire. Once I showed you what I really am, there was no going back. Now, you are under the realm of the vampires. It’s your choice which direction you go into.”

“Choice? What choice do I have?”

“You know what. Say it, I told you already.”

“You,” she stuttered before taking a deep breath. “You want me like you. You want me to say yes or else I and others will suffer.”

“Indeed, Claire. Think about. You are responsible for Theresa’s death. If you hadn’t disobeyed me, or better yet, agreed to join me for eternity, I wouldn’t have killed her.”

“What the hell?” She gasped. “You’re going to keep killing people until I say yes?”

“If it comes to that.” He narrowed his eyes at her. “You’re lucky it was your landlady. It could very easily have been your friends, but I was lenient this time and got someone close, but not too close to you.”

With those words, panic consumed her. She was gasping when she heard the front door open and Monica call her name. She began to walk toward the bathroom, her calls getting louder.

Claire hoped with all her heart she would somehow unlock the bathroom door to find Daniel there. Then she would call the police and that would be the end of everything. But instead, Monica abruptly stopped calling Claire’s name. She heard her roommate’s footsteps disappear from near the bathroom door.

Claire stared at Daniel, her mouth hanging open. He smiled proudly. He must have just made Monica forget about looking for her.

She felt her knees weaken and she slowly fell to the bathroom floor. Her breathing was getting shorter and shorter.

Daniel was watching all this with a hint of concern on his face. Curling his lips in, he gently cupped his hand on her jaw and raised her face to examine her. Her jaw was clenched shut with fear.

“Hmm,” he said. “I know this is all overwhelming for you. But as I once told you, it is for the best.”

Unable to physically speak, she used her thoughts to communicate. She tried to tell him to stop and to leave her alone. She was not going to be a murderer like him. She was not going to be under his control.

“Calm down, Claire, calm down,” he said as though her thoughts went unheeded. “You can’t go through your days like this. You’ll never be happy.”

I’ll never be happy with you, she thought to him.

He didn’t seem to notice. He let go of her face and helped her to her feet. Leaning in close, he whispered, “The choice is yours. But only you can stop anyone around you from dying. Meet me tomorrow after class.” He kissed her cheek and let go. Right before her eyes, he faded into a blur. That blur then flew toward the window and disappeared.

Claire didn’t need to pinch herself. She had already seen so much in a few days.

Her lip trembling, she sat down on the toilet top and began wailing, first quietly, then she got louder. Loud enough for Monica to come knocking on the door.

“Claire! Claire, open up! What’s wrong?”

Dashing to the door, she unlocked and threw open the door and flung herself around her friend, tears gushing down her face. “Oh, Monica! I’m so scared!”

Monica held her tightly and she burst into tears as well. The two cried and did what they could to comfort each other. But they were crying and frightened for very different reasons.

Monica guided Claire to the couch, where Claire started to tell her that Daniel called and left a few threatening messages on her phone. No, that wasn’t the exact truth, but she could not say he had turned into a mist and slipped through the cracks of the windows.

But Monica was confused.

“Don’t you remember me telling you that he hurt me? Physically hurt me?”

“No,” Monica looked blank. “Since when did he hurt you? I thought you two were planning to move in together in December.”

Claire was aghast. Not only had Daniel stopped her from calling her name, but he erased any memory Monica had of Claire telling her about the way he abusively treated her, as well as put other thoughts into her mind. Claire felt more isolated, like a young child abandoned in a strange place.

That anxiety caused her to barely sleep during the night, and during the next day, she was lost in a fog, worry written all over her face. She could barely concentrate on her freelance work and twice split juice while pouring some into a glass. When her roommates questioned her behavior, she blamed Theresa’s murder.

Later that evening, Claire was again on campus just before the night courses let out. It was cooler outside, so she sat in a small lounge in the building, again playing games on her phone. But her mind was elsewhere.

Why was she doing this? She had to go tell someone about Daniel. She already tried the police and that failed. She figured if she tried contacting those online groups about him and his threats, they would help her. After all, since they had the photo of him from the late 19th century, they had to know he was a vampire. But what could those groups do for her? Not only were they scattered throughout the world, but if they contacted the authorities, they would be labeled insane and ignored. If they tried to hunt down and kill Daniel, he would be two steps ahead of them because he could read minds.

So here she was meeting again with the man who threatened and beat her, who killed both her favorite professor and landlady, and who also manipulated the mind of one of her friends so much, she forgot everything Claire recently told her about Daniel. It was like fate was playing a cruel joke on her, after giving her the impression her life has been changing for the better before this nightmare began.

Ten minutes after her arrival, classes began to let out. She chose to wait until Daniel came looking for her rather than go to his class herself.

As the crowds thinned, he came down the hall and peeked into the lounge. When he saw her, she stood and watched as he came up to her. He wore a stern expression, the one he had while teaching.

“I’m glad you came,” he said.

She nodded and he continued. “I think it would be best if we went to that coffee shop down the road. We have a lot to talk about, and it would tough holding everything in while traveling into the city.” He put his hand at her lower back and guided her out of the building.

They walked the five blocks to the café, quietly at first. Claire wasn’t sure what she should day, if anything. Finally she asked how his class had been tonight.

“It’s winding down since we’ve got one more week left,” he told her. “The students I have are my survivors so I respect them. Most at least. How is your freelancing going?”

“Fine,” she said. “How’s yours?”

“Finished my most recent story, which is great. But I’ll be waiting until next year to do another story. There’s lots on my agenda from now until then.”

She almost gulped hearing that.

They arrived at the coffee shop, ordered their drinks and took a seat in a back corner, away from most of the patrons.

Although it was a chilly night, and her hands were cold, Claire could barely drink her cappuccino; the lump in her throat was too big.

There was silence for a few minutes before Daniel whispered, “A penny for your thoughts.”

She wanted to smile, as this was like the good times, but her mouth couldn’t move. Finally she said, slowly, “I really don’t know what to say.”

“Say anything.” His eyes weren’t cold or warm, but they were like laser beams, watching her ever so carefully.

She hesitated before saying, “You did quite a number on Monica last night. She forgot everything I told her.”

“Mm-hmm,” he nodded slightly. He waited again.

“I’ve been wondering why you don’t sleep in coffins, or can get away with photographs and mirrors.”

“That’s not what’s your mind.” He leaned forward a bit. “Come on. This place closes in a couple of hours.”

She sighed heavily. “You’re torturing me,” she said through gritted teeth, looking away from him. “Why can’t you let me be?”

“Because I like you, Claire. I enjoy your company and I want it for eternity. Why can’t you see that?”

“You have an odd way of showing it. Hurting me, yelling at me. What does that seem like to you?”

“Well.” He paused. “We see mortals differently. I mean, we are different creatures and the way we behave around your kind may seem odd, as you put it, but it’s just in our nature.”

Claire nearly threw her cappuccino at him and ran out of the shop. What stopped her was the fact he might kill someone close to her again, and that could be anyone. A sole, hot tear slid down her cheek and she wiped it roughly away.

“How did you find me? Why did you zero in on me?” she asked.

“Me? I believe you and I crossed paths. It just so happened that we were in the right place at the right time. I needed to see the chairwoman, you needed help with freelancing. It was like destiny.” He narrowed his eyes slightly. “You can’t help certain things from happening.”

She hung her head. He was right. She didn’t deliberately flirt with him, and neither did he with her. They had a major thing in common and it started from there. If only she had heeded Nancy’s warnings about Daniel not being a nice guy. But she needed help getting work, and he was the one who agreed to help her. Blinking back tears, she was in a maelstrom of regret and wondering what might have been.

She took a big gulp of her cappuccino, wishing it was the wine she’d had Monday night when she had got so drunk she had said exactly what she wanted to him, abuse be damned. Letting out all of her anguish would feel so good.

She glanced up at him. He was looking out the window, at nothing in particular. He was holding onto his cup lightly, knowing full well there was no need for him to drink it’s contents. He was a complete stranger to her; there was so much to him that she didn’t know. What else was he hiding?

“Where did you come from?” she found herself asking. Part of it sounded like someone else had spoken, while the other part came from a far corner of her mind.

He faced her and sat forward to begin his story.

He was born Daniel Poncher in 1325 in Paris, the illegitimate son of a nobleman and his mistress, a peasant woman. Growing up, Daniel was both scorned and celebrated for his parentage. Although he was scorned for being a bastard, his father was willing to acknowledge him, which Daniel mentioned in a fond tone. Because of who his father was, he received an education many in those days could never envision. He attended lessons at the Parisian monasteries, where he excelled at Greek, Latin and literature. “No surprise with the literature,” he mused.

Being an illegitimate child made Daniel an outcast in society. Even though he was accepted by his father, there were few willing to show Daniel respect. His peers were quick to alienate him and the monks who educated almost never let him forget his status. A mixture of the monks’ taunts and the medieval attitude towards illegitimate children convinced Daniel he would never go to heaven. He was born damned, and was destined for hell.

When he was seventeen, Daniel ceased studying to become a priest and married a young woman named Jeanne, the daughter of a soldier. Like so many in those days, that marriage was arranged to help Daniel gain more respect in society, rather than for love. There was little tenderness between the two. Jeanne was cold and haughty toward her husband, while he could never understand her. It took three years for their first child, a son named Renaud, to be born. He was followed by a girl named Louise two years later.

During this time, Daniel became a celebrated poet in Paris, both with the clergy and the noble families. He also taught the children of nobles basic reading and writing before they were sent to the monastery schools.

But being born illegitimate always haunted him. He never felt worthy to wander the halls of the holy and the powerful. Every person he met seemed to look at him with either pity or apathy toward his damnation. “I could still see the condemnation in their eyes,” he said to Claire in a faraway voice.

But one person did have sympathy for him, and he fell in love with her. She worked at a tavern he frequented whenever he wanted to escape his pain. Her blue eyes were like sunshine to him, with no judgment in them. Daniel wanted deeply to give himself to her, but she made it difficult to spend time with. For one, she only seemed to exist during the night. Also, she was married, although her husband barely cared she was flirting with another man.

Eventually, Daniel stopped trying to spend time with her; it was getting too tiresome to try to be alone with her. But he would soon spend plenty of time with her.

A year and a half later, the Black Death arrived in Paris. Corpses covered with bloody sores piled up in the streets, whole neighborhoods were wiped out, and there was no hope, not even a prayer, to stop the death. Even Daniel’s family was not immune. Within weeks, his wife and two children were swept away by the disease.

Watching the cart take away his family as the sun lowered made Daniel wonder if he was next. He hadn’t been around his family in days due to another spat with his wife. Instead, he had spent time in bed with a lady-in-waiting to a noble woman he worked for. He only came home after news of his family reached him.

Locking himself in his small home, Daniel sat down by the fireplace and began to pray. This was it, he knew it. He was about to find out if heaven or hell awaited him. He had spent his whole life having his fate pounded into him, and he would soon find out what his destiny would be. He was muttering some prayers when he heard her voice.

“You don’t have to go to either,” she said.

Startled, he jumped up. It was the woman he had always longed for, the one who he stopped seeing months ago. How did she get into his house so easily? And what was she talking about?

She took his hand and led him to her house, where her husband was waiting. They began to talk about eternal life and drinking blood, though not in the way the Church taught. They told him he could have that life, or find out where God would place him in the afterlife. Confused, Daniel began to ask questions and that was when the couple opened their mouths and bared their fangs.

“I had a similar reaction to yours,” he told Claire. “I thought I was going mad.”

Daniel began invoking God to strike down the two, but nothing happened. At a loss, he began inquiring about how this sort of life would be better than heaven or hell. What got deep into his heart was the promise of freedom: no one to condemn him, no one to answer to, no fear of paradise or torture in the end because there was no afterlife. He could live in a secret world that held so much power over the main one. This appealed to Daniel. Being an outcast of society caused him to silently curse the world he lived in. He harbored deep resentment toward everyone and everything around him, but there was nothing he could do about since he was a bastard. So, hearing about being someone of worth in a new life where the Church had little power over, made him get on his knees and beg to join the man and woman before him.

“You can guess who they were,” Daniel told her.

“Hilde and Michel,” Claire answered.

From that night on, Daniel lived life with few limits. He was free from the world that cast him out, and he was free to be with Hilde. It took him a while, though, to adjust to the overt freedom of the vampire world, but he would soon shed the influence the mortal world placed on him.

“You mean, there’s a lot of free love among your kind?” Claire asked.

Daniel smiled faintly, as if her question was silly. “There’s all sorts of freedom among us. When everything you’ve been taught proves to be wrong and you live in your own dimension, there are no limits.”

He would spend centuries with the couple. Hilde, who was born in what is now Germany, and Michel, who was only a century younger than she was, introduced him to the vampire leaders, the Five Brothers, who obtained eternal life five thousand years ago. He was accepted by them, and eventually earned their trust. Among the vampires, there was a hierarchy of trust from the Brothers. The more they trusted one, the more freedom was given. Among the freedoms was the permission to choose and create a new vampire.

“So, you’re saying, the Brothers trust you so much, they’re willing to allow you to make your own?” Claire asked.

“Indeed,” Daniel said. “It’s a real honor. Someday, if you agree to join me, you will meet one of them.”

“Have you ever made a vampire before?”

“No, I haven’t,” he said. “Shocking, isn’t it? That was because only a certain number of us are given that power.

“See, its called the Defenders of the Blood, a sort of police force for the leaders. They’re all ranked second to the Brothers, and no one can ever be equal to them because they are the first of us. They made us possible, and someday you’ll find out how. Anyway, I’ve been a member for a very long time, but I always said I will create a vampire out of someone I think is worthy. It’s not easy to choose, it is like looking for a diamond in the rough.” He looked at her intently at those words.

Claire had a lot of questions to ask and wasn’t so sure which one to go with. The world of vampires seemed large and confusing, its culture different from her own. Besides, she wasn’t thrilled to be learning all he was telling her, so she asked a simple question.

“How are you able to kill without empathy or guilt?”

“It becomes your nature. Might as well hate being a lion or a tiger. And you figure they would have died eventually. It’s the immortality that makes you not feel guilt. You’re the only being that lives forever, while the human is here for a short time and fades into nothing. In all my years, I’ve never seen or felt anything to tell me there is life after all this. So, being a vampire is a gift. We’re a tribe, we’re a large family. The exclusivity is wondrous.” He tilted his head back, smiling.

Then he looked at her. “One of the reasons why I believe you’re fit for this existence is because of your skepticism.” She frowned. “You are not afraid, no heaven or hell to answer to. And yet, you love life. You try to live in the moment. Most humans do not. So why not give you eternity where you can love life for as long as…whoever knows?”

Claire tried to smile, but she could not. He saw that and simply added, “When you are made like us, you’ll see the power we have and how we will always reign over humanity. Striking fear into mortals, exercising a power and strength they can only wish to have. Basically,” he leaned forward. “We are the Gods, and its a thrilling feeling.”

Claire wasn’t satisfied with that answer. It sounded pompous, narcissistic and frightening. A thought crept into her subconscious, telling her she should have kept her lack-of-religious beliefs to herself during that first meeting in late August in TriBeCa. Maybe if she did, Daniel wouldn’t have been attracted to her.

She traced a scratch on the table, before saying, “And you think of me as worthy for this life as she did of you?”

“Yes, Claire. I do,” he said, drawing out each word carefully.

She was silent, staring at the top of the table. He was watching her.

Then something else crept into her mind and she lifted her head. “Who was Henry?”

At first, Daniel looked confused. Then his eyes lit up slightly with stun. He must have been amazed she remembered that name from when Hilde would take him aside to argue with him, back when she was known as Sarah.

“He used to be one of us. But he died.”

“How was that possible?”

Daniel circled the brim of his empty cup, trying to figure out the correct words to speak.

“He didn’t obey the rules laid down by the Brothers. He was a young vampire who was set free from his maker too soon. I don’t know who transformed him, but that one was definitely punished for not being strict enough with Henry.

“Anyway,” he went on. “One of the rules is to not be so open about who you are. In Henry’s case, he would feed and sometimes kill people that he was not supposed to. Because of the increased security around the world, it is best that we vampires feed off of mortals who are not in everyday situations. Meaning, don’t go to bars, find someone to invite back to your place and then drink from them. What do you do with the body? We have to cover our tracks better, so we don’t hunt mortals like we used to; we have to be extra careful. I miss those days when we could have whomever we wanted.”

“So Henry would take people back to his place and feed off of them?” Claire’s eyes were widening. “You said Colin Willis’ was killed by a vampire. Henry was the one?”

Daniel nodded with a hint of empathy and he went on. “The police easily figured it out that it was him and they were preparing to arrest him. At the same time, the Brothers were going to arrest him for breaking their rules and give him harsh punishment. Facing arrest on both sides, he chose to end his life for good. On a summer day, he went to the rooftop of his apartment and exposed himself to the sun. He was only a 130 year old vampire, so he did not last long in the light. He turned to ash, and that was the end of him.”

He cleared his throat and went on. “He haunts us all, because he could have had us arrested. And I mean every vampire. One connection could have led to another, and we all would have been doomed. Hilde knew him since she was living in New York during that time. She remembers how reckless he was, and that makes her nervous about any newcomer.”

He then leaned over and wrapped his hand around Claire’s. “But I have faith in you and in myself to not let what happened with Henry to happen again.”

He was confident in his beliefs, but Claire could not adapt to it. She could feel the shivers going through her as she reflected on Daniel mentioning how fun it was for him to hunt whomever he wanted and do whatever he wanted to those people. He clearly seemed to miss those days, and was frustrated with living even more underground thanks to technology. Was this what he wanted from her? How could she enjoy an existence of limitations when he said there were none not too long ago?

Wait, what was she thinking? She could never enjoy being a vampire! Killing people, even while being careful - whatever that meant - would not bring joy to her. Where was the pleasure in killing someone in her?

She glanced up and saw him watching her. Definitely reading her mind as well.

“Claire,” he said sternly. “The laws don’t allow humans to know about us. What usually happens is that when a human rejects becoming a vampire, or knows too much, they become prisoners of the Brothers until the day they die - and the Brothers are very good at hiding their prisoners.”

“And what will they do to me?”

“First they will do what I am already doing: kill those around you to make you realize you could’ve saved them had you said yes. We don’t respect human blood ties because we have our own. Second, you will become nourishment for the Brothers. Meaning, they will feed off of you until you somehow die. It’s easier to do that than hunt every night. They’ll also have you as a slave in every sense of the term, and I will not be able to stop that. Basically, Claire, only you could save yourself and your loved ones, if you agree to join me.”

She was feeling numb in all aspects of her being. He had told her so much about himself, the vampire world, and his insistence that she be like him. He also had warned her that she would face torture and suffering by a group of vampires she only learned about that moment.

After a few minutes, one of the coffee shop employees walked by and told them the place was closing in a half hour. That made the two of them get up and leave. They walked down to the corner and waited, waited for the other person to make the next move.

Finally, Claire dared herself to speak, though she kept her head down. “You said you love me.”

Daniel put his fingers under her chin and lifted her head. “You know I do, or else I wouldn’t have told you all this. Or proposed that you join me for all eternity rather than suffer for years to come.”

She let out a shaky sigh. “There is still a lot to think about. A lot to go over.”

“Understandable. You aren’t as desperate as I was.”

“Let me go home to figure all this out. Please give me time.”

He paused before saying, “Okay. But let’s meet Saturday night. I know a place we can go to, so you can…absorb everything.”

“All right, let’s do that,” she said, too quickly. They looked at each other for a minute. Daniel reached out and ran a single finger through her hair, before leaning down to give her a short, gentle kiss. He then squeezed her shoulder and turned to head for the bus that took him to the city.

Claire watched him go until he disappeared in the horizon. She then relaxed and let the tears well up in her eyes before closing them so they could flow.





CHAPTER EIGHT




“You can’t do that!” Samantha cried. “Are you crazy?”

It was the next evening, and the three girls were preparing dinner after a long day. Claire had just come home from the college while Monica had another day substituting. Samantha spent the afternoon at a job interview that didn’t go very well. Added to Claire’s announcement that she was going to give Daniel another chance, she was not in the best mood.

Claire stirred the macaroni and cheese in the pot, not looking at either of her roommates. “We met last night and talked things over. He admitted to being a jerk and said he was sorry.”

“Sorry my ass!” Samantha slammed the forks she had in her hands on the table. “He hurt you, both physically and mentally! What are you thinking?”

“He hurt her?” Monica looked confused as she poured the soda. “Since when?”

The two other girls stared at her, remembering how she suddenly forgot everything Claire told her about Daniel. Claire wondered if it was best Monica didn’t remember what she had told her.

“I exaggerated,” she began. “The truth is, he did grab me but didn’t beat me up or anything like that.”

“Whoa, wait. You made up that he hurt you?” Samantha narrowed her eyes.

“Yeah, I did. I just was angry at him.” She turned around and went back stirring the pot.

Samantha went over to her and put her hands on her hips. “First you say he hurt you, then you say you made it up. That’s not the Claire I know. So, tell me, and refresh Monica’s poor memory. What is going on?”

“I just told you,” Claire felt her aggravation rise. “We had a fight, things got nasty. But he contacted me the other day and we met last night to talk things over. He apologized. I’m willing to give him another chance.”

“But what about your arm? You told us he nearly tore it off.”

“I made it up!” Claire snapped. “Now, if you don’t mind, I’d like to have dinner.”

In a huff, Samantha went back setting the table. Monica looked unsure of what to do or say next. Claire just kept stirring, an angry look on her face.

Dinner was tense, with Monica talking the most about substituting for a kindergarten class. The other two showed interest, but avoided directly talking to each other. Cleaning up was done in silence.

While Monica took a shower and Samantha watched TV, Claire went into her bedroom to complete one of her assignments. She didn’t come out until the next morning.

For the next two days, she worked at the school and on her freelancing. She went to the coffee shop to do the latter in order to avoid Samantha’s glares mixed with disgust and concern.

During this, Claire felt like she was living an out of body experience. Her meals tasted different, her hearing was off, she saw things in different colors, but she refused to admit all of this. She believed things would work out for the best, somehow.

Even at the college, Nancy noticed something was wrong. The secretary took her aside once, pointing out that Claire was acting like a space cadet.

“You just bumped into your desk twice in one hour,” she said. “Is everything okay?”

“Yes,” Claire got defensive. “I’m fine.”

Nancy could only shrug. Ever since Claire pointed out how unfriendly she was to Daniel whenever he came into the office, Nancy had been keeping her distance. Claire knew she was missing those times when she would chat with the older woman, but she didn’t know how to admit to her that she was right about Daniel.

She continued to exchange texts and phone calls with Daniel. They mostly chatted about their work. Again, she was a rock for him as he voiced his annoyance over his students slacking off before finals. These students had come far, he said, and they should have the strength and will to put up with the last two weeks of classes. As for next semester, he will again have two introductory English classes, but it was looking as if he would get the Intro to Playwriting course. When she suggested they celebrate this chance, Daniel turned it down as it was not yet official. However, he did have a place they could go to Saturday night. His friends, Hilde, Michel and the Brooklyn trio, would be there. All she had to do was wear dark clothes to fit the scene.

“Is this one of the Black Roses’ goth hangouts?” she asked over the phone.

“Something like that,” he said.

On Saturday, Claire was doing one of the weekly chores by cleaning the bathroom. Monica was vacuuming, while Samantha dusted the furniture. Both Samantha and Claire kept things polite but distant. Whenever she looked as if she wanted to confront her, Claire would turn away. She knew it was immature, but she didn’t want to hear what Samantha had to say.

Finally, while Monica went out to get the mail, and Claire was making tuna fish sandwiches, Samantha took her chance. “Look, you can’t go on avoiding me like this. How more childish can you get?”

“I’m not being childish; you’re irritating me.” Claire refused to face her.

“Well, you’re irritating me by your childishness. I’m only doing and saying what is best for you, Claire.”

“Since when did you become my mother?” she growled.

“Oh God!” Samantha rolled her eyes. “Don’t do this, please! We’ve been good friends for four years, and now you’re going to throw it all away because I am worried about you?”

“There’s nothing to worry about.” Claire sighed and looked at her. “Like I said, Dan and I are working things out. We’re going to spend time together tonight, and it may make or break us. Anything is possible. Now, please let us be!”

“Okay,” Samantha hesitated. “Okay, fine. If that is how it’s going to be. I just hope you know what you’re doing after all that’s happened.”

Claire was about to retort when Monica came back in, her hand filled with envelopes. She darted her dark eyes back and forth between the two before sticking her hand out. “The bills are in. Who wants to take a chance?”

For the rest of the day, the three roommates kept their relations civil. The only time they seriously spoke to each other was when one of the daughters of their landlords stopped by to tell them about her mother’s funeral next week. The three then gathered at the kitchen table to wonder about their future. Samantha wanted to move, and so did Monica. But they were concerned over who would take three underemployed tenants.

“I’ll see what happens between me and Daniel. If it works out, I’ll move in with him,” Claire told them.

Again, Samantha narrowed her eyes. “Wait a minute. Didn’t you say that he somehow was involved in Theresa’s murder?”

Monica jolted forward in shock and that made the other two gasp. “Whoa, was I not here when this all happened?” she said. “I mean, was I on another planet when Theresa was killed?”

Claire patted her arm. “No, I said that because I was angry at him. I do strange things when I’m pissed at someone.”

“Really?” Samantha snorted. “That’s news to me.”

“This is all news to me,” Monica looked pale. “I feel like I’m going nuts. I don’t remember you saying anything bad about Daniel. It’s like you and Samantha know something I don’t!”

The other two got quiet and decided to focus on calming her down. Monica wasn’t losing her mind, they told her. The shock over Theresa’s death made her forget several things. The murder was making them do strange things too, and she was not alone.

That night, Claire was applying her makeup in her bedroom. As she watched herself put on black eyeliner, she felt like pinching herself. She rarely wore black makeup; what was she doing? She looked down at her black pants and frilly black top. She felt so awkward wearing one color.

Once she was ready, she texted Daniel that she was on her way. As she left the apartment, she walked past Samantha, who was also getting ready to work another shift at the sports bar. “Um,” she said.“Theresa’s funeral is Tuesday, not tonight.”

“Sam, please don’t start,” Claire said as she put on her coat, which was also black.

“I’m not. But it’s weird to see you dressed like this. Where are you going?”

“I don’t know. Dan said it’s some goth hangout. I guess his friends who are in that band are performing there.”

“Okay,” Samantha shrugged and zipped up her boots. She offered to walk with Claire to the bus stop.

As they walked, they were quiet at first, watching their breath form in the cold early December air. Once they arrived at the spot, Samantha suddenly said she was sorry.

“I know I’ve been difficult these past few days. I wasn’t like this for the hell of it, but I was and am concerned. But if this is what you want, between you and Daniel, then I’m here for you.”

Surprised, Claire looked at her and saw she was biting her lip nervously. “I honestly don’t know what will happen between Dan and I, but I’m glad whatever does happen, you’ll be okay with it.”

Samantha gave a relieved smile and squeezed her hand. Claire squeezed back and the two exchanged knowing looks.

The bus came soon after, and the two got on. Samantha got off three stops later while Claire took it all the way to the ferry terminal. She made the boat in time and rode it while sitting near a window, trying to make out the lights against the dark sky.

When the ferry docked, she found Daniel was there waiting on the other side. He was also dressed all in black: leather jacket, jeans, and a button-down shirt with the first two undone, exposing his chest. Although his pale skin glowed against the dark attire, there was something sexy about his appearance. Maybe it was because he looked so mysterious dressed as he was.

They kissed hello and Daniel ran his curled fingers down her face. He then took her hand and walked her out to the street. Instead of taking the subway uptown, he hailed a cab. “The club we’re going to is a bit out of the way,” he told her as they got in. “It would be best to do this than do a lot of transferring.”

“So we’re going to a club? A rock club?”

“It’s a club as in only certain people are allowed in. But don’t worry, I’ll get you in.”

During the ride, Claire searched her mind to figure out what sort of club Daniel was taking her to. He had never told her he was part of some exclusive organization, so this was definitely something new about him. What could it be? As the ride went on, she could feel flutterings in her stomach - but not good flutterings. They were the ones that made her almost shake with tension.

They arrived on Lower East Side, to a place with a red-painted exterior, along with fake black cobwebs and painted crosses decorating it. Loud heavy-metal music thudded from inside. They approached the bouncer, a big, burly man who looked bored. Daniel teased him for not looking enthusiastic enough, and he laughed and slapped Daniel on the back. “It’s been a while! Where’ve you been?”

“Teaching a bunch of brats,” was the reply. “I could use some relaxation.”

The bouncer laughed again and noticed Claire. “Ah, some fresh blood tonight?”

“She’s with me. It’s her first time here,” Daniel put his arm around her shoulders.

The bouncer accepted the payment and gestured them inside. Walking in was like going through the openings of one of the haunted houses Claire went to while growing up. There were black walls with black light bulbs faintly shining in the pathways. She expected a cutout of a ghost or monster to suddenly pop out at her.

Instead, she started to see other members of this club. People dressed in all black, and some of the women wore very revealing clothes. Couples - opposite and same-sex - made out in the corners as Daniel guided her through the pathways until they reached the main floor.

It was fairly large, with about sixty people covering the room. Red and black lights lit the place, and there were red velvet seats along the walls. Scantily clad women danced on the platforms dotting the floor as the metal music thudded away. A band was playing, but it was not The Black Roses.

Claire felt uncomfortable. She was far from living the gothic subculture, and this was not her scene at all. She could have sworn people were looking at her and seeing her discomfort, most likely laughing at her. She looked at Daniel, who was searching the room for the others.

Trying to shake off her uneasiness, Claire said to him, “I never knew you’d like this type of place!” When he frowned at her, she added, “I mean, I thought you liked softer music and quieter places!”

He shrugged. “Sometimes you’ve got to let out your wilder side. Everyone has different aspects to them. Oh, I see them! They already got a spot. Come, let’s go.” He took her hand again and guided her through the crowd. Claire kept her focus on following him as the club members stared at her. She was a new face to this exclusive club. Plus, she was with Daniel, who seemed to know quite a few people as they exclaimed their hellos and patted his back. As long as she was with him, she would be safe.

They reached a corner where Hilde, Michel and the three rockers from Brooklyn were seated. Everyone stood up and kissed Daniel. When they got to Claire, she got kisses on the cheek. However, when Hilde approached her, she leaned in to her lips. That made Claire flinch and blurt out, “I’m not drunk.”

“You’re not?” Hilde replied. “Eh, maybe tonight you will be.”

They all sat down and began chatting. At first, everyone talked about their week. Daniel and Michel traded professor stories while Yvette, Jessica - or Carys as she’d corrected Claire when they said hello - and Antonius talked about the new songs they had written. Hilde tried to get Claire to loosen up, but she was feeling very shy in this strange place. Daniel didn’t seem to be aware of this, and continued talking to Michel, who was patting his hand a little too much.

Claire tried not to let it show that she was a bit bothered by that. Yes, this group made no secret they were openly affectionate with one another from the moment she first met them. But now since she knew exactly what they were, was she going to be pressured into as adventurous as them? She was never interested in bi-curiosity, and watching Daniel and Michel be almost absorbed in each other increased her discomfort. Not that she cared what Daniel did anymore, it was just she couldn’t exactly escape this situation.

She noticed Carys was looking at her, an amused gleam in her eyes. Claire realized she had just read her mind, so she sat up straighter, her downcast eyes looking at the empty table in front of her.

Empty table? Why was the table empty? There were no drinks or anything on it, like any other club would have.

She lifted her head and turned her focus to the crowd of people gathered on the main floor. Many of them were holding bottles of beer or cocktail glasses. Yet this group had nothing.

Then Claire spotted something that nearly made her gasp. Not too far from where they were sitting, she saw two young women nuzzling each other. One raised her bare forearm to the other, who put in false pointy teeth into her mouth. The woman took the arm and bit into it. The other let out a pleasured moan as a single drop of dark red blood ran down her arm. Her companion started licking and sucking at the wound.

Claire was ready to stand up when a young man approached the group. He wore a loose black t-shirt, with the collar cut up to give it a wide V-neck. He had bloodied marks on his neck and forearms.

Arms stretched out in offering, the young man, who looked to be no more than twenty years old, smiled broadly as Antonius and Yvette stood up. His smile was like he was accepted by some people he had long admired. He held out his arms and asked them to “do that thing again.”

Claire held in a gasp as the two opened their mouths and their fangs suddenly jutted forward. Yvette sunk hers into the boy’s forearm while Antonius went for a fresh spot on his neck.

Claire jumped up and blurted out that she had to use the bathroom. Grabbing her arm and pulling her down, Daniel hissed over the loud music, “You’re not going anywhere.”

“Why did you bring me here?” she said.

He nearly sneered at her. “Why not?”

Pulling her arm away from Daniel’s grasp. “I really have to use the bathroom.”

“All right,” he said. “But can you wait?”

“No.”

“You’re going to have to.” He then turned around to a waitress who was delivering drinks to the people seated behind them. He crooked his finger at her, and she let out a giddy squeal. Putting down her tray, she hurried over and stood over Daniel. She also had bloodied bruises on her arms and neck, along with fangs in her mouth that turned out to be fake as she adjusted them while looking deep into Daniel’s eyes.

Grabbing the waitress’s leg, which was fully exposed by a miniskirt, Daniel placed her foot along side of him and ran his hand languidly up to her upper thigh. His eyes were burning for the waitress just like the way they had burned for Claire weeks ago. When he got to the sensitive parts of her thigh, he squeezed the flesh. She moaned, and the others, especially Hilde, smiled delightfully.

Claire felt intense fear while watching this. She knew what was going to happen and she was powerless to stop it.

Daniel opened his mouth, bared his fangs and bit into the waitress’s thigh. She let out a cry that mixed both pleasure and pain. Claire watched frozen as Daniel began to suck away at the wound. Hilde and Carys cheered him on, while Michel rubbed his shoulders. Yvette and Antonius stopped feeding off of the boy and joined in on the cheering. He fixed his shining, now multi-colored eyes on Claire as they taunted her with his lust for blood. She could only sit with her mouth hanging open.

She didn’t know how long Daniel fed off of the waitress, but at one point, the cheering turned into concern and her moaning began to fade. Michel stopped massaging his shoulders and began patting Daniel to stop. Claire looked up at the woman and saw she was about to faint. Yvette and Antonius caught her and called over a bouncer who carried her away. Antonius pointed out to Daniel that he got out of hand.

“Yes, well,” he wiped his mouth, leaving a trace of blood on the back of his hand. “She’s always tasted delicious.”

There was a communal laughter and Daniel looked at Claire. “You going to be okay?”

As if his words unhinged her, Claire felt bile rise in her mouth. She stood up and pushed and shoved her way through the crowd to the exit door. She didn’t care who she knocked over, she had to get out of there.

The exit door led to an alleyway behind the club. There, she let out a pile of vomit and heaved more of whatever was in her system until she was certain she would throw up her organs. She felt dizzy, and couldn’t get out her head the image of Daniel’s eyes while he drank from the waitress’s thigh. The greedy hunger, the callousness, and the snide laughter in them were still penetrating in Claire’s mind.

She stood up and exhaled heavily. She could still throw up if she wanted to, but she felt too sick to even do that.

She was wiping her mouth of the vomit, when she sensed someone was behind her. It had to be Daniel, or at least one of the other vampires. Great. Now she had to face them. There was no use running away because they could always catch up with her. Or do something horrifying to her.

She turned around to face Hilde, who looked at her with curiosity. Tilting her head to the side, the vampire asked if she was all right.

“Yeah, I will be once I get away from this place and you guys.” Claire didn’t care what she said. Let the vampires beat her up. Let them torment her. She wasn’t going to put up with them anymore.

Hilde didn’t look amused. “Have you lost your mind?”

Claire thought for a second. “Yeah. I probably did. I probably had my mind twisted around, thanks to Daniel. He did that to one of my roommates, why not me?”

“No, he didn’t have to. You lost it on your own.” She took a step towards her and Claire backed away. “Relax. I’m not going to hurt you. But you realize you’re going to have to come back inside?”

“No, I won’t be going back in there.” Claire shook her head.

“Why? Because you saw how much your man likes to blood? Because you saw what he - and all of us - really are?”

“Exactly. That’s why I am done with him, and all of you.”

“You were okay with us just minutes ago. What happened, Claire? You seemed to be on a road to acceptance.” Hilde’s voice, though soft, was also taunting.

Claire tried to answer, but couldn’t form the words. Instead, against her will, tears began to brim in her eyes. She turned her head away so the vampire could not see.

But she did. “Don’t cry. There’s no need to.”

Sniffing, Claire faced her and said, “You guys are torturing me.”

“You’re torturing yourself. Daniel is giving you quite a good opportunity, and the more you say no, the more the pain comes. All you have to do is say yes and everything will be fine.”

“Why are you doing this to me? What do you get out of it?”

“I want to see my Daniel happy. He’s lonely and we’re not as close as we used to be. He thinks, and I agree, that you are a worthy companion. It may not last forever, no, but it will last longer than most mortal relationships. You will always have each other’s loyalty. What more could you ask for?”

Claire was afraid to answer her. She sighed heavily twice, trying to clear her mind so Hilde wouldn’t read it.

The vampire reached out and took her hand. “Come. We can’t keep them waiting. Calm down.” Claire gritted her teeth to keep the tears from coming out her eyes. When she succeeded, she looked at Hilde who said, “All right, that’s better. Let’s go.” She guided her back into the club, where everything was the same as before. The music was still screaming, and the people were still biting each other. Several saw Claire and sneered at her. Hilde warded them off by telling them she was new to the club.

They got back to their group. Carys and Yvette were sitting next to each other, looking amused to see a shaken Claire. Michel and Antonius stopped chatting with a couple of shirtless men, and Daniel was seated across from the two women, arms folded across his chest, looking very annoyed. He unfolded his arms and stood when he saw Hilde and Claire.

“How is she?” he asked.

“She’s a bit sick to her stomach, but she’ll survive,” Hilde smiled back at Claire before letting go and sitting down beside Carys and Yvette.

Claire and Daniel stood looking at each other. She could feel the eyes of not only the vampires, but the others - the wannabes if that’s what they were - heavy on her. It seemed like time rested on one of them making the next move.

Not wanting to cause any more problems, she lowered her head in near defeat. He squeezed her shoulder and kissed the top of her head. He then sat down again, and she alongside of him, resting her head on his shoulder. He patted her leg, right above her knee and left his hand there.

For the rest of the night, people of various ages - though mainly close to Claire’s age - came over to offer themselves to the vampires. When Claire wondered silently if those people knew for sure they were giving their blood to actual vampires, Daniel whispered in her ear that they often didn’t care. Being bitten and being sucked from was a form of sexual pleasure for these people. No wonder this was an exclusive club. She wondered who exactly owned this club, but Daniel didn’t respond.

The other vampires stayed to themselves, leaving Claire alone but chatting with Daniel from time to time. Sometimes they would speak in accented English, other times they would talk in strange tongues, probably the Latin, Greek, or the medieval French that he knew. Claire felt more isolated.

By 3 AM, everyone had had their fill and the crowd was thinning. Daniel had to nudge Claire awake as she had dozed off on his shoulder. She was stunned she had done so. Maybe it was mentally and emotional exhaustion that caused it.

Outside of the club, Daniel kissed everyone good-night. They simply hugged Claire and kissed her cheek, and told her they would see her soon. As if nothing had happened, and everything was natural and normal between them. But when Hilde approached her, Claire was the first to hug, not wanting a kiss from her. That would have meant accepting what happened or what was said this night, and she did not want that.

The vampire simply patted her back and kissed the side of her head. It was not a kind or friendly kiss. There was some snide laughter to it.

As The Black Roses headed for the subway, and Hilde and Michel began to walk home, Daniel hailed another cab. “We’ve got to talk,” he told her as he waved down a driver.

The ride to his apartment was quiet, with Claire staring down at her hands and Daniel with his hand on her knee. At least it wasn’t heavily across her shoulders, she thought with a hint of optimism.

At his place, Claire immediately sat on his couch, not removing her coat. He locked up, put his jacket on a dining room chair, and sat next to her, his body turned towards her. She took note that his skin was a normal, healthy color. By morning, it would wear off to that albino hue.

“Claire,” he said in his stern tone. She lifted her head, giving him a sideways look.

“You can’t go on like this.” When she didn’t answer, he continued. “This is getting ridiculous. What happened tonight was not necessary. I brought you there to get a feel for what life would be like once you agree to follow me. I wanted to show you how fun it is and how it is not as isolating as you think. Perhaps I should’ve done this earlier.”

She turned her whole body to him at this point and began to speak. “I would’ve had the same reaction anyway. What I saw scared me. You drank her blood, Daniel! You almost killed her!”

“Yes, I got carried away, but she wanted it. What’s the problem with that?”

“Nothing, just…its just…”

He shook his head. “You’ve got to detach yourself from everyday beliefs and see things from my point of view. Then everything would be all right.”

“No, Daniel. No!” she said. “I don’t want to see the world from your eyes. Based on what you’ve been telling me about your life and your ways, I know I do not want it. You know I do not want it! Why do you keep pressuring me?”

Disgusted, he got up and began to pace. He did it for a minute before turning and telling her, “Why do you keep refusing?”

“Because I have a right,” she said weakly. She could feel her will break more and more.

“Not to us, you don’t,” he spat out. “What scares you? Huh?”

“Killing people. Not seeing the sunlight ever again. “

“You would see the sunlight. It may take centuries, but in the meantime, you’ve got the beautiful starry night. What’s wrong with that?”

“And you want to take me away from my friends and family.” She stood up, using whatever strength she had left in her. “I love them and I want to be able to see them.”

“You love them,” he echoed and went back pacing. “You can always speak to them on video, have them come into the city during a cloudy day. You won’t be parted forever.”

“Yes, I would be. I want to able to see them without fearing the sunlight. Without having to explain my pale skin. And what about years from now? I’ll never age! How do I explain that? And I would like to see my niece Ava and whatever brothers and sisters she’ll have. I know I don’t see much of my family now, but I don’t want to see them through videos or photos. I like seeing them every few months for a few days. Dan, can’t you understand that?”

He was thinking, though not on what she’d just told him. He narrowed his eyes a bit before widening them with an idea. An idea that made a near cunning light to his face.

“You always speak about your niece. How much you love being an aunt. How much you can’t wait till she starts talking so you could talk to her. Oh, Claire, wouldn’t you be the good aunt and let her be?”

Claire felt dizzy. She started to shake her head. “No,” she muttered, then she got louder. “No! You wouldn’t!”

He put his hands up. “Why not? You say you love her.”

She jumped on top of the coffee table and began hitting Daniel. “You wouldn’t! I won’t let you!”

He grabbed her hands so tightly, she fell to the floor. She began heaving tears, knowing what could possibly happen.

He let her sob for a few minutes before squatting down and running his fingers threw her hair. She didn’t want to look at him, but knew she had to.

“Perhaps I should show you what life would be like as a slave to the Brothers,” he said calmly.

He took her arm, pulled up the coat sleeve. He flexed his upper lip.

“No, Daniel! No, please, don’t do it!” she began screaming.

His fangs appeared and he plunged them into her arm, near her elbow. She let out a cry of pain and fear.

He began licking and sucking at the two holes, his eyes shut with pleasure. Claire kept begging him to stop for what seemed like hours. She feared she was going to pass out like the waitress.

Finally, he dropped her arm and looked at her. His lips were smeared with her blood.

Claire thought she would die. She didn’t know how much blood she had just lost, but it felt like enough to make her faint. Or at least, she wanted to faint to escape her horror.

He then lifted his wrist, bit it and hovered over the two punctured holes on her arm. Drops of black blood fell on her arm, healing the wound in seconds.

She could have been impressed, but she wasn’t. Nothing about vampires amazed her.

“You should be thankful,” he pulled back his wrist and rubbed her arm. “I could have left that wound for your friends to see.” When she didn’t answer, he snapped, “Wake up, Claire. You’re at a crossroads in your life now. Either you become a slave to us or join us. I gave an idea of what both choices would be like, so you need to make a decision fast.”

She felt like throwing up again. Swallowing the bile, she felt as if Daniel’s words were spreading a sickness inside of her.

“All you have to do is give me your word. Do you become like me or do you go to the Brothers, never seeing your loves ones again? Knowing that they will die so they won’t go searching for you? Even Ava would be a victim.”

She heaved a sob. She wanted to ask how would he find Ava if he had no idea of Zachary’s address. But the look on his face told her all: he would simply read her mind or slither into her apartment and look through the contacts on her phone. Either way, all would be lost.

Lowering her head, she squeezed her eyes shut and slowly began to nod.

“Are you going to join me?” he said in a more gentle tone.

She coughed and then muttered, “Yes. I will.”

“Good. That’s all I needed to hear.” He leaned over and put his arms around her as she sobbed. He rocked her tenderly, kissing her hair, telling her everything was going to be okay.

But Claire wanted to vomit again. She fought to do so, but nothing came up. Her insides were still, as though she had already died.





CHAPTER NINE




Claire lay in Daniel’s bed the next morning, eyes closed trying to get whatever rest she could. She had spent the past several hours curled in a ball, nearly catatonic, dozing from time to time. What kept her from staying asleep were images of her family, particularly Ava. She kept seeing the little girl’s smile, hearing her baby talk and smelling her fresh scent. She also kept seeing the sinister gleam in Daniel’s eyes, how they shone with the thought of going after infant blood. How many babies had he drunk throughout the centuries? Did he even care that they were so young, barely aware of their own lives, especially when he was once a father himself? Or did he just care about nourishing himself? How could he forget what it was like being human?

There would be no answer to those questions, especially the ones Claire wanted. Daniel would just say it was part of his nature and that someday she would get used to it herself. He was a monster.

 She didn’t want to open her eyes that morning, but knew she had to face him sooner or later. Especially when she realized he was sitting on the small arm chair in the corner, watching her. He must have stayed there all night, trying to make sure she didn’t leave. How could this be love? Did he ever know what love was?

There was no time to be questioning everything; she couldn’t lie there forever, even if she wanted to. She made her decision last night; she now had to face the consequences.

She opened her eyes and stretched her body. Daniel went over to sit beside her. He patted her arm and wished her a good morning.

She was about to answer back but was shocked to see that the curtains were pulled back from the windows, something that had never happened before. It was always dark in the apartment during the day.

“It’s going to be raining all day,” he said, seeing her reaction. “There is no sun to affect me.”

She nodded and sat up, smoothing the black pants she still wore. Sleeping in her clothes was becoming common being around him. She asked for the time.

“It’s after ten,” he told her. “Guess you’ll be going home?”

“Yeah, I guess,” she stood up and began leaving the bedroom. 

He followed her. “Would you like to grab some coffee? Remember, I can go around in this.”

“No, I’ll be fine.” She put on her coat, which she’d left on the couch. Turning to face him, she asked, “Are you going to take me home?”

Looking pleased, he said, “How about I take you to the ferry? Is that good?”

She nodded. There was a pause before he walked over and put his arms around her, lowering her head onto his shoulder. “I know none of this is easy. But I hope you realize this is for the best. Not just for everyone around you, but for us. I mean, there was no other way for us to go forward.”

When Claire nodded, he pulled back and examined her face. Seeing no expression, he simply tucked some hair behind her ear and kissed her. 

During the cab ride to the ferry terminal, they held hands but didn’t look at each other. Claire could feel her stomach turn from emptiness, but she felt no will to put something in it.

Arriving at the terminal, they kissed good-bye and Daniel told her to meet with him after class the next night. “I’ll make plans for our trip to Paris today, kay? Don’t worry, I’ll cover all the costs.”

“Sounds good,” she replied and got out of the cab.

The ferry ride home was the longest Claire ever took. She stared out the window, not looking at anything, not noticing the man sitting across from her, talking loudly into his phone. If she was holding her breath, she didn’t know it. If she was pinching herself, she didn’t know that either. One thing she did know, she was fighting back tears.

She got back at the apartment at about noon. Walking up the pathway to the door, she mentally told herself to remain calm and put on a big smile. If she believed everything was all right, then her friends would too.

She found her keys, unlocked the front door and walked in. At the kitchen table in front of her laptop was Samantha. Sitting on the couch watching TV was Monica. Both had big question marks on their faces.

Taking a deep breath and putting on a smile, Claire announced all was well with her and Daniel. “We’re going to move in together, later this week.”

Her roommates stared at her. Samantha looked flabbergasted as she stood up while Monica put the TV on mute. 

 “What the…?” Samantha said. “So soon?! Are you sure you want to do this?”

Claire nodded. “I know this isn’t easy to take, but it would be best to do it then.”

“Best? How?” Monica frowned.

Claire told them about the trip to Paris the coming weekend, and how he was paying for everything. 

“Okay, sounds romantic,” Samantha said, not sounding convinced. She studied Claire’s face closely. “You look exhausted. Did you get any sleep last night?”

“Not much. We were out most of the night. In fact, I’m going to take a nap soon.”

“Where did you two go?” Monica asked. 

The memory of Daniel sucking at the waitress’s leg flashed in Claire’s mind and she nearly lost her composure. Fortunately, her back was turned as she placed her coat on the hook near the door. Turning around, she brightened her eyes and told them about dinner and dancing at a club. 

“Now if you don’t mind, I’m going to lay down for a while. See ya!” With that she went into her room and closed the door.

Resting against the door, she let go of her façade and allowed the tears to well up again. Putting on a show like that was so stressful, not to mention the agony of what she had done late last night. As her face became moist with tears, Claire began to head for her bed, but the sound of her friends talking made her press her ear to the door.

“Something’s off about all this,” Samantha was saying. “I hope she’s not staying with him because she feels like she has to.”

“I still don’t remember him treating her badly,” Monica responded. “But I do know we kind of pressured her to pursue him in the beginning.”

“That’s what I mean. She shouldn’t be staying with him for our sake or because he helped her with her freelancing. She’s never been the strongest person: that’s why she has us. But hey, we can’t tell her to leave him. She’s going to move in with him and that’s that.”

Never been the strongest person. That both rattled Claire and infuriated her. She knew when it came to guys, she tolerated too much, though never abuse. But she was faced with a life or death situation, and her choice depended on those in her life. She made the decision because she felt it was best. There was no way out of her situation. She somehow fell in love with a man who turned out to be a murderous vampire with a plan she could not have foreseen. If she only let her suspicions over his paleness and odd behavior rule her heart. If only she had heeded Nancy’s warnings. 

Looking at her bedroom walls, Claire choked a bit on her tears. There were a few photo collages of sunsets, something she had always enjoyed. Would she ever enjoy those again? He’d told her it would take centuries. Could she tolerate not seeing the beautiful skies as the sun came and went for that long? By then, what would she be like? Would she so used to the night that daytime wouldn’t interest her anymore? 

Feeling dizzy, she went over to collapse on her bed. She closed her eyes, knowing that was her only escape from her hell.




“I can’t believe it,” her brother spat out. “You know Mom and Dad are going to hit the roof over this.”

“Zachary,” Claire rolled her eyes. “It’s no big deal. It’s just another stage of our relationship.”

Shaking his head and looking at Kristina sitting next to him, he looked back at the computer screen. “Seriously, do you think Christmas is going to be all fun this year?”

“Oh come on!” Claire sat up at her desk. It was late in the afternoon and she had woken up from her nap an hour earlier. She decided to break it to her brother about her moving in with Daniel. 

“You come on!” he retorted. “You know how conservative they are. Dad is going to hate Daniel and Mom wouldn’t want to talk to you. It would be like the time I snuck my girlfriend into the house back in high school.”

“Yeah, but that was high school,” Claire said. “You and I are both full-grown adults now. They’ll have to accept our decisions.”

“I guess they’ll really think New York City corrupted you,” Kristina giggled good-naturedly. 

Claire shrugged and looked at Ava, who was sitting on Kristina’s lap. Her niece was chewing on a teething ring, nonchalant about what was going on around her like any other baby. “How many teeth does she have again?”

“Two are coming in,” Zachary answered. “Now admit it, Claire. You know Mom and Dad were not crazy about you dating an older man, and now you’re moving in with him?”

She sighed. “Like I keep telling you, Zach, they’ll have to accept it. They can’t disown me for moving in my boyfriend.”

“She’s right,” Kristina said. 

Zachary seemed to be at a lost for words before saying, “Fine, do what you have to do. But don’t expect Christmas this year to be all happy and fun. Oh, and don’t forget to tell them before I come get you. That would really screw up everything.” He paused. “Claire?”

She blinked a few times before coming back to her senses. She was watching Ava drop her teething ring and whining about it. 

“I’ll tell them now. How about that?”

“Do what you like. But remember what I told you.”

They logged off of their video messaging program, and Claire placed her head in her hands. She spoke to her brother not just to tell him of her plans, but also to get a glimpse of Ava. Watching that precious girl made her wonder if she was making the right move.

Yes, Daniel had a point: there was no way she could go on knowing that vampires were causing so much death in the world. She would have been locked away with the Brothers, being a slave to them. As the first vampires, they probably didn’t have any remorse to hurting humans. But for Daniel to tell her that everyone around her would die if she said no sounded like a game to her.

Game or not, it was possible he could - or could have someone else - murder those very close to her. Her roommates. Her family. How funny he told her they would be allowed to live, yet he would keep her away from them. 

Claire sighed heavily. Was there any way out of this, any hope? No one would believe her if she said Daniel was a vampire. They would think she was insane. 

Unless…

Claire went online and searched for those websites that discussed how vampires were actually real. She found the same ones she had seen over Thanksgiving weekend, including the blog that discussed the death of Henry, the wayward vampire. She read more of the blog and discovered that the blogger, who called himself NYCHunter and was a policeman assigned to lower Manhattan, was watching Daniel, Hilde, and Michel. He said the neighbors claimed that those three only seemed to leave at night and were almost never seen during the day. But he never approached Daniel or the others because it was not part of his job to do so; that was for detectives specially assigned to tracking down vampires. But he had been keeping an eye on those three for a few years. He also mentioned The Black Roses, though he said he was not sure what part of the city they came from.

Claire searched for that blogger’s email address, copied it and opened her email to begin composing a message to him.

She had typed the salutation when she heard Monica calling her.

That jolted her into reality. Daniel had erased Monica’s mind that night, making her forget everything negative about him. He could also read anyone’s mind. If he could detect what she was thinking right now, he would know she was contacting someone for help.

Should she take the chance?

She thought of Ava, how he threatened to kill her last night. She couldn’t risk putting her dear niece’s life on the line.

But what if this was a way of not ever seeing her again? Of not becoming a murderous vampire herself?

“Claire! Time to make dinner!” Monica called again.

“Yeah, I’ll be there!” she called back, and quickly typed a short message,

Hi NYCHunter,

I found your blog online and I really need your help. Daniel Bertrand is a vampire. I know because he told me and he wants to make me one too. You’ve probably seen me around him during these last few months. Please help me.

Claire

Without looking over her email, she hit the Send button and went to help out in the kitchen.




Monday night came, and there was no answer from that policeman. Maybe it would take time. Maybe he had to investigate further to make sure he wasn’t being trapped. Either way, Claire did not lose hope that she would somehow be rescued from the hellish mess she was in.

She managed to complete one of her assignments during the day and emailed it in just before going to Richmond to meet with Daniel. There was another one due at the end of the week, and she was halfway done with it. There was still time to work on it.

Walking onto the campus and heading towards the building where he taught, Claire fought to clear her mind. She was hoping to catch someone following her in case NYCHunter got her message and was investigating further. But she knew Daniel was not too far away; she couldn’t give away what she was doing.

It was another cold night, so she sat indoors again, playing her phone games. It didn’t take long for the students to start leaving. She could hear them complain about their final essays due at the end of the week. She knew which ones were Daniel’s students; they complained the most.

After the crowds thinned, she headed for his classroom, but he was halfway down the hall. A smile came to his face and he rubbed her arm upon meeting with her. “You’re giving your notice tomorrow, right? There won’t be any need for you to come all this way from TriBeCa once everything is squared away.”

“Yeah, true,” she said, a sad pang falling over her at his words. 

They took the express bus to the city, with him paying for her again. Daniel wanted to spend a few hours at his place before they went for a movie, so they went there. The traveling was like all the others before, no tension or painful silences. He gave her his full attention and Claire was more than willing to place her head on his shoulder.

They arrived at his apartment, and Claire went straight to the MP3 player and put on music from a favorite singer of theirs. He took out his paperwork from class, telling her about how his students were complaining about their final essay assignment. He had assigned a five page paper last week and it was due by the coming Friday. “It sounds brutal to them,” he said. “But I tell them that’s college life and they better get used to it.”

Claire was about to open her mouth to respond when there was a knock at the door. Frowning, Daniel open the door to find Hilde and Michel standing there.

“Hello Dan, hello Claire,” Hilde said as she walked right in. 

“Hello to you both. What brings you here unannounced?” Daniel asked, closing the door.

“We got him,” Michel said.

“Got who?”

Claire felt her heart plummet. Hilde gave her a cold stare and said, “That guy who is always following us. Better known as NYCHunter.”

Claire would have let out a shriek but had enough willpower to stop it. Besides, Hilde’s icy eyes were frightening her.

Even worse, Daniel dropped his confused expression and looked at her with eyes just as cold. He knew what was going on the whole time; his calmness was just a façade.

The vampires looked at Claire, waiting for something from her. She just stood there in front of the media wall unit, not knowing what to say or do.

Hilde took the initiative. “Well?” she snapped. “What say you?”

Claire let out a stutter before Michel rolled his eyes and sat on the couch. “She’s trouble; she’s as bad as Henry. We should’ve known. I think its time we taught her a lesson.”

“Yes, I agree,” Daniel said slowly. 

She shook her head violently. “No, you don’t have to. You really don’t! I get it, I get it now!”

“No you don’t!” Hilde sped over and threw her arms around Claire, literally lifting her off the floor. With her supernatural strength, she began squeezing her body. Claire could have sworn her bones were beginning to crack. She tried to scream, but Hilde covered her mouth, and to Daniel, she said, “You know what you have to do.”

He gave her a deep nod and glanced at Claire for a brief second before opening the door and heading out, leaving Claire screaming his name through Hilde’s hand. Once the door slammed, Hilde let go. 

“Oh God, no! Daniel! Where did he go? What’s he doing?” she gasped.

“Teaching you a lesson,” the vampire snapped, sticking her face right into Claire’s. “That’s what you get for turning against your vow to join us.”

“But - but how did you know?” she said.

“Simple,” Michel said. “That cop had been following us for weeks. Our heightened senses pick him up even when he was blocks away. Last night, he followed us in the subway, taking notes on us. Using our mind reading, we heard him mention that email you sent to him.” He shook his head slowly at her. “Did you really think you would succeed in this? That you would actually win?”

She sunk to her knees and hands, and put her head down to prevent herself from fainting. She wasn’t really sure why she did that, since she would welcome any kind of escape - death even - to get out of this situation.

Hilde scoffed at her and sat next to Michel. “She’s disgusting. What does Daniel see in her?”

Michel rolled his eyes. “It happens all the time; she’s not the first one to act like this. I just think Daniel is making the mistake of drawing this out. He should’ve changed her the moment she said yes.”

“Well, there’s a chance it might happen tonight,” Hilde kept her eyes on Claire, watching her reign in her panic. “No sense in letting her loose with everything she knows.”

Michel nodded in agreement, and the two watched as Claire took a couple of deep breaths and sat up. She wiped a piece of hair out of her face and turned to the vampires. Gulping, she asked, “Who is he getting?”

“That’s not for you to know,” Hilde said. “At least not now.”

“He can’t be…” her voice trailed off.

“Ava? That niece of yours?” Michel threw his hands up. “He may get her; it’s possible. He has an idea of where she lives and with his vampiric speed, he could be back in less than hour.”

“And your poor baby niece would be all gone,” Hilde taunted.

Claire felt her teeth grit. “You were once like me. You were both once human too! How could you laugh at me, think my feelings are nothing?”

The two vampires glanced at each other, smirks on their faces. They did not answer her.

Standing up, Claire raised her voice. “Don’t you remember being human? Or did you forget all about that?”

Hilde spoke. “Claire, my dear. Once you become like us, you won’t want to go back. You wouldn’t want to feel the pain and fear of being human. There won’t be any weaknesses, no vulnerabilities.”

“Once you see the world with your vampire eyes, you won’t want to go back to being human,” added Michel.

Claire wanted to argue with them, but it was no use. They had existed as vampires for nearly one thousand years. How could they remember being human? They were set in their ways.

For the next hour, Claire sat on the floor, against the wall, underneath one of the old paintings Daniel owned. It was that of a naked woman reaching for the shining heavens while devils grabbed and pulled her toward hell. Claire felt like that woman. She was naked in her emotions in front of two devilish creatures who were forcing her into darkness. 

She didn’t say anymore to Hilde and Michel; she just stared straight ahead, speaking in her heart to her niece. She told Ava she was sorry she caused her death, that she foolishly thought she could outwit a group of demons, and she only did what she thought was best to save her and herself. Somehow, there had to be a way for Ava to hear her aunt’s voice, wherever she was.

A turn of the lock made her flinch and the two vampires muted the TV. Daniel then walked in looking slightly tired. He ran his hand through his shoulder length hair in an aggravated manner as he closed the door behind him. He then turned to face the other three.

Nodding, he said, “It’s been done.”

“You found the place with no problem?” Hilde stood up.

“It took a while, but I did find it,” Daniel looked at Claire, who still sat against the wall. Pointing his chin at her, he said, “How’s she been?”

“Whiny. Tempestuous. Everything you would expect.” Hilde took slow steps over to him. “I highly suggest you do the deed now.”

Daniel paused while Claire felt nothing. She could be transformed or die a thousand deaths, and nothing would stop the guilt and loss she was experiencing.

He looked at her, tightened his lips and then shook his head. “No. No, I can’t have her go back to her apartment to get her things looking like she will. Her roommates will be very suspicious.”

Hilde’s eyes widened. “Daniel! It is best to do it now! What if she does something else? You know how stupid she is.”

“Yes, I know,” he kept looking at Claire, who’s face remained blank and eyes barely blinking. “But this is tricky. There are people in her life. We’ve got to stick to the plot and cannot afford a slip-up. Besides, Casames wouldn’t allow the transformation without meeting her.”

“I’m in agreement here,” Michel spoke up. “Casames would be livid. Also, it’s not like we should go after her two friends, unless it gets to that point.” If that last part was meant to be a jibe in her heart, Claire didn’t show it. 

Hilde let out an irritated sigh. “Fine, do what you like.”

Daniel nodded and walked over to Claire. He stopped a few feet away from her, waiting for a response or reaction. Deciding to go along with everything, she got to her feet and said, “Should I go home, or stay here until morning?”

“You have work tomorrow, don’t you?” he said.

“In the afternoon, like always. And I’m giving my notice then.”

“Good. Then I’ll take you to the ferry.” He reached to put his arm around her shoulders. Claire expected some outrage from Hilde, but the vampire simply sat on the arm of the couch, arms folded with a sturdy eye on the couple. She didn’t do or say anything as the two left the apartment.

In the cab, Claire and Daniel were silent, as if they had gotten into another fight. As the cab pulled up at the terminal, she turned to him and tried to be as icy with her gaze as the vampires had been. “Whatever happens, don’t expect me to ever forgive you.”

“Don’t expect me to hold it against you,” he replied and ran a finger through her hair. She pulled away, sneered and got out of the car.

The ride home was a battle for her to either remain calm or lapse into a panic attack. Her niece was likely dead. And it was her fault. Daniel had warned her about suffering coming to her if she dared to refuse his proposal. Now she had rebelled against him. All she wanted was to break free of the life of killing, loneliness, and darkness she would face for who knew how long. It was an understandable, natural thing to do. Wasn’t that forgivable?

She sunk her head low into her chest as the soft sobs began. No, it was not forgivable. She could never forgive herself for what happened to dear little Ava.


CHAPTER TEN




Claire could have slept for hours the next morning since the weight of guilt had worn her out. But she found herself awake at half past nine, after seven hours of sleeping. She had aches all over her body as though she had the flu. How she wished she had that, so she could stay in bed all day and not face the world.

But she wasn’t sick and therefore had to go on with her day. After showering and dressing, she had coffee and yogurt for breakfast. She was alone in the apartment as Monica was substituting again and Samantha was on another job interview. They were planning to go to Theresa Palermo’s wake in the evening, but Claire was not sure if she should show her face there. She knew too much of Theresa’s murder and going to see her in her casket would cause too much guilt.

She was watching a marathon of her favorite reality show when her phone suddenly buzzed. She put the carton of yogurt on the coffee table and picked it up. Sure enough, it was from Daniel. She could picture him cowering in a dark corner, avoiding the sunlight so it wouldn’t fatigue him.

After you give your notice, come home and start packing. I’ve made our plans for Paris this Saturday, right after finals.

 Saturday. She was going to be a vampire much sooner than expected. No Christmas with her family. No saying farewell. Besides, everyone would be in anguish and agony over Ava.

Then she frowned. Why hadn’t anyone called her about her niece? Surely by now someone would have told her. Zachary and Kristina got up at 7:30 AM, so they certainly would have seen their baby girl dead. And then they would have called their parents and in-laws, who would have called Claire. Something was off.

A growing smirk on her face, she texted back to Daniel:

Ava is still alive. I’m amazed you had the heart not to do anything to her.

Claire waited. There was no response. 

As she analyzed what Daniel could be thinking, she realized she had likely angered him again. What could he do to her now in retaliation?

Shaking her head, Claire got herself ready for work. She put on her coat and her shoulder bag, locked up the apartment, and headed to the bus stop for the brief ride to Richmond College. 

When she arrived at the English department office, she saw the chairwoman Laura Matthews standing near Nancy’s desk, her hands clutching her heart, hysteria written all over her face. Seeing Claire walk in seemed to snap her out of her state of mind.

“My God, Claire, what are you doing here?” she exclaimed.

“What?” she blurted out, frightened by the chairwoman’s panic. “What’s going on?”

“Didn’t you hear? Nancy was murdered last night!” 

Claire had thought her heart could not plummet or her breathing could stop again, but both did occur. Her body still reacted as if each terror was new, and there was no way she could physically get used to it.

She was frozen for a few seconds until she started shaking her head violently. “No,” she whispered. Then she began to repeat that word louder and louder until she placed her hands over her ears to prevent the screaming from hurting them. In response, the chairwoman reached over to hold her, but Claire pulled away.

“This can’t be happening!” she said. “What happened?”

“Her husband was putting the garbage out and when he got back inside, she was on the bedroom floor, her throat slashed! Just like Colin Willis!”

Claire grabbed the office doorway to prevent from fainting. So, Daniel got the department secretary, someone who had always eyed him with suspicion and disdain. She wondered if he long planned to get Nancy before deciding last night was a good time. Claire’s heart filled with the gnawing of regret, knowing how things went sour with Nancy before Daniel revealed who he was. Before that, they had gotten along fine, almost like mother and daughter. It was Nancy who warned her about Daniel like a mother should. She listened to her complaints about school, complaints about finding a job after graduation, but also brightened her days with her pleasant personality. Nancy was always there for her.

Then she voiced her suspicions and Claire decided to not pay attention to them. And now she was gone, done in by the very person she rightfully was never sweet to.

Claire was lost in her thoughts when she realized Laura was going on about a serial killer targeting the English department and who it could be and why. She wanted to tell the chairwoman everything about Daniel, but it was so obvious more death would come, and Ava would be next. There was no hope, no way out for Claire. 

All she could say in a detached voice, “I can’t come back here anymore.”

Laura stopped rambling and looked at her through distant eyes. “What?”

“I can’t come back here,” Claire repeated. “That’s it. I’m quitting. I don’t feel safe here anymore. Without Nancy, nothing will be the same. Laura, I’m sorry, but I can’t be here anymore!”

Laura was about to place her hand on her shoulder, perhaps out of understanding, but Claire quickly turned around, calling her good-byes over her shoulder and fled the building and the campus. She didn’t want to look back. Her four years at Richmond College were done, in bloodshed.

Home was an hour away on foot, but Claire had the numbness to walk the whole way. Shoulder bag hanging from her limp hand, dragging on the ground, Claire felt like she had died already. Nancy was dead. Colin Willis was dead. Theresa Palermo was dead, too. She knew who had done it and why. 

Slamming the front door behind her when she got home and leaning against it, Claire heavily exhaled. She began to wonder if she should start screaming so she could let out her anguish. Samantha was not yet home, so that was a plus. But what would happen if she came home to see her roommate screaming? Samantha would be certain Claire had lost her mind.

Her phone suddenly buzzed the arrival of a text message. She dug through her bag to retrieve it, using whatever hope left in her that Samantha was telling her she was on her way home and how her interview went. But she saw the number and that fragile hope collapsed.

Guess Nancy didn’t matter to you that much if you didn’t think I had her in mind.

Her hand went limp and it dropped the phone onto the floor. She didn’t care if she damaged it. Her cage was thickening. 

She went to her room and curled into a ball on her bed. The sobs couldn’t come fast enough, so she tried to force them out. Doing so tore at her throat, but that didn’t matter. Her world was falling apart and there was no way out. 

The real sobs finally came, and they were pouring out of her when Samantha came skipping home. She was barely inside when she began telling Claire about her interview. “Oh my God, my interview went great! I really think I’ll get a follow-up! Woo-hoo! No more bartending!”

Claire let out a loud sniffle and Samantha came running into her room. Her jaw dropped at the sight of Claire weeping. 

“Oh no, what happened? What’s going on?”

Claire lifted her head and told her about Nancy.

“Holy shit, no way! Not another person dead!” Samantha climbed on the bed next to her, and held her tightly. “This is too much. First that professor, then Theresa, now Nancy? What is going on?”

“I don’t know, Sam, I just don’t know. My world is falling apart,” she choked. “I’m scared.”

“Don’t be,” Samantha squeezed her. “I mean, I know you can’t feel any other way. But don’t think you’re next or anything.”

Little does she know, Claire thought. 

A minute passed before Samantha asked about Daniel and if he knew.

“He does. I already spoke to him.” Claire choked heavily and began coughing. Her friend patted her arm until she calmed down as much as she could. She then went to make her some tea, which Claire wasn’t so sure if she could swallow. 

When Samantha came back with the large cup, she sat up and told her, “I really don’t want to go to Theresa’s wake today.”

“Understandable.” Samantha handed her the cup and Claire sipped delicately at it. “I take it you won’t go to Nancy’s?”

“Probably not. I’m so sick of all this death.”

The two sat there, talking about who could possibly be committing all the murders. It was Samantha who pointed out that that they all seemed connected to Claire, because she knew all of the victims. That made her shake a little.

“I didn’t even think of it that way,” Claire said. “Maybe that’s all a coincidence?”

“Maybe,” Samantha said. She then left Claire alone to gather herself.

But Claire felt like throwing the cup of tea against the wall. Anger was gaining momentum inside of her. When Samantha pointed out the connections of the murders, it lit a spark in her that she did not want to suppress. Depression was said to be anger suppressed, and she was no longer depressed. 

But what could she do? If she lashed out, Daniel would only kill another person in her life. He may even change his mind and give her to the Brothers as a slave. She couldn’t even call to confront him. He was mentally torturing her, and there was no way out. As she remembered this, she felt her anger subside, turning into depression, weighing heavily on her heart and soul. This was a form of death. When the heart and soul is suppressed, you die in a sense. Daniel was killing her in more ways than one. The sobs arose again and Claire bent from the waist to cry until her throat was raw.




The next day, Claire was in the backseat of her parents’ sedan, driving over to a restaurant for lunch. She had called them the previous night, telling them about Nancy’s murder, and asked them to come to Staten Island for the day. Yes, she did want their comfort, but she also had to tell them she was moving in with Daniel - something she knew would infuriate them. 

As they drove to the same place where she first introduced them to Daniel - it was their favorite eatery on the Island - her parents asked her if she wanted to go back to New Jersey.

“You’re clearly upset,” her father was saying. “You’ve had a lot of people you know be killed lately, which is kind of bizarre. Maybe it would be best if you did come home.”

“No, Dad,” Claire said. “It’s not like someone is coming after me. Besides, Monica and Samantha are not going back home either.”

“So, you’re going to do what your friends do?” her mother said. “That’s not very smart.”

“Mom, Dad, please don’t turn this into an argument. I don’t need to get even more upset than I already am.”

Her parents stayed quiet until they arrived at the pan-Asian restaurant. As they took their seats inside and opened their menus, Claire felt a heaviness in her heart as she knew this will be the last time she will see her parents for a very long time. Too bad the visit would end poorly due to the news she about to break.

She waited until her parents were halfway done with their meal. As she told them about her recent articles and how well things were going with her freelancing, her father brought up Daniel. The last time she had mentioned him was when Theresa Palermo was killed, and she told her parents she had broke up with him. She had not updated them since.

“He helped you with your freelancing, correct?” her mother asked. “I know you two broke up, but have you spoken to him since?”

Claire took a deep breath. “We actually got back together.” Seeing the surprised expressions, she hastily continued. “Back then, we decided to give each other some time and we decided getting back together was best. And also…I’ll be moving in with him later this week.”

It was as though someone had pressed the pause button on her parents. Her father was lifting his teacup while her mother had a her fork halfway to her mouth. They stared at her for half a minute before her mother slammed down her fork and snapped, “Are you serious? Are you really going to do that?”

“Mom, we’ve reached that point in our - “

“Don’t give me that!” she shook her head. “Are you two planning to get married? So soon? Is that what it is?”

“Judith,” her father said, though his attempt to calm down his wife were half-hearted. He looked disgusted.

“No, we’re not looking to get married.” When Claire’s mother’s eyes widened even more, she went on to explain, “We’ve reached that point in our relationship. Besides, it would be better than traveling into the city to see him.”

“Claire, don’t you realize how wrong this is?” her father said. “By moving in with him, chances are, Dan will not marry you.”

Before she could respond, her mother interjected, “He’s playing with you, messing with your mind. I knew he was a problem when you first said you were dating a college professor.”

“Mom - “

“Don’t Mom me!” A few patrons from other tables glanced over but her mother didn’t pay attention. Her nostrils were flaring. “Don’t move in with Daniel, Claire. He’s only going to hurt you.”

How true that was, but in a different way. Claire noticed her head was tilted down as if she was ashamed. She raised it and said, “This is my life and I’m not a child anymore.”

Both of her parents let out disgusted sighs. The three of them didn’t speak to each other and instead sat in loud silence, poking at their food. Finally, her father called over the waiter for the check.

When they drove her back to her apartment, her mother sat in a scowl while her father asked a few questions. “Where exactly does Daniel live? Where in Manhattan?”

“TriBeCa, in lower Manhattan. You’re welcome to visit if you want.”

“Not with him around. Your mother and I don’t care to see Daniel again, not after this.”

Claire didn’t protest. She wouldn’t want them to see him either. Who knows how he would be around them? She doubted he would be the nice guy he came across as when they first met him.

 Then she noticed her father was looking at her through the rearview mirror, with a confused look underneath the disdain. “You don’t seem that thrilled to be moving in with him.”

“Because I knew you guys would get angry,” she said almost in a whisper.

As they pulled up in front of the house, Claire asked if they would come in. “Please don’t disown me because I am doing this!” 

Her parents looked at each other, nodded, and followed her into the apartment. Samantha was home for the day, surfing the Internet at the kitchen table, and could tell Claire had told her parents the news. But she kept to herself as Claire brought her parents into her bedroom. 

Her dresser and desk were from the furniture ensemble she had back in Bedminster, while her bed was given to her by the Palermos’. Her parents were not pleased that they were going to have bring back the furniture just months after dropping it off at the apartment. The idea of that made them try to talk sense into their only daughter.

“Honestly, Claire,” her mother began in a calmer tone. “You’ve only been dating Daniel for less than six months. Are you sure you’re ready for this kind of commitment?”

“Yes,” she responded. “Like I keep telling you, we’re ready for the next stage.”

“Are you?”

“Yeah.”

“Then why are you looking away from me?”

Claire flinched when she realized her eyes were slightly downcast. She raised them to look at her mother and glance at her father, who looked at her suspiciously.

“Because I know you’re not happy about this and now you hate Daniel!” she said louder than she intended.

“We don’t hate him,” her father interjected. “We’re just don’t think this is a wise idea. Your mother and I were not happy about you dating an older man. Now that you’re moving in with him, we both think he is playing around with you.”

“You guys are just so old-fashioned!” She threw her hands up. “Please, let me be!”

“Maybe we are a little behind the times, but we can both tell you’re not that thrilled about moving in with Daniel,” her mother said. “Look at yourself. You’re snapping at us, you’re not even looking at us in the eye. Are you sure this was your idea or Daniel’s?”

Claire could feel her fear and pain rising, but she quenched and said, “We both agreed on this after we got back together. And there’s nothing you can do about it. We’re happy together, and that’s how its going to be.” 

Her parents paused before they shrugged at each other. They had no use arguing with her. It was as if they could feel the lack of insincerity in her aura, but they had no way for her to admit it. She had won, or maybe Daniel did.

Her parents left a half hour later. As she was hugging them good-bye, she invited them to come to TriBeCa to visit her and Daniel. They declined, but before Claire could protest, they wondered aloud why she wasn’t letting them go.

“Honey,” her father said. “You’re almost crushing me.”

She let go immediately and blinked back tears. When he asked about them, she said she was upset. “I want to spend Christmas with you two, and you don’t want me to?”

“Why can’t you come see us?” her mother asked. “There’s a train from Manhattan where we could pick you up.”

“Well…” Claire struggled for answer before blurting out, “New York is the place to be for Christmas, not small town New Jersey. And I just can’t go out. If you won’t see me, then I won’t see you. How’s that?”

Stunned, her parents stared at her. Her mother was about to answer back, but her father stopped her. They then waved good-bye and left the apartment.

As she closed the door behind them, she hit her forehead against it a few times. How could she do that to the very people who brought her up? Never before had her parents been so precious to her, and never before had she been so mean.

Daniel had poisoned her with his vampiric blood already. 




While she was feeling sorry for herself inside the apartment, Samantha was outside going through the mailbox. As the McCormicks’ walked by, she heard them asking themselves what had Daniel done to their daughter.

“I don’t know exactly what,” Samantha said. They turned to look at her. “But Claire’s been acting strange ever since she got back together with Daniel. It’s like she’s a different person now.”

Frank and Judith McCormick glanced at each other, and it was Frank who told Samantha, “If you can, keep an eye on her. Let us know if anything happens, anything bad.”

Samantha nodded. “I have your number on the refrigerator. I’ll put it in my cellphone just in case.”




For the rest of the day, Claire began packing up by sorting out her belongings. Surprisingly, Samantha didn’t protest and instead helped her. She even walked a few blocks to the mini-supermarket to get some boxes for the packing.

The two packed Claire’s clothes, and then moved onto to her jewelry, books, and photographs. When Monica came home, she also did her bit helping out. Claire knew her friends knew something was up, but had no way of telling them. She was simply going to enjoy these last few days with the girls she always considered to be her sisters.


CHAPTER ELEVEN




After dinner, she took the ferry into the city. Classes were over for Wednesday nights, so Daniel told her it would be a good night to meet someone very important, though he did not specifically say who. Claire didn’t have any idea who this person was nor did she care.

He met her at the terminal and from there, took a cab to Upper West Side. Their ride was mostly quiet, though Claire mentioned how upset her parents were about moving in with him.

“It really hurts that I won’t see them for a very long time,” she said.

He shrugged. “Not much you can do about that.”

As they got closer uptown, Daniel said softly to her, “You’ll be meeting Casames tonight.”

She frowned. That name sounded familiar.

“He’s the youngest of Brothers. He’s been living in New York for the past ten years.”

She flinched as fright struck her. One of the Brothers, someone who could make her a slave if he felt like it.

Arriving at the townhouse, Daniel was rather nervous. He was taking deep breaths as he walked up the stairs, Claire behind him. When he knocked on the door, he folded his arms and cleared his throat.

It was Michel who opened the door and escorted them into the living room. There, the rest of the vampires sat around, including Hilde, who’s eyes narrowed at the sight of her. When Claire stepped in, she saw, sitting on the couch, another vampire whom she had never seen before. He appeared to be about twenty years old, with dark brown hair and brown eyes. He held an air of authority around him, one that made even Hilde sit quietly on one of the dining room chairs placed in the living room.

“Master Casames,” Daniel bowed. “This is Claire, the one I would like to join us.”

Casames nodded slowly, examining her. So this was one of the Five Brothers Daniel had mentioned. The original vampires, the ones who brought such creatures into the world millennia ago.

He rose to his feet and stuck his hand out. Claire hesitated and then limply shook it. Casames looked a little annoyed but brushed it off and said, “Claire McCormick. At last we meet. I’ve heard quite a lot about you.” After that, he sat back down.

Michel brought over two chairs for Daniel and Claire, and they sat down. Everyone waited for Casames to speak.

He folded his hands at his chest, eyes downward for a few minutes before raising them and saying, “As we all know, we are to soon have a new member of our kind. It’s been a long while since we’ve created a new one like ourselves, so this is to be a major event.”

He cleared his throat and continued. “Deciding someone to be like us is not easy. There has to be something special about that person, something that would say this human is willing to leave behind his or her previous life as he or she knew it. Therefore, the one who proposes a human to be transformed must be trusted with making such a request.

“We all remember what happened with Henry, how he wasn’t an appropriate choice from the beginning, but we thought that would all change. Well, it didn’t, and Henry became undisciplined, not obeying our laws and doing as he pleased. Perhaps it was best that he destroyed himself before we did him.”

Casames looked at Daniel, who was sitting beside Claire. “I believe you are trustworthy, Daniel. I have known you for many centuries. You’ve never proposed someone to be like us, so for you to ask Claire to join means you know full well what it takes and that you have taken her into careful consideration.”

“I have, Master,” Daniel said.

“You also realize we cannot have a repeat of Henry, who almost destroyed all of us?”

“Master, I believe Claire is an exceptional person who would make a valuable addition to our kind,” Daniel answered. “I would not fail where Henry’s maker did.”

“Good,” Casames nodded, looking at Claire, who was stiff in her seat. She was trying to relax, but being in the presence of one of the leading vampires terrified her more than the night Daniel revealed himself to her. She knew Casames could see her fright, and she wondered why he wasn’t mentioning it. Maybe he was delighting in it.

“But before I formally ask Ms. McCormick if she wants to be one of us, I believe she should know who we are.” Casames paused, his head directed at Claire, but his eyes were distant, as if going back through the many years he has been wandering the earth.

There was a shift through the room as everyone seated got themselves ready for the head vampire’s story about how he and his four brothers began the path to immortality.




They were born five millennia ago in what today would be called Marseilles, their tribe located just on the precious blue waters and golden beaches of an area that had near perfect climate all year round. The waters were abundant with fish and the land was arable. They and their people were blessed.

Their tribe numbered about fifty people, living clustered together in small huts. The men hunted and fished while the women took care of the crops. Girls were groomed to be mothers and good wives, while the boys were trained at an early age to be men. There were priests who oversaw the spiritual practices of the tribe, and a chief who oversaw everything else.

The chief was their father, yet most of them had different mothers. The chief, named Antolos, had a couple of wives and several concubines, in order to produce as many sons as possible. Life was uncertain in those days. Pregnancy could spell death for many women, and children were lucky to survive their first years. Even though he was elected to be leader of the tribe, Antolos needed as many sons to secure his tribe and his status as chief. His people needed to see his strength and have many future warriors to protect them.

Over the course of five years, Antolos sired a eighteen children. Some were girls, others did not last long. Once the five years passed, there were five boys he could call his sons. Their names were Vorternon, Elleso, Azuelo, Gosheven, and Casames. Each boy was physically strong and quick at their hunting. Some were capable of gaining great knowledge in governing, while the others knew how to strike fear into the tribespeople and make them obey their father.

Eventually, it was time for them to be obeyed. When they were late in adolescence, Antolos died of illness. As sons of the deceased chief, they all stood a chance to be elected to become the new leader of the tribe. Debates were held among the elders and the priests. Hunting and fighting contests were held. After nearly a season, it was decided the eldest, Vorternon would be the chief. It was no surprise. He was tall, wise, and fair in his judgment. Although he was the leader of all, the young man, who was only eighteen at the time, treated his brothers as his closest advisors. He had them by his side at all times, and not out of fear. All five of them were together and believed as long as they were, their tribe would succeed.

That belief proved true. In the years following Vorternon’s election, the tribe had an abundance of crops, perfect fish gathering, and won many battles against other tribes. The tribespeople had the brothers to thank for their lack of rivalry did not tear them apart, and they regularly honored them.

Soon, those honors became more and more frequent. The people would part paths, bow or even grovel before Vorternon and his brothers. The tribe was at its zenith, and nothing could stop it. The tribe completely believed the five brothers were godsends.

But then, within two years of Vorternon becoming chief, strange disappearances began to happen in the tribe. At first, it was the criminals or prisoners of wars, who would be tied up in a hut one day and be gone the following morning. It was odd but the people weren’t too worried as long as they did not come back.

Then more disappearances occurred, and they were that of the elderly or young children. Soon, healthy adults were vanishing. The people were frightened.

Turning to their chief and his brothers, the tribespeople were told by Vorternon that a demon must be haunting the tribe and prayers to the gods must increase. He told his people to ask the deities to give him and his brothers strength and power to deal with the demon. When the priests warned him that meant being as strong and powerful as the gods, the chief insisted that was the point.

About a year after the first criminal disappeared, a novice shaman witnessed Vorternon and his brothers alone in the woods one night. They were saying odd prayers and performing unfamiliar rituals around a fire. Then a young child, which had been wrapped in a black cloth, was brought forward and stabbed in its belly. One by one, the brothers took turns drinking from the boy until there was no more blood to drink. Horrified, the novice told his superiors, and one of them approached Vorternon the next morning.

The head priest, who’s name was Hatagos, confronted Vorternon as he ate his morning meal in his large hut. Two of his brothers, Elleso and Casames, were there eating with him. The priest knew questioning the chief in front of his two bully brothers was not going to be easy, but blasphemy had been reportedly committed and there needed to be answers.

“I don’t know what you are talking about,” was Vorternon’s response.

“My lord,” Hatagos tried again. “My novice who is very honest and loyal to me, told me what he saw out in the woods when he went to meditate. The young man is not a liar or I would not have accepted him as a novice.”

“Are you accepting the words of a boy who has no status over the words of your chief?” Elleso asked. “Where do your loyalties lie?”

He, Vorternon and Casames glared at the priest, who bowed in his head in surrender and walked out of the hut.

But Hatagos, his novice, and other members of the priesthood were deeply suspicious. They watched the brothers carefully for the next several weeks and whispered to the people of the demon haunting the tribe. The priest, not the chief and his brothers, had to be told if anything bizarre happened for it was they that could rid the tribe of the demon.

Finally, in the middle of a summer night, a young man raced to the head priest’s hut, woke him and told him about the demon who had tried to take his wife’s mother. The demon was described as a tall, muscular man dressed in black.

Hatagos ran to Vorternon’s hut, but there was no one there, save for his two sleeping wives. The neighboring huts that housed his brothers were also empty. Hatagos had his answer.

Gathering the able male members of the tribe, he led a hunt for the brothers. His novice was the main guide, even though it had been weeks since the young man saw the forbidden ritual deep in the woods. But the novice proved to be worthy guide.

There in a clearing were the brothers, all naked and wearing the heads of wolves and deer on their heads. They were gathered around a fire and each had large bowls at their feet. Vorternon was carrying a large knife, which the tribesmen could see had been used often. His brothers, Azuelo and Gosheven were beside him, one holding the old woman they almost failed to get. The woman was bound and gagged. Vorternon was chanting about the gods giving him and the others their strength and power.

The tribesmen at first were stunned that their chief and his brothers were performing such a ritual for unknown purposes that involved the killing of their own people. But then one of them stepped on a twig, setting off a loud snap that halted Vorternon’s chants. Then the action began. The men charged toward them, hurling their spears.

But they did not know how quick and strong the brothers had become. The spears were either caught in mid air or they stepped casually from the volley. One of the spears stabbed the bound woman. The brothers then took the other spears, turned them around and threw them back at the running men. The men were fatally pierced.

Hatagos stopped just a few feet from the brothers. Anger and fear were in the eyes of the priest, and he did not know what to do. Slowly he stepped forward.

“My lords,” Hatagos said in a carefully controlled voice. “Stop this madness at once. This is blasphemy and against the will of the gods. Never have they told me of such rituals, and I am the closest to them -”

“You are wrong,” Vorternon said, knife still in hand. “We are closer. We have been getting closer for some time now, and tonight, we’ll be closer than ever.”

“How is this so?” Hatagos tried to ignore Vorternon’s slow, dangerous tone.

“The blood of our people is giving us eternal life,” the eldest continued. “Just as we want it. They are also giving us powers you’ve never dreamed of.”

To prove his point, Vorternon began darting around the clearing in literally a blink of an eye. He first appeared by the priest’s side, and then behind his brothers. He stopped when he appeared in the spot where he stood before.

Hatagos was aghast. He along with the tribe had spent nearly three years exalting these five, believing they were blessed by the gods. Now they were, but it was as though they were being blessed by something like a demon.

Hatagos struggled to speak and the brothers were amused. Finally, he got his words out.

“My lords, this cannot be the work of the gods. The gods would not permit a mortal to be like them. They never had and they never will.”

“Never?” Vorternon smirked. Turning to the others, he asked them, “Brothers, would you say this old priest is envious of the gods favoring us so that they are allowing us to be their equals?” They laughed or nodded in agreement. “Perhaps then, he should see for himself.”

Before the priest knew what was happening, the chief and three of the brothers were standing front of him. They grabbed and dragged him to the fire, where they all encircled him.

Standing over him, Vorternon turned him over and stripped him.

“Brothers, this is our chance. We’ve wanted eternal life. We’ve wanted to be like the gods. Now we have the perfect sacrifice to them, one of their servants. Let us make the offering to our gods - those who are pleased with us - and may it signal to them that we are ready to be like them.”

Bowing their heads, the brothers listened as Vorternon chanted a prayer unknown to the priest, who was panting with fright and confusion. He had spent nearly all his life dedicating himself to the gods and knew what was happening was not their will. A member of the tribe, let alone someone who served the gods, would not be made into an offering. His dedication was enough; his blood was not needed.

The chief was still chanting, calling the gods to enter the body of Hatagos so their essence could be devoured by him and his brothers.

He muttered a few words, then he spoke louder and louder. Loud enough to interrupt Vorternon’s chanting.

“You will be doomed. Curse you, curse you all! May the gods have their revenge, and the people of our tribe have theirs!”

Sneering, Vorternon leaned down to the priest’s ear. “May your curse fail.”

He then took his long knife and stabbed the old man in the collarbone, sliding it down to his belly. The wound let out a flood of blood, which delighted the brothers. They lunged for the blood and started drinking. They sucked the blood eagerly, pausing only to praise the gods. The priest kept cursing them, until he could speak no more.

But before the blood of Hatagos was sucked dry, there was a sudden lurch in the bodies of the brothers that caused them to pull away from the corpse. Gasping, they all stumbled back, bent over with their hands at their abdomens. Agonizing pain was overwhelming them and they could not stop crying out. It was as though their insides were tearing at them.

Their breathing came heavily and their hearts pounded loudly in their ears. Their heads felt as though they would burst from the hammering feeling pulsing away. For a moment, some of the brothers wondered to themselves if the gods really were cursing them, just as the priest had said.

Then, as suddenly as it began, the pain was gone. It had flown away like a hawk, done with its feeding, and all was still and quiet.

Too quiet it seemed, for the brothers could no longer feel their hearts beat anymore. They felt cold and empty.

But as soon as they opened their eyes and saw a new world before them, that no longer mattered. They were seeing things they had never seen before. They could hear what was previously unheard. They had become like the gods, just as they wished.

Delighted, the brothers celebrated for hours, dancing, singing and playing with their newfound powers. Their time had come at last. Their people had treated them like gods since day one of their lives, and now they finally were.

But the celebration did not last long. As the sky began to show the beginnings of daylight, the brothers’ skin began to turn red. Gray smoke began to rise on their skin and it looked as if they were cooking alive in the sun. The pain they had experienced earlier returned.

Frightened, they fled from the sun into a nearby cave their tribe used for initiation rituals. They stayed there all day until the night came. They emerged, consumed with thirst and anger. The brothers hunted down members of the tribe and drank from them. They all turned into the demons they had warned their people about. They had become creatures of the night rather than something like the gods. The brothers felt betrayed.

But soon, they realized how powerful and god-like they had become. Their senses were beyond anything they had ever dreamed of. Their physical strength was more than five men put together. They could seduce any man or woman at a glance. They could also bend the minds of other people and make them do their will. And best of all, they were immortal, living forever.

As for never seeing the sun again, the five eventually took advantage of that. It felt exhilarating to be the demons of the night. Knowing they struck fear into mortals everywhere they went made them feel unstoppable. The power of the night was at their hands and they could do whatever pleased them. They had indeed become invincible beings.




Claire was frozen. She could barely absorb what she just learned.

Daniel’s hand was gently rubbing her shoulder, and Casames was watching her.

“Yes, it is a lot to take in,” the ancient vampire said. “But that is how we got here, how we had lived through the centuries, and how we will remain. There is no stopping us. Nothing has ever gotten into our path because we are too strong, too quick, too powerful.” He smiled at her. “You should be delighted about Daniel’s offer for you to join us.”

Claire sat in her chair, still barely moving. Then she realized Casames’ last words were a question, and she flinched.

“Claire McCormick,” the head vampire leaned towards her. “Do you wish to join us, leave your mortal world behind, and be something you never thought possible?”

The room felt as if it would collapse from the weight of the moment that rested in Claire’s hands. She had to answer, even though her throat was dry,

“Yes,” she whispered at first. Then louder. “Yes.”

Casames smiled and leaned back on the couch. He said to the rest of the assembled vampires. “Since I have my trust in Daniel’s insight and judgment, tonight I announce my acceptance of Claire McCormick into our fold. By the end of this week, in Paris at Vorternon’s home, she will be made into one of us. We will have our grand ceremony, and the transformation will take place.” He gave a deep nod to say his word was final.

Daniel squeezed Claire’s shoulder as some of the others smiled and applauded. Hilde simply glanced at her and gave a short grin.

Claire forced a smile, but could not make herself appear to be at ease. She knew everyone was seeing this and was probably doubting if she could be made one of them. If that were the case, maybe they would decide not to do so. After all, why waste their energy on making her a vampire when she couldn’t live the life?

But that would mean making her a slave, of course. She knew too much. What choice did she have?

Then she noticed Casames was staring at her with a smirk on her face. She almost gasped in fright. Why did she allow her mind to wander in this room filled with mind readers?

“Claire, my dear,” Daniel stepped around the chair to face her. “There is nothing to fear. You’re practically one of us now. And trust me, once you officially are, your misery will end.”

She just looked at him and after a few minutes, realized everyone, especially Casames, was waiting for a response from her. So she came up with something. “Why not do it now?”

“That’s what I think,” Hilde suddenly said. She shrank back a little when Casames shot her a look.

“We would, but first we must take you away from your old life,” Daniel said. “Can’t have you packing up from your apartment at night and looking pale in front of your roommates.”

Nodding, Claire said, “So, when am I moving in?

“Tomorrow,” Daniel replied. When her eyes widened, he went on to say, “Late afternoon tomorrow, Antonius and I will stop by with a moving van to take your things and move you to my place. You need to be ready by then.”

“Have no fear, Claire,” Casames suddenly spoke. “You’ve managed to explain your relationship with Daniel all this time; you’ll manage to talk your way around this.” He tried to give a benign smile, but she could see past it. “Everything will work out for the best.”

Tomorrow. She already said good-bye to her parents for who knows how long. Now she had one more final day to say good-bye to her friends.

“Are you sure I’ll get to see everyone again?” Claire said almost in a whisper.

“Of course,” Daniel squatted down to her level. “There’s always email, phone calls and even video calls. This is not the end of everything for you.”

Daniel patted her knee, and then turned to reach over to his carry-on bag which he had brought with him. When he was in front of her again, he was holding a small box with blue suede covering it. He squatted back down and said to her, “As a token of my appreciation for you to join me eternally, I am giving you this.” He opened the box and revealed a necklace made of diamonds and rubies. Claire surprised herself by gasping a little by the gift, since she knew they were authentic gems by the way they shone at her. Also, she knew Daniel had a lot of money to his name because of his art collection and the neighborhood where he lived.

He smiled proudly at her gasp and told her to put it on. She hesitated at first, knowing by putting on the necklace meant she was showing everyone that she was more than willing to join them.

Claire reached for the jewelry and allowed Daniel to fastened it around her neck. The necklace was short, almost choker length. She glanced around the room, she saw their simple smiles and eyes glistening with satisfaction. She had taken more steps.

As Daniel gave her a kiss on the forehead, Casames spoke up, saying, “That you could wear during your transformation ceremony. It would be quite a lovely touch.”

The rest of the vampires stood up and walked over to Claire, offering her hugs and kisses. She accepted the embraces, but stiffened over the kisses, particularly from the women. She simply was not ready for that.

Seeing that, Yvette arched an eyebrow and turned to Carys. “She needs a lot of work.”

Carys put a thoughtful expression on. “Hmm, yes. But we’ve all been there, haven’t we?”

“It didn’t take us long,” Yvette responded in a singsong voice.

Claire was about to come back at that, but Carys fingered her necklace. “It’s so beautiful on you. You ought to be delighted to have such a piece.”

“Not only that,” Yvette perked up. “It shows its the first of many jewelry you’re going to get in the future.”

“Indeed,” Hilde suddenly said. “Say good-bye to the cheap stuff you wear.”

Claire forced out a giggle, but the necklace was like a noose on her.




Claire and the vampires continued to stay at Casames’ townhouse. Some had already fed, others were waiting until late in the night. Daniel was one of those who had already drunk from someone, telling Claire, “Don’t worry, it wasn’t a cocktail waitress” playfully smirking. She just rolled her eyes as though it was a lame joke, but she felt like a robot.

Casames stayed seated on the leather couch, left ankle on top of his right knee, arms spread out on the top of the couch. Authority certainly pleased him.

He watched Claire and Daniel from time to time, absorbing their relationship and the soon-to-be vampire. The two stayed huddled together in the corner of the living room. She told him she didn’t want to be near the others because she felt overwhelmed. That was half the truth. The other half was she couldn’t bear Casames’ hard dark eyes, examining her like a someone to get a new pet to add to its collection.

“The necklace looks beautiful on you,” Daniel said.

Unconsciously, Claire reached up and touched the diamonds and rubies. “Thank you. I’m very pleased with it.”

“Good,” he gently squeezed her upper arm. “Think of it as the first of many luxury items you will have for now on. I intend to spoil you.” He kissed her cheek.

From the corner of her eye, she saw Casames smiled too, with pure satisfaction.

She bit her bottom lip out of nerves and to stop herself from thinking, but one thought slipped by before the door slammed.

There was no going back. This was it.


CHAPTER TWELVE




When the time she woke up the next morning at home, a painful headache was thudding through Claire’s skull. It throbbed so forcefully, she wondered if she was about to have an aneurysm. 

She took some aspirin with her breakfast. Samantha was once again home, waiting anxiously for the results of Tuesday’s interview. Monica was spending another day substituting. It saddened Claire that she would not be around Monica’s soft, calm demeanor until much later in the day. She wanted to share her time between her friends.

But she couldn’t afford anymore headaches. After eating, she continued packing and throwing away some of her belongings. Samantha helped out and the two spent most of the day doing this. Claire could tell she wanted to chat about the good old days, before Daniel came onto the scene, but she simply wanted to savor her friend’s presence. There could be no room for arguments today.

 

By 3 PM, they were done packing. Her room looked the same as it had when she and the other two moved in right before graduation seven months ago. Her desk and dresser would be picked up over the weekend when her brother rented a truck to bring them back to New Jersey. Her twin-sized bed was given to her by the Palermos’ and it was up to Vincent to do what he wanted to do with it, if he could concentrate on doing so. Claire hoped he would maintain the kindness that he showed her and her roommates once all three move out, less than a year after moving into his two-family house.

How quickly time went by. Lowering herself onto the bed, Claire buried herself in the memory of those early days with Daniel. How he seemed odd and distant when she first met him at the English Department office. She realized he didn’t seem to be that enthusiastic about helping her get more freelancing. Instead, he seemed to be trying to get rid of her, so she would leave him alone. That, or to impress the chairwoman. He probably figured if he turned her down, she would complain to Laura Matthews and his problems with her would dig a deeper hole. Whatever it was, Claire felt she should have known that he was not a good choice of a contact. But how could she have not? She was desperate, like anyone else in a lousy economy. Was that forgivable?

Then they met at the coffee shop and he twisted her mind so they could get to know each other, on a casual level. Why did he do that? Once he wiped away her doubts, he was interested in getting to know her. What did Daniel really see in her? Was it actually a potential partner for the ages? Or was there something sinister, more so than forcing her to become a vampire when, with all her being, she did not want to be one? There had to be something that was going through her mind that attracted him to her. Maybe it was the self-doubt, or the naïveté, or being an emotionally and mentally undeveloped person, compared to an almost-700 year old vampire. He definitely saw something malleable, he had to. Why else would he be in such a rush to date her?

And why exactly did he want to make her like him? Was he really in terrible need of companionship? That had to be a lie; he was surrounded by vampires and clearly enjoyed their company. Unless that was lie and an act, like all of his other lies and acts…

Claire puffed out some air. It was too late. Here she was, waiting until sundown to move in with the creature who twisted her mind, manipulated her, abused her into doing this. How could she had not noticed? Was she really clueless? Was she really as weak as Monica and Samantha had hinted more than once before?

But then again, was there really a chance she would figure out that Daniel was a supernatural creature? One that could kill without a single blink of an eye and blame someone else for it? Honestly, would the thought ever enter her mind? 

Swallowing a thick lump in her throat, Claire wiped away the drop of tears brimming at her eyes and stood up. He would be here in a couple of hours. Might as well enjoy her last moments with the two girls she was leaving behind.




Monica came home a few minutes later after another day substituting. She had a paper to finish and Claire offered to help her. The two sat at the kitchen table in front of their laptops, working together. Samantha was watching TV at first, but eventually joined them. It was like their old college days when the three would be huddled in the library, cafeteria or dorm room, working as a team to complete their assignments, even though they had separate majors. They started off giggling, and then they were laughing out loud as they traded ideas about how to make Monica’s essay stellar. Claire used her writerly talents to suggest words, while Samantha rolled her eyes over Claire’s choices, then Monica had the final say because she understood the assignment the most.  

“This is not Shakespeare!” she complained jokingly to Claire.

“But it would make your paper better!”Claire laughed.

“She wants to be an elementary school teacher, not a college professor!” Samantha spoke up. “Get your words right!”

The laughter died down and the three continued to work on the essay. Before long, all of them realized they were squinting at the laptop screen and night had come. For Monica and Samantha, it was time to take a break and prepare for dinner. They would’ve taken her out to dinner, but having her move out at a rapid pace was not enough to save up for. Plus, Daniel’s insistence that they move during the night was not easy to schedule a dinner date around. 

As Claire looked out the window and saw the street lights lit up, she knew it meant Daniel would be at the apartment at any moment. The darkness was him and his world closing in on her.

 “You could leave me out tonight,” she said. Monica and Samantha stopped getting out the kitchenware. “I mean, Dan’s going to be here soon and he’ll take me out once everything is done.”

“Why can’t he stay for dinner?” Monica asked. “We have enough spaghetti for four.”

Claire wasn’t sure how to answer, but she was saved by her phone as it buzzed the arrival of a text. She picked it up and saw Daniel’s message.

Just came over the bridge. Will be there shortly. 

“Is that him?” Samantha took a step over to Claire, but she clutched her phone to her chest, as if hiding something highly secretive. 

Samantha was confused. “You know, you’ve been acting very weird lately! Nothing makes sense. I just - I - I…” Throwing her hands up, she turned to fill a pot with water. Monica looked pensive.

Claire didn’t say anything. She just watched as her two friends prepared the spaghetti and tomato sauce. Samantha stirred the sauce while Monica took the uncooked pasta and began snapping it in two for the pot. Hearing the sound of the breaking spaghetti echoed loudly in Claire’s ears.

Ten minutes after the text, Daniel called her, telling her he had just pulled up outside of the house. Antonius was with him, and they were using the van The Black Roses used for gigs to move Claire’s belongings. 

“Okay, I’ll meet you outside,” Claire stood up and headed for the door.

In the small driveway, Antonius’ black van had its rear facing the apartment door. He had just turned off the engine, and Daniel was stepping out. The look on his face reminded Claire of the way he looked before, back when he seemed like a normal person .

“Hello, darling,” he said as he kissed her. Patting her upper arms, a small smile played on his face. “Are you ready?”

Separating herself from her doubts and fears, she pasted a smile on her face. She nodded and gestured him to come inside. Antonius followed, but when the front door closed behind Daniel, Claire noticed he was still outside, pretending to be waiting for the first boxes.

“Um, Antonius?” she said. He looked at her through the glass window. “You’re free to come in. It’s too cold out.”

“Oh okay. Thanks.” With that, the vampire quickly dropped his distracted demeanor, opened the door and walked right in. Out of the corner of her eye, Claire saw both Monica and Samantha staring at him with bewilderment. She imagined they were wondering what that was all about. 

“Do you guys want anything? Water, soda?” she said in a hurried manner.

Daniel shook his head while Antonius said, “Nah, I’m good.”

“How about some dinner?” Samantha spoke up. “We’ve got plenty for five.” Her confusion had turned to suspicion, Claire noted, and she was going to try to take control of the situation.

“Sorry, Sam,” Daniel said. “We’re just going to get Claire’s boxes and then we’re off.”

“Oh,” Samantha said in mock surprise. “And we’re not going to formally say good-bye to her?” From her spot in front of the stove, Monica was listening while concentrating on stirring the spaghetti. 

Another smile on Daniel’s face, this one was small and closed mouthed. He glanced at Antonius, who’s boyish face gave off a sense of innocence. “We can stay a little bit after packing the van, but not for long. The building manager does not allow such late moving.”

Claire watched Samantha, half hoping she would come back with her sharp mind, half hoping she wouldn’t. 

Thankfully, Samantha put on a similar smile with her teeth showing a bit. “Okay. Then I’ll give you some soda after you’re both done. Good?”

Daniel agreed, and a glimmer of relief came over Antonius. Claire immediately sprung up on the ball of her feet, indicating all was well. “Shall we get started?” 

One nod from Daniel and he followed her into the bedroom, where nearly eight boxes meant to hold cases of beer bottles were piled around the floor. Although she knew the two vampires could easily carry each heavy box on their own, she helped them anyway. She was acting out a scene for her soon-to-be former roommates, mindfully watching each step and gesture. Giving Antonius permission to enter the apartment was blatantly strange and there was no room for anymore suspicious behavior. 

The van was loaded up within a half hour. When the three walked back into the apartment, Monica and Samantha were already eating their dinner. The bright red tomato sauce covering the pasta made Claire think of blood. She shuddered.

Samantha got up to pour soda for the men. “I don’t know what kind you guys like,” she said, holding up a bottle. “But this is all we have.”

Claire knew that was lie, and she knew Daniel knew too. But he played along, accepting the glass and drinking the beverage without hesitation, as did Antonius. The two went over to the couch where they chatted quietly, while Claire sat with her friends for what could be the final time.

“You sure you don’t want anything?” Monica asked. 

“We’re going out to eat once we move in,” Claire repeated, sipping her soda. Monica shrugged and twisted her food around her fork. 

“So, you’re going to fly to Paris Saturday night?” Samantha asked nonchalantly.

“Actually in mid-afternoon, around two-thirty.”

“You better send us plenty of pictures!” Monica said. “I mean, come on, it is Paris!”

Claire smiled and promised she would.

“And don’t forget to call to tell us you’re there,” Samantha widened her eyes. “And remember to say Bonjour!”

Claire started to giggle as the two began making a list a places for her to see, what to do, and what to wear. They also began telling how to adjust to life in New York. She was no longer a small town girl from New Jersey, and no longer someone from Staten Island, the forgotten borough. She was a city girl for now on.

Samantha nudged her. “So in the long run, you can forget about us because we won’t be cool or glamorous enough for you.”

Claire gasped. “Oh come on, you know I could never forget either of you! You have and will always be my family.” She punctuated that final word by throwing her arms around Samantha. When the other girl hugged back, Monica rushed over and joined in the group hug.

It was a long hug that started off gleefully but turned into sorrow. There was silent pause as the three hung on to each other, not wanting to face the truth hovering over them. But Claire’s sniffling broke the silence and she felt a tear slide down Monica’s cheek next to hers. She also felt weighted tension in Samantha, but it was tension of sadness, and even fear.

“I’m going to miss you, girls,” Claire’s voice came between chokes. 

“We’re going to miss you,” Monica whispered. “This all happened so quickly.”

“We’ve been through so much,” Samantha said. “Didn’t we promise to stick together?” 

They pulled back from each other and wiped their tears, though Samantha had none and instead swallowed heavily. For a moment, Claire was certain she was going to start complaining right there and create a scene. 

But her friend just sighed and said, “Don’t forget us, I mean it.”

“I won’t! Don’t be silly,” Claire patted her shoulder. “Maybe we could meet up when I get back from Paris.”

“Yeah,” Samantha said under her breath, looking down while Monica sniffed heavily. She then raised her head and said, “Okay, I don’t want the dinner to get cold, so…”

Claire nodded and gave each friend a tight hug and a kiss on the cheek. When she wrapped her arms around Monica, she saw Daniel and Antonius standing up from the couch, still talking to each other quietly. They seemed oblivious to the emotions going on a few feet away from them.

Pulling back, Claire wiped her moist face and went put her coat on. The two men gave their half empty glasses to Monica who put them in the sink. Samantha didn’t turn around in her seat to give the men acknowledgement. 

Claire buttoned up her wool coat and looked at Daniel. He put his arm around her shoulders and turned to the two other women. “Thank you, ladies. I’ll have Claire call you once we are settled in.”

“You take good care of her, Dan,” Monica called to him as he began escorting Claire outside. The two girls began to follow them out. 

“I promise,” he said over his shoulder. 

Monica and Samantha followed them out into the cold night. They stayed at the doorway, and watched as Claire got into the passenger seat with Daniel in the middle, and Antonius in the driver’s seat. He started up the van, and Claire took what could be her final look at her friends. As Antonius backed out of the driveway, she waved at her two best friends and kept her eye on them until she could no longer see them.

Once they were out of sight, she leaned her head against the seat and closed her eyes. One tear came from under one eyelid and almost slid down her cheek, before Daniel wiped it away. She opened her eyes and looked at him.

“There’s nothing to be upset about.” 

Claire only swallowed and sat up straighter. As the van drove onto the nearby expressway towards the Verrazano-Narrows bridge to Brooklyn, where it would go through the Hugh L. Carey Tunnel into Manhattan, Daniel began telling her about the seats he got on the plane, how Casames was already in Paris, and how she would meet his brothers. During this, she could hear him speak, but instead was lost in thought. 

When he began talking about the exact date of the transformation, she slowly said, “I want to thank you.”

He looked at her. “For what?”

She then realized what was echoing in her head, so she quickly said. “For being understanding tonight. For giving us three some time to ourselves.” She placed her hand into his. “It meant a lot to me.”

Daniel seemed as if he were mildly surprised with his conduct in the apartment. He rubbed his thumb gently over her hand. “They were your friends. And you will see them again, we’ll just have to be careful with how we do it.”

In response, Claire placed her head on his shoulder and he brushed her forehead with his lips, ever so lightly.




Back at the apartment, Samantha was wiping clean the kitchen table while Monica cleaned the dishes. 

“I’ll finish up my paper while you check out the apartments, okay?” she said. “I guess we should aim for the first week in January to move in.”

“Yeah,” Samantha sighed. “Hopefully in this area so you could attend classes and I could work at the sports bar without hiking all over the Island.”

They were quiet as they continued to clean. Once Monica turned off the kitchen faucet and wiped her hands on the dish towel, she turned and softly said, “This is unreal.”

“This?” Samantha shot her a look. “You mean that was unreal.”

When her roommate made a face in agreement, Samantha roughly headed over to the garbage can and throw away the damp paper towel. “Seriously, he looked ready to pick a fight with me? Just like that? He really must be a psycho if he acts like Mr. Nice Guy one minute but a douche the next.” She went to push the kitchen chairs underneath the table. 

“Did you hear what he and…that other guy…”

“Yeah, what was his name again? Wasn’t it another name when we first met him?”

“I’m not sure,” Monica shook her head. “That was a while ago.”

“Well, whatever. What did they say?”

“I don’t know,” she looked pensive. “I didn’t exactly hear them, but I knew it wasn’t English.”

Samantha was confused. “Doesn’t Daniel speak a few other languages?”

The other girl nodded. “Yeah, but it sounded like they were speaking Latin. I picked up a few words I remembered from high school.” Monica frowned. “Who speaks Latin fluently these days?”

It was Samantha’s turn to look pensive. “Yeah, that does sound weird.” She paused before saying, “And why did that other guy act like he needed Claire’s permission to come inside?”

The two young women looked at each other in bewilderment for a moment before Monica finally said, “There’s a lot that doesn’t make sense, but I don’t know if there’s anything we can do about it.”

“There isn’t,” Samantha sighed as she moved away from the table. “Claire’s practically gone; there’s nothing we can do to help her.”

She was about to head for her bedroom when Monica said, “Not unless we try to keep in contact with her.”

Her roommate looked as if she was about to disagree with her, but instead she said, “Let’s do that, and see what happens.”




After an hour of driving, the van pulled up alongside the apartment building’s front entrance. Claire helped the other two load the elevator with her boxes, which took about an hour to bring from the van to Daniel’s apartment. 

Inside, the boxes were piled around the living and dining room for Claire to unpack either tonight or tomorrow. “Your choice,” Daniel said. “But I don’t want them to be around tomorrow night.”

Claire decided to unpack once they returned from dinner. As she and Daniel left the apartment, Antonius followed them but he was going to catch the train back to Brooklyn for another night of rehearsal with his two lady vampires. He asked Daniel where they were going to eat out.

“That Japanese restaurant around the corner,” Daniel answered. “Claire likes sushi, so I figured she would want to savor the taste.”

Antonius smirked and looked at Claire. “Of course, but who’s to say you’ll want to taste that stuff again?”

Annoyed, she spoke up. “You eat regular food sometimes. I could eat that stuff again.”

Leaning in to her, the vampire whispered, “Sure, but after you are transformed, you’re going to want something…more tastier?”

She stared back at him, not saying anything. Antonius just laughed, waved good-bye and walked away. She tried to watch him go, but Daniel took her hand and began leading to her to the restaurant. They walked quietly for a couple of block before arriving at Genki Sushi, a small restaurant that had a few tables free.

Once seated, Claire tried to look over the menu, but could not focus. She could still hear her friends’ crying and feel their tears. Most especially, she could hear Samantha’s voice, saying the rhetorical question: didn’t they promise to stick together?

Daniel was examining the low lit restaurant’s Japanese decoration. When he finally noticed that she had not raised her head for a while, he reached across and brushed his fingers against her hand. “You okay?”

Claire wanted to scream at him. Of course she was not okay. He had destroyed everything for her. Her friendships, her connections to her family, her life as she knew it was all gone. All in the name of creating another vampire. But she also knew she was defeated in this fight and had to go along with turned out to be her fate.

“I’ll be fine. I just need some time to adjust.” That was probably the most honest answer she had given him in a long while. 

“I understand,” he nodded. “I’ll give you some space before we fly out to Paris.”

“How did you make the arrangements in such a short period of time? As in, the hotel and everything?”

“Oh, there’s no hotel. We’ll be staying in the outskirts of Paris, at the home of Vorternon, the eldest brother. He’ll be conducting the ceremony, since its my first time ever creating a vampire, so its a big deal among us.”

“You’re moving up, I guess?” she tried to make a quip, but it sounded too sarcastic.

He didn’t seem to notice. “It’s part of the hierarchy. As you’re more trusted, you get privileges. Of course, if you abuse any of them, you lose them. But I’ve done well in my existence. And here I am.”

A waiter came by to take their order. Claire asked for several rolls of sushi, which surprised the young man. Daniel held back a laugh while simply ordering fried rice.

“Hey, I’m here to savor the taste, right?” she said after the waiter left with their menus.

“Yes,” Daniel coughed. “I just didn’t think you’d overindulge on it.”

As they waited for their dinner, they discussed their freelancing, which made Claire realize that she had fallen behind in her assignments. She almost jumped out of her seat when that dawned on her. Naturally, she had too many distractions.

“Relax,” he told her. “It’s due before we leave. You’ve got all day tomorrow to work on it, and you’ll be fine.”

“But I’ll do a lousy job and they’ll reject it.”

“If that’s the case, tell them you’ve been overwhelmed with something. They’ll buy that. It worked for me.” He winked at her.

“But I’m not like you yet, and I can’t burn any bridges.”

“You’ll be fine, dear. Please don’t get more upset than you already are.”

She got quiet and nodded several times while Daniel talked about his ideas for articles that he would do in January. He also brought up his students’ essays, which he got via email earlier in the day. Some of the papers he was impressed with, while the other students clearly showed they did not pay much attention throughout the semester. “But they’re done with. Now I got a month off before dealing with another group of brats.”

“You didn’t get the Intro to Playwriting?”

“I didn’t, unfortunately,” Daniel almost snapped. “I’m going to start looking for another school to teach at. I’m not getting anywhere.”

Their dishes came and the two ate. He mainly poked at his rice while watching Claire slowly eat her large plate of sushi. Knowing she probably wouldn’t taste the raw fish rolled with vegetables and rice either again or the same way, she took her time chewing and swallowing. But holding onto the flavor almost proved futile. She could not chew forever and as soon as the sushi went down her throat, the taste lasted for brief seconds in her mouth. If only there was a way she could stop the world so she could relish in her dinner. Such was the way of the world. 

It was nearly 10 PM when they returned to the apartment. Claire began to open the boxes while Daniel got on the phone with Michel and Hilde. At first he spoke to them in medieval French, but he switched to modern English when he said, “She’ll be fine here, but if you want to keep an eye on her, you’re welcome to come.”

Claire froze at first, then she glanced up. Daniel was looking at her intensely. That was Hilde he was talking to, and he was asking to come over to watch her in case she ran away. What was this? Did Daniel really distrust her this much?

He continued the phone conversation in his favorite language for a few more minutes before hanging up. Running his hand through his hair, he said, “Michel and I are going out for an hour. Hilde already hunted so, she opted to come over and spend time with you. It’s not that I don’t trust you; I just feel you would want some company.”

“But she and I don’t really get along,” Claire said, still on the floor by the boxes. “Why would she want to hang out with me?”

He threw his hands up. “You got me. Hilde isn’t the most predictable person, so might as well get used to it.” 

Claire thought back on the last time Hilde spent time alone with her, and cringed at the memory of kissing her while drunk. She vowed not to get wasted on wine this time so she could function well around Hilde.

Fifteen minutes later, Daniel buzzed the vampires up to the apartment and they were at the door in moments. As before, when they entered, they exchanged with Daniel friendly kisses with Daniel. When Michel approached Claire, who was standing next to Daniel, he leaned in to kiss her. At first she stiffened, but then responded to the kiss, albeit limply. Hilde simply gave her a peck on the cheek.

Hilde was quick to shoo away the two men so she could help prepare Claire for her transition. “I’m the oldest here, so I ought to have that responsibility.”

“Isn’t that my role?” Daniel didn’t look pleased. 

“Yes, dear,” Hilde said, mockingly flirtatious. “But she’s going to need some female companionship. She’s not going to see those other two girls again now, is she?”

Those words stabbed Claire in the heart. She knew it was true all along, but wanted to believe there was hope.

The other two vampires left the apartment and Hilde locked the door behind them. She turned to Claire and asked if she wanted any wine.

“No thanks,” she said. “I’m still full from dinner.”

“Ah,” Hilde seemed defeated, but quickly said, “Shall I help you unpack?”

Shrugging, Claire allowed her to help with emptying the box she was working on. It was filled with books, and was not the only box which held nothing but them. Hilde asked her why she didn’t have an eBook reader.

“I can’t afford one,” she said as she started piling the hardcovers on the floor. “And my parents weren’t the type to spoil me.”

“Well, that will change very shortly,” Hilde pretended to examine the back of one book before setting it down. “After all, Daniel did pretty well for himself.”

“Yeah, I can tell, with his art work and that necklace he gave me.” 

“Oh that is nothing!” Hilde laughed as she placed herself in a kneeling position. “He’s very smart, not just with writing and languages. He has a very sharp mind that he has kept hidden from you. But now since you’ll be one of us soon, you’ll get the idea.”

Claire slowed down from unpacking her books. She knew Hilde was right. Before he  revealed himself as a vampire, she thought she knew everything about Daniel; he was a lover of art, drama and reporting, that was simple. But after his revelation, she saw there was a lot more, besides his vampiric nature. There was a shrewd gleam in his eyes, calculating each and every move. Claire had especially seen it the other night with Casames around. The way Daniel answered to the elder vampire, the way he presented Claire and gave her the necklace, it was all done to show off to the other vampires in the room. As if to brag about his newfound status, something he said wasn’t given to many. She could see it now, that subtle proud tone, the way he smiled at her. Before, she was too tense from Casames’ presence and his story on how vampires were first created. But upon reflection, those gestures were bright and clear.

Hilde glanced up from taking a couple of books. She looked a little concerned, though Claire didn’t want to believe it was authentic, even when she continued to speak.

“I’m proud that Daniel is going to be a Defender of the Blood. He is loyal to the Five and obeys their laws, which aren’t many. He’s also a quick thinker and a good asset for all of us. He’s come a long way.

“I remember when I first met him, back before the Black Death,” she said in a wistful voice. “He was so lost and unhappy. He was in a miserable marriage and had no place in society. I pitied him and wanted to give him the chance to be free from all that. I could tell when we talked that he wanted to fight against his place in the world. Being a bastard, even that of a nobleman, was inexcusable. No one cared that it wasn’t his fault who his parents were. He was born out of wedlock and he was destined for hell no matter what. That made him angry, that he didn’t stand a chance with anyone, alive or dead. Boy, did he want to fight that. I think that was what made me attracted to him, his fighting spirit.

“Anyway, when I made him a vampire, he soon realized he was free from that world and could be treated equally among us. He relished in his freedom, spending decades and decades enjoying happiness for the first time in his existence. He had no more fears, he was no longer sneered at. He was free.”

Claire nodded. “Yeah, he told me that. He really emphasized how unhappy he was before he was made a vampire, and how free he felt.” She paused. “I understood a little. I mean, I had a strict Catholic upbringing and when I went away to college, I made a huge effort to forget about all I was taught. It was all done to manipulate and terrorize people. Once I realized that, I felt liberated.”

“Perhaps,” Hilde twisted a piece of blond hair around one finger distractedly. “But I don’t think you’ll ever understand what life was like for a bastard in the Middle Ages. You are from freer times where illegitimate children are not looked down upon. I think it will take you years to absorb and understand what Daniel went through before he was transformed.”

Claire paused and nodded again. “Yeah, that makes sense.” She had to agree.

Patting a book that was resting on her lap before sliding it onto the floor, Hilde had a faraway look in her eyes. For once, Claire had a feeling she was being honest with her. The way she fingered her hair and stared into space made her believe that maybe this vampire was willing to finally be welcoming towards her.

Unless, of course, centuries had allowed Hilde to master the art of acting and manipulating mortals.

The vampire stopped twisting her hair abruptly and looked at Claire with a hard gleam. She had heard her thoughts and was visibly annoyed. There was silence between the two, as Claire waited for Hilde to make the first move.

Lowering her hand from her hair, she took a deep breath and said, “You know that I never really trusted you. I wanted Daniel to make sure he was making the right choice with you. That’s because I’d known Henry for quite some time. You know, that vampire who didn’t obey the rules, was almost caught by detectives and nearly ruined everything for us?”

Claire gestured her to continue.

“Well, Henry was a big mistake. He was irresponsible before he was made, and he got worse with his newfound freedom and powers. It was all bad judgment to choose him. Since there has always been people hunting for vampires since the Five Brothers, we all had to be careful around the detectives, police, you name it. We used our mind tricks to get many to believe that vampires really don’t exist, but there were just so many people. Those that slipped the cracks became hunters.

“As you probably know, there are secret units with many police departments in major cities all over the world. New York has had one since the turn of the 20th century. They were on our case by the time the new millennium came because of the damn technology that made tracking down killers easier. And also because of Henry. He was from London and madeby  one of us in the 1800s. He was about nineteen. For decades, he stayed with his maker, being obedient, traveling the world with that person as new vampires are supposed to.” Hilde emphasized her voice at those final words.

“But then, in the 1970s, he wanted his freedom. The whole world had changed and it was more free than it had ever been. Sex was more out in the open, music became more fun, partying was available for all people. Henry wanted to take part in it, instead of observing it from the outside. It made perfect sense to all of us because we noticed the change. Before, we had hedonism all to ourselves, but now the world was like us in many ways. I guess religion mattered less and there was no stopping anyone anymore. It was time to have fun.

“So, Henry begged to be on his own. He wanted to mingle more with mortals to absorb this new world. But his maker refused mostly because the Brothers give the final word on who gets to be on their own, and they didn’t like Henry’s suggestion. But he kept fighting with his maker until eventually it wasn’t worth it anymore. The two split and he went out on his own. That was about twenty years ago.

Claire was confused. “If the Brothers give the final word, how did they split?”

Hilde curled her lips inward. “Sometimes it just happens. The Brothers don’t like it when a maker and its progeny part ways without their knowledge, but once it happens, they can’t do anything about it.

“Anyway, Henry traveled the world, being a total playboy. He mingled with rich and famous people, something he had yearned for since he had been a poor, street boy back in the day. He partied and slept with beautiful fashion models, bought yachts and sailed around the French Riviera - at night, though. He really put himself out there, and it was getting dangerous because the vampire hunters started to suspect what he really was. By the time the year 2000 came, he was being followed everywhere he went, and anyone associated with him was thought to be a vampire. And most of the time, the detectives were right. 

“A few times, the Five Brothers called him to their headquarters in the Paris suburbs. They told him he had to go into hiding for a few decades until he was forgotten. Henry refused. He was having too much fun and didn’t want to go back being under the authority of another vampire. I guess being told what to do angered him because he started to rebel against more of the laws laid down by the Brothers. That was when he began to drink women dry and toss their bodies into dumpsters not too far from whatever hotel in whatever city he was staying in. How immature! Shows you can be 130 years old and still never grow up.

“Eventually, the worldwide vampires began to find ways to capture him. He - and anyone around him - knew that there was a plot to get him. You could be walking the streets with him and be followed by a detective. And this time, we could not kill that detective, like we did with that guy who called himself NYCHunter. Because unlike that one, these detectives were a team and Henry was their main target. They knew he was vampire, no doubt. It was just a matter of time before they got him.

“A few years ago, I came to New York to start a new life. I met with Henry several times to try to knock some sense into him. But I could tell he was ready to give up. Not because he was sick of being hunted, but he was sick of being a vampire. He wanted more of the mortal life, including being out in the sun. He wasn’t ready for that because he was too young. He wanted the best of both worlds, but couldn’t have it. I told him he had no choice but to be a vampire, because at the time, there was no other choice.”

Hilde got quiet and paused. She then continued softly, “I didn’t realize how much he wanted out of the vampire life. Maybe because I enjoyed the life that I couldn’t imagine not wanting to go with it. Like I said, Henry was immature and remained so all his vampire life. That’s why it was a mistake to make him one; he didn’t have the right mindset to grow up and accept limitations.” She started twisting her hair again.

Claire watched her. “He took his own life, right? Daniel told me he went out into the sun one day.”

She nodded slowly, eyes averted. “Yes, he did. I take it he decided that this was his way of not only escaping the police, but also us. The Brothers were coming after him. They were sending out their guards to capture him and lock him up for decades. They had dealt with similar vampires before in centuries past, but not like this. Not with the Internet, photographs, and all the technology used to track us down. They moved too slowly, misjudging how times had changed. 

“But Henry was ahead of them and had made his plan. He didn’t tell anyone about it, not even me. But all I remember was feeling that painful jolting feeling in my body when he died. It was like my insides were tearing apart. It was midday one bright summer day with no cloud in the sky. I was in my apartment here, and Michel was with me. We had the Swedish drapes blocking the sun, and we were watching a movie we had rented. It was supposed to be a quiet afternoon for us, until we started screaming and twisting. The pain was so awful. I had felt it before when vampires died in wars, such as being bombed to pieces during the Blitz in World War II. But this pain was different. My vampire senses knew who it was that died. I knew it all too well. Henry had killed himself; no one had to tell me.”

Hilde continued to look down, her eyes still having the faraway look in them. It now was impossible to comprehend that those big blue eyes could also have a fierce glare in them.

Which was why Claire hesitated to gently, yet slowly, reach out and pat Hilde’s hand, the one resting absentmindedly in her lap. The touch registered slightly with the vampire, causing the corners of her mouth to raise a bit, so Claire took a deep breath and asked cautiously, “Were you Henry’s maker?”

Hilde blinked slowly, inhaled heavily, and nodded. She looked at Claire. “I guess you would’ve found out somehow. But yes, it was me. I was the one who thought he would make a good addition. He was so much fun to be around, and I figured he would make a good companion. Since back then he obeyed to everything I told him, it seemed like he would grow and mature. But his childishness was dormant for many years until the 1960s when the sexual revolution started. At first, he watched it from the outside like all of us, but within ten years, he wanted to be part of it.” 

She sighed. “I don’t know where or how I went wrong. Michel was my first creation and nothing went wrong there. I made Daniel and he flourished. I made a few others and they did fine. But that one? He ruined me. Completely destroyed my standing as a Defender of the Blood.”

It took a moment for Claire to understand her. “You’re not allowed to make vampires anymore?”

Hilde shook her head, her mouth twisted in a near sneer. 

“But you did well with your other vampires.”

“True, but like I told you, Henry nearly blew our cover and destroyed us. Some of us are currently in hiding. Where they are, I don’t know, but they are not to come out until the coast is clear.”

“Why aren’t you locked up now?”

“I should be, out of punishment. I actually spent a week locked up in a box there before the Brothers put me on trial. I don’t know how they managed to find me. I went into hiding after Henry died. I know, that’s cowardly. But I was hiding in a motel in some small town upstate for two weeks when Casames himself actually found me. I am still baffled to this day that someone found me. I barely told anyone where I was going! Just how…”

Hilde shook her head again before continuing. “I could’ve faced decades in that box, consumed by thirst, for letting Henry loose without their permission, which led to this fiasco. But many rallied around me, begging me to live. Michel stood up for me, as did Daniel. Those two were my lifesavers, and I was allowed to be free, but with restrictions. I am now under Michel’s authority - the opposite of how it used to be - and I can never make a vampire again. Those vampires may be five millennia old, but they don’t have short memories. They’ll never forgive and forget my mistake.”

There was a soft silence between the two. Claire didn’t know whether to say something or wait for Hilde to go on. She had learned a lot just then, and she was still making sense out of it. Clearly, it was a massive gamble to allow her to be changed with Henry still fresh on the vampire’s minds. She had already shown signs of rebellion, such as contacting NYCHunter before. What if she didn’t go along with what Daniel told her, the laws, and other regulations of being a vampire? Would she be tortured for decades to come?

She looked at the vampire. Her sad eyes were staring into space, reflecting on how things used to be with her and how she failed. Claire’s heart began to soften, but she flexed the muscles needed to harden it. How could she sympathize with someone who was always unfriendly toward her? And how could she suddenly sympathize with all vampires after they killed those around her to force her to say yes, she’ll join them.

But she knew she couldn’t stay angry with them for all time. Here she was, just days away from becoming a vampire and it was her choice. She could have been made a slave and had others be killed. 

Hilde suddenly cleared her throat, reached into the box for one more book and checked out its cover. “Have you traveled a lot? You really appear to enjoy novels that take place in other countries.”

“No,” Claire shook her head. “I mean, no I haven’t traveled much. I’ve been to five states, Ireland, Aruba and Quebec, but that’s about it.”

“I see,” Hilde lowered the book she was holding onto the pile the next to her. She then looked right at Claire, her eyes shining with anticipation. “Guaranteed you’re going to travel a lot more once you’re one of us. The world will be your oyster!”

Before she could respond, the other woman stood up and grabbed her hand. “Come on, let’s get you ready for your big night! Can’t be transformed looking like you do!”

Getting to her feet, Claire followed Hilde to the couch, where she was turned around away from Hilde. The vampire dug through her shoulder bag to produce a comb and began running it through Claire’s brunette hair.

“Do you want to keep your hair this length? Would you want some highlights? I think you’d look good with blond streaks. Oh, once you’re in Paris, I’ll see if I can arrange for an esthetician to come and give you a facial. Your face will glow for eternity.”

Hilde went on giving suggestions like a new best friend, but it made Claire wonder if this new friendship was to be true, or something else was slithering around.


CHAPTER THIRTEEN




Claire and Hilde went through more of the boxes, particularly those that had her clothes. It was Hilde’s suggestion that she give most of them to a thrift shop so she could be rid of what she called, “crappy outfits.” 

“Obviously you didn’t have much money, so you shopped at cheaper stores,” Hilde said. “But now since you’re going to be living in TriBeCa, in the richest city of the world, you can buy anything you want and dress as you please.”

“I think some of my clothes are fine,” Claire said, holding up a pale green shirt with an asymmetrical neckline. 

“They were fine for a girl fresh out of college, but not anymore. You’re a trophy wife now. Remember that!” Hilde gleefully smiled. 

Claire returned the smile. Maybe she could learn to enjoy the rich life.

They separated the clothes into two piles: one for a thrift shop, the other to wear in Paris. Hilde suggested Claire go shopping the next day and buy something that would go well with the ruby and diamond necklace, which Daniel was keeping in the bedroom. Chances were he would happily give her some money to spoil herself.

After they put the clothes away, they then made room on Daniel’s bookshelf for Claire’s three dozen books. “Maybe for Christmas, I’ll give you an eBook reader,” Hilde said as they squeezed the books into their spots.

The last box had miscellaneous items, such as some jewelry and knickknacks, which Hilde again told her to sell. As for the several photo frames of her friends and family, there was literally no more room on the shelves for them, so Claire made a mental note to buy a photo album sometime soon.

When they were all done, the two sat on the couch and watched a late night talk show. Things were quiet between them, but it was a peaceful silence, the type between those on friendly terms. They did laugh and chat about the guests on the show, but they didn’t have the deep conversations as they had earlier.

It was a quarter past midnight when Daniel and Michel returned from having their fill of blood. They were gone longer than they said they would be, but Claire knew better than to ask questions. Daniel was now in charge of her, as much as she hated that fact.

 “Ah, you two got a lot done tonight!” Michel said upon seeing the flattened boxes piled against the coffee table.

Daniel looked around his living room, taking in the new books and knickknacks. Nodding, he turned to Claire and said, “I guess it’s safe to say you’re going to be here for a long while.” She could only smile.

Seeing that, Daniel told the other two it was time they leave since he had to grade essays. They agreed and embraced him good-bye. Michel was able to kiss Claire on the cheek, but the increasingly friendly Hilde planted a peck on her lips. She seemed delighted to have finally passed that barrier.

When the door closed behind them, Daniel looked at her and said, “You can go to sleep if you want. I’ll be staying up doing what I said.”

On cue, a yawn came over her and she said, “Yeah, it’s been a long day. A hard day, too.” Then her eyes widened. “Oh no! I forgot to call them. I told them I would.”

“You can do that tomorrow. I’m sure they’ll be fine with that.” He put his hand on her lower back and guided her to the bedroom. There, Claire changed into her pajamas while Daniel turned the bed down for her. As he did, he asked her about Hilde. “You both seemed more at ease around each other.”

“Yeah, she helped me unpack.” Claire said. “We bonded, I guess.”

He looked pleased and gestured to the undone bed. She climbed in and asked, “What time will you be coming in?”

“Probably when the sun rises. I’ve got twenty seven papers to go over, and then got to print out our plane tickets.” He sat down beside her and looked into her eyes, a glimmer of tenderness in his. “I understand none of this was easy for you. But as time goes on, you’ll get past it. A new world is about to open for you, and I believe you’ll enjoy it.”

Taking a deep breath, she said. “I don’t think I will enjoy everything overnight.”

“Well, no,” he said. “But in time, you will.” Smiling, he squeezed her hand and gave her a kiss. He then stood up and began walking out.

“Hey, Dan?” she called out to him. He stopped from turning the lights off and looked at her. “What am I going to have for breakfast tomorrow?”

Daniel thought for a moment and said, “We’ll worry about that in a few hours.” He flicked the lights off. “Bon soir.”




Like he said he would, Daniel came to the bedroom at a quarter to seven. He didn’t say anything when he walked in, but as he began to change into flannel pajamas, Claire sat up. She was wide awake and did not see the point in sleeping anymore. This was one of her last days as a human, her last chance to enjoy New York in the daylight. She was not going to let the opportunity pass. 

“Morning,” she said to him. 

“Uh, yeah, good morning,” he said. He roughly tossed his clothes into the hamper. He must have gone through another batch of poorly-written essays.

“I’d like to get something to eat,” she said carefully. Now that she had moved in with him, and was to be submissive to him, she wondered what he could and would do to her.

“Okay,” he said, running his hands through his hair. “I only have wine.”

“Is it all right if I get some coffee and a bagel?”

He paused, took a few breaths and looked at her. “Yeah, go ahead. I’m won’t stop you.”

She slid out of bed and walked over to one of the dresser drawers where Daniel had made room for her sometime before she moved in. She began to choose her clothes for the day when he spoke up from making sure the thick curtains were tightly shut. 

“Try not to stay out too long. I don’t want you wandering off yet.”

She stopped from lifting a sweater from the drawer and hesitated. “Can I go out later on? Like in the afternoon?”

“What for?” he said, glancing down at her. 

“I’d like to buy some clothes for Paris. Hilde told me my wardrobe needs work.”

He thought that over for a minute. Then as he climbed into bed, he said, “I see nothing wrong with that. But I’ll have to be awake in order to give you the money, unless you want to max out your credit card.”

“I’m not paying the utility bills or the rent, am I?” This was a genuine question. Daniel never told her if she would have to do her part in maintaining their home.

“No need,” he said, lying down with his hands behind his head. “I’ve got all that taken care of for a long time. Think of me as your sugar daddy.”

She had to giggle at that. “Okay, so I will use my credit card. I’m just going to get a few items, no big deal.” She headed for the bathroom to get into the shower. When she closed the door, she heaved a sigh of relief. That was one hurdle she got over. Maybe he would give her some freedom for who knows how long.

She showered quickly, thinking of what she wanted to do and see during the day. It was mid-December with a dusting of snow on the ground, so she couldn’t exactly sit under a tree in Central Park and watch people go by. She decided walking around the city and simply enjoying it with the sun out was enough.

She dried her hair, dressed, and headed out for breakfast. There was a bagel shop a few blocks away, so she joined the rest of the world in lining up in the crowded store to get a whole wheat bagel with melting butter sliding off the edges, and simmering black coffee with some milk to cool it. 

While she waited, Claire found herself surrendering to all that was around her. Even though it was dreary day with a distant sun, everything was colorful and shining. The dark wool coats people wore looked bright to her, the small piles of white snow poking out from under the black soot glittered like crystals. The cold, polluted wind tickled her face and smelled sweet in her nose. Even the taxis that sped by her, their horns beeping rudely made her almost giggle. The world was so alive, and she felt like a newborn in it.

She was loving this experience until she got back to Daniel’s building, and realized she did not have the key to the apartment. She nearly dropped her food when that thought came to her, and the world got dull and dark. Great. He seemed to be in a lousy mood earlier, and now she had to disturb him. She had no idea how he react to that type of situation.

She placed her breakfast on top of the short wall around some bare bushes outside of the building, and dug out her phone. She had put back both Daniel’s apartment and cellphone numbers in her contact list last week, and tried the apartment first.

After two rings, he answered with a grumbled hello.

“Hey babe,” she tried to control her anxiety. “Um, I don’t have the key to the apartment. Can you let me back in?”

“Huh? Oh, right. Hold on.” He abruptly hung up.

She went inside and waited to be buzzed up. It didn’t take long, and once she exited the elevator, Daniel was waiting in the doorway. She felt relief as he didn’t look too annoyed.

“Sorry about that. I’ll get you your keys when we get back from France,” he closed the door and locked up.

She slowly lowered her coffee and bagel onto the dining room table. “Am I to stay here all day?”

“Not necessarily, but I want to be awake when you go out. This way I could buzz you in when you get back.” He scratched his face roughly and headed back to bed. 

“Please don’t make too much noise for the next several hours,” he called over his shoulder. “And be careful of that bagel and its crumbs; I don’t want any rats or roaches.” He heavily shut the bedroom door behind him.

Claire slowly began to eat. She knew he would be irritated to some degree, but having him basically tell her she was to be a silent prisoner for most of the day stung her. Was he always like this in the mornings? 

For the next couple of hours, Claire worked on her freelance assignment that was due the next day. She never had to squeeze so much time into a big project like this before. She would have done it earlier this week if there hadn’t been so much going then.

When she was finally done, and had sent in the article, Claire thought about calling her parents and even her brother. But they were all at work, so it wouldn’t be best to disturb them. Besides, calling them would be like a farewell. There was no way she would say good-bye to her family.

Biting her lip, Claire refused to cry. She had done too much crying lately and this was not the time or place to do more. She had to hope that somehow, someway…

Gathering her strength, she read one of her books or watched TV for the next few hours. Daniel didn’t stir until about 2 PM when she heard him move around in the bedroom. When he emerged, fully dressed for the day, she was watching the latest episode of her favorite reality show. But he was disgusted when he saw the TV screen. 

“Turn that off,” he said. “You’re more intelligent than that crap.”

“It’s just something to laugh at,” she responded. But she quickly changed the channel when she saw a flicker of anger in his eyes.

He went to the kitchen and opened the garbage can to see the remains of her breakfast. He shut the can door and said to her, “Remember to throw that stuff you brought home somewhere else. I said I want no rats or roaches.”

She waited a few minutes before asking, “Is it okay that I go out now?”

“I’m not holding you prisoner,” he said, more calmly. “If you want to go shopping, then fine. But don’t take forever, and don’t do anything foolish.”

Nodding, she turned the TV off, put on her coat, gathered her shoulder bag and grabbed the garbage. He watched her from his spot in front of his laptop at the dining table, his demeanor calm but distant. She knew he wanted to say something, but did not press him to. She pleasantly told him she’ll be back and headed out.

She dumped the trash into a waste basket right outside the building and briskly walked to the nearby SoHo neighborhood to shop. She had always wanted to buy the stylish clothes from that area, but she reminded herself not to overdo anything lest Daniel would get upset. Then again, he would probably find fault with everything she did now, based on how he had been acting since the crack of dawn.

Again, Claire prevented her anxieties from letting her absorb the atmosphere around her. She tilted her face up towards the late fall sun to let it shine on her face and marveled at the buildings that looked so brilliant in the daytime. But she did not want to take in too much or she would definitely be saying good-bye to the light.

Two hours later, she was heading back to the apartment. She had bought a dress, two tops,  and some jewelry from one of the boutiques she always dreamed of shopping in. It felt weird to be going to a place where the rich and stylish frequented at first, but then she decided to have fun. It was clear that Daniel wanted to spoil her so she wouldn’t object to becoming a vampire. He knew the high life enticed her, and now he was giving it to her, in exchange for her soul. 

Perhaps that was what made her love him. He was clearly rich given the neighborhood where he lived, and he had studied in England and France. When he showed interest in her, it was arousing to see that a good looking, well-educated man with money to his name could like her and not judge her for her average background. If only she hadn’t got caught up in the fantasy of living the high life or she probably wouldn’t have developed feelings for Daniel.

Did she love him? Did he love her? If he did, she would have to play along or else something terrible could happen. But she no longer loved him. There was no way to feel affection for someone like Daniel. 

Once she was back inside the apartment building, he buzzed her in and again, he was waiting in the doorway when the elevator doors opened. He looked amused at the sight of the two shopping bags.

“You had fun, I see,” he laughed. 

Claire laughed too. “I went someplace reasonable. Pricey, but reasonable.”

“Well, let’s see what you got!”

She took out the jewelry first: a wide, beaded bracelet and vintage earrings. She then showed off a royal blue silk V-neck top and a cashmere ivory turtleneck. The final item was the dress she intended to wear for her transformation. Her hands shook as she lifted the strapless black velvet cocktail dress out of its garment bag and held it up, her breath struggling to come out.

“It’s beautiful,” Daniel hushed. “It’s going to look lovely with that necklace.”

Claire forced a nod. When she had picked out the dress, she was busy imagining all the parties she could attend while wearing it, forgetting that her blood would come pouring out on to it. She had deliberately forgotten that because of the elation of shopping at the SoHo boutique. 

Daniel’s blue-green eyes were intent on her, a soothing expression in them. He knew what was on her mind.

“Claire,” he reached over and put his hands over hers. “Everything is going to be alright. There is nothing to get upset over.” 

She fought against a choke and lost. “I’m not saying you’re not going to stop missing everyone you care about,” he continued. “But you’re going to meet new friends who will become like family, and I will always be here. Time heals wounds. One thing I can definitely say I learned is that such pain does not last forever.” He pressed his forehead against hers and whispered a few soft words until she calmed down. He then kissed her forehead gently and squeezed her shoulders.

“You might as well put it back in the garment bag,” he nodded at the dress. “Wouldn’t want to get it damaged.”

She agreed and did so. She took the clothes and put them away in the bedroom. 




For the remainder of the day, Claire curled up on the couch with the TV on, while Daniel emailed his students their final grades. He told her about how disappointed he was in some, but proud that many had learned from him. She did some talking as well, asking about what they would do in Paris, besides the obvious. This led to a discussion on what kind of future they would have together. They talked about being writers forever, using pseudonyms if they had to, and traveling the world together. Claire had to admit to herself that it felt exciting knowing she could go anywhere in the world, though she would have to be careful at what time of day she would travel. 

The dreamy look on her face as she talked about visiting places she had never been to might have prompted Daniel to begin telling her about his life - the one after he made a vampire. She couldn’t help but listen. Maybe it was the intoxicating way he spoke or the words he used to describe life in Europe, North Africa, the Middle East and North America through the centuries. Either way, it reminded her of the days before all this madness, when she and Daniel would just sit and talk for hours because they knew how to keep each other listening.

As he told his story some more, she admitted to herself that he did have a nice streak. He was easy to hold a conversation with and easy to be around. During that afternoon into early evening, Claire felt she could learn to enjoy his presence again.

But when he went out to hunt late that night, she wanted to pinch herself back to reality, but she couldn’t. It was useless. In a few days she would be like him, hunting and killing innocent people. There was no stopping that; she had given her word to end the deaths of people she cared about, and to prevent whatever torture would have come to her. Any reasonable person would have agreed to join the vampires, so she did nothing wrong or selfish. It was only natural.

She was watching TV when he returned close to midnight. His skin was flushed with a healthy glow thanks to the night’s blood. She flinched when she saw him, but not out of fright. He noticed, extended his hand and led her to bedroom. “It has been a long while,” he purred into her ear.

“You’re right,” she whispered back. “It has been.”

With the lights on, Claire and Daniel made love through the night. The conversation they’d had earlier brought them closer together, and this was the final connection that sealed their newfound relationship. Even he had to say her transition was going well. 

“You seemed more at ease today,” he said, lying beside her, propped up by his elbow. He slowly ran his hand down the side of her body. “I’m glad to see that. I was afraid things would be tense between us.”

She squirmed a little and gently placed her hand on top of his. “I guess I figured this is for the best for us. There was no way we could have gone on if I knew what you were. Especially with the secrecy of the vampires.”

He nodded emphatically. “I know it was not easy to make this choice. It’s like being a star-crossed pair in a way.” He stopped tracing her body and looked into her eyes.  “But, you will adjust, and what upsets you now, won’t in the long run.”

“Out of curiosity, what if it won’t?”

Slight darkness appeared in his eyes and he frowned, “Why would you ask that?”

“Well, it is big change for me. Perhaps too big for me to handle?”

“Oh come on, Claire!” He laughed. “Once you see the world differently - and you will, you’ll be amazed by it - you won’t want to go back to being human. I have never heard of any one of us wanting to return to being human once the dark blood entered us, and I’ve been around for a long time.”

“Okay, okay.” She sat up. “I’m just nervous, that’s all. It’s the fear of the unknown that I’m going through.”

“You’ve got nothing to fear,” he whispered softly. “I’m here to guide you, to help you and to be with you. And soon, you’ll be as excited as I was when I first became like this. You’ll embrace your life more than ever before. I’m telling you, the world will be at your feet because you have and do anything you want! There are no rules, nothing to fear, no limits. You’re going to love it, ma chere, I promise you.”

She looked at Daniel as he traced the side of her face. He was elated to be a vampire. Certainly being a bastard in medieval Europe made his mortal life miserable, and vampirism was his salvation. He clearly believed in it so much that he wanted to give that salvation to her. 

 Her thoughts froze when Daniel leaned down to begin devouring her lips, getting her ready for another session. She decided to set aside her thinking for some more sex, since it was exhilarating, and just maybe because he enjoyed being with her. The way his masculine hands glided over her body, the way he concentrated on her enjoyment, how he looked at her in the eyes when she absorbed him instead of caring for only his pleasure made the experience worth the time. 

Perhaps he did have feelings for her. Maybe that was the reason why he wanted her to be like him. Sure, he had a rather mad, frightening way of displaying that want, but perhaps things would change once she was transformed, and all the abuse and threats would end.





CHAPTER FOURTEEN




Claire sighed impatiently at the counter at Newark Liberty Airport. The computer was taking too long. 

Daniel was trying to get the agent to understand what happened before the checkout froze without losing his cool. It was a typical experience for anyone trying at an airport, trying to catch their flight on time.

She glanced at their luggage, making sure again that everything was zipped shut. She then noticed the sunshine, gleaming through the windows behind her. Although it was mid-December and almost winter, the sun’s light was bright and wide. It reminded her of the summer sunshine, but it probably seemed like that to her because this was the last time she would see the sun in the New York City area. Even from the check-in at a busy airport, the sun looked beautiful as it illuminated everything in its path.

Grief was sinking in. When she came back home before New Year’s, she would be a nocturnal creature, unable to go out into the light without burning into ash. Daniel told her it took him nearly three hundred years to even put his hand out into the sunlight, making sure he could survive even a few minutes. That thought was repeating itself in Claire’s head, as though to stab her with reality. 

“Claire.” His voice broke through her thoughts. Turning around, she saw Daniel give their luggage to the baggage carrier. Their tickets had finally gone through.

She examined him. It was the middle of the afternoon, an unusual time for him to be out. He said he would survive, but the sun would make him drowsy and irritable, so she had to be cautious around him.

When their suitcases were all taken, they walked away hand in hand. They went through security and found their plane’s gate without any problem. They found some magazines to read and sat in the waiting room, away from any sunlight. Within a half hour, they stood to board their plane.

“You got first class?” Claire raised her eyebrows as they got in line.

“Of course,” he cracked a smile. “You really thought I would take you to Paris on economy? Don’t underestimate yourself.” 

So she was getting a chance to stretch her legs out as far as she wanted and enjoy some fine wine for the next several hours. She meditated on this, trying to remind herself of the exciting life she was having. She was making big sacrifices for a life of luxury and few rules. Might as well concentrate on that.

The flight was not unlike any other she had made, just that she had more leg room, a more comfortable, wider seat and her choice of food and drinks. She sat next to the window and made sure the shade was down so the faint sun wouldn’t affect Daniel. Once the plane was over the Atlantic, she was able to lift the shade and stare out into nothingness, save for the stars that were like tiny diamonds against black velvet. 

Unimpressed, she concentrated on reading, eating her dinner and chatting with Daniel. He didn’t eat or drink anything, and instead put on a show of being sleepy around the flight attendants. He had told Claire that the longer he was awake, the more thirsty he became. He would have to immediately feed as soon as the plane landed. 

As the flight continued, she noticed his thirst rising. When they talked to each other, he was noticeably distracted. His eyes changed color from time to time. He squeezed his mouth shut as if preventing his eye teeth from growing. He eyed the flight attendants like they were delicious food. He also got irritable, snapping at her and others from time to time, displaying his discomfort. Claire was too nervous to sleep. What if his thirst overcame him and he attacked her or someone else?

When the plane finally landed at Charles de Gaulle airport, Daniel was in a rush to get off, probably another reason why he chose first class. Going through customs was not easy. While one officer checked their passports, Claire saw Daniel staring at the man’s exposed neck, his veins clearly showing. He pursed his lips, as if he was in pain. She begged silently that he wouldn’t lose control.

Fortunately, the customs portion was done with quickly and the two were able to get their luggage. Daniel was calling someone on his cellphone and trying to control his aggravation during this. That left Claire to gather their suitcases and pull them through the airport while heading for the exit.

The sun was rising in Paris, blocked by a patch of clouds. At least Daniel wouldn’t have to worry about the light affecting him. He didn’t talk much, except for a curt comment that she was walking too slow. 

Once outside, he quickly spotted a van with blackened windows. He grabbed her wrist and hurried her over to the vehicle, where a rolled down window showed a young man with ash blond hair and green eyes was behind the wheel. He didn’t look any older than Claire, but one glance made it clear that he was much older than he appeared to be. He had to be one of the Brothers. 

But there wasn’t enough time for a chill to go through her. The back door swung open and another young man jumped out and grabbed the luggage to put in the back. Daniel practically pushed Claire into the van so he could jump through that open door and collapse on the seat. He was panting. 

Once the back door slammed shut and the man was alongside Daniel, shutting the door behind him, the blond driver pulled away from the curb and headed for the airport’s exit. 

Claire wanted to spend the ride looking out of the window, absorbing the fact she was in Paris, but she was immediately distracted when the driver and the young man suddenly began speaking loudly to Daniel in Latin. 

Also distracting her as the young man digging through a backpack was Daniel, who was now writhing in his seat, his fangs completely exposed. Claire swallowed heavily.

Finally, the other man pulled out a canteen from the backpack and handed it to Daniel, who twisted the cap off and devoured it’s contents. He drank so fast, Claire could see drops of blood slide out from between his mouth and the canteen. She looked away.

The half gallon of blood must have been enough for Daniel because he soon relaxed in his seat and the concern from the two young men passed. The one who gave Daniel the canteen was patting and rubbing his back in consolation. He looked about Claire’s age with hair and eyes as dark as Casames’. She figured he was another Brother. So she was stuck in a van with two of the world’s leading vampires. A chill finally went through her.

The ride from the airport to the wealthy suburb of Chatou took over an hour, mainly because of snow falling at the last half of the trip. Claire felt sidelined as Daniel talked to the Brothers in Latin. Except for holding her hand briefly, he barely acknowledged her nor introduced her to the other two. They barely seemed to notice her. She tried to focus on the sights of the city, but she certainly was not seeing the Champs-Elysees or the Eiffel Tower along the route to Chatou. The ride went longer than it seemed.

It was after 8 AM when the van at last pulled up at a bourgeois mansion on a cul-de-sac, though the nearest homes were several yards away and were blocked by high, beige colored walls. Claire took in the mansion, noticing it dated from the late 1800s by the look of its architecture. She tried to think about how she would be spending the next week in a lovely house in an exclusive neighborhood, but she also knew this was where her transformation would take place.

The blond driver drove the van into one of the three garages, where two boys, who looked to be about eighteen years old, were waiting. They didn’t look like vampires since their flesh was a healthy tone, but anything was possible. The driver closed the garage door before exiting the van. When he got out, he turned to Claire’s side of the vehicle and opened the door, finally acknowledging her presence.

“Hello, Claire. Welcome to my home,” he said as he offered his hand. When she hesitated, his face lit up and he said, “Forgive me and my brother for our rudeness. We obviously have not been introduced.” He offered his hand again, and she took it and stepped out. Daniel was busy exiting the van with the blond man’s brother, chatting in Latin.

“Claire, I am Vorternon, the eldest brother and head of all vampires,” said the one before her. “You must bow before me as I am, and will always be, your leader.”

He folded his arms and waited with a near sneer on his face. She then lowered her head and shoulders, feeling awkward about having to act inferior to anyone. 

Vorternon put his finger under her chin and lifted her head. “You’ll need to get used to your position as it is not going to change, ever.” 

She forced a quick nod, and waited until Vorternon turned to the two boys to tell them to unload the van. She looked towards Daniel, who was following the other vampire around the van, still speaking in Latin. It sounded like a formal conversation, with the subordinate speaking to his superior. There was no friendliness going on. Claire wondered about the exact relationship between Daniel and the Brothers. When she met Casames that night, Daniel acted as if he was great friends with him, but here he kept his distance. 

She shrugged to herself and turned to enter the mansion. She barely took a step, when she felt a steel strong hand on her shoulder. Before she could guess who it was, a cold voice whispered into her ear.

“You do not walk ahead of me or any of us,” the vampire said.

“Claire.” Daniel said sternly. “You let Elleso go first. We always walk behind the Brothers.”

Sighing nervously, she softly apologized and tiptoed aside. Elleso nodded at her and walked past her, giving Daniel a disapproving glance. Showing his annoyance, Daniel grabbed her upper arm and pulled her inside. 

The mansion was literally cloaked in darkness because of the thick curtains over the windows. But it still looked appealing, with dazzling chandeliers, furniture and authentic artwork from decades earlier, and state-of-the-art media decorating the inside. Claire felt fascinated by her surroundings and wondered how exactly vampires accumulated enough wealth to live so lavishly - especially when they lived secret lives with pseudonyms?

She wasn’t expecting an answer, but it did come. In a sitting room where they first set foot in the mansion, Elleso told them to sit on the beige velvet couches arranged in a square before saying something to Daniel in Latin. When he was out of sight, Claire whispered to Daniel, who was sitting diagonally from her. “Why can’t he speak in English?”

“Because he’s a head vampire; he can do as he pleases.” Daniel sounded irritated. She noticed he was wincing again and his fangs were appearing. That canteen of blood had not been enough.

A couple of minutes later, there was muffled scream coming from the room behind them. Claire turned to see Elleso and Vorternon dragging in a young girl, no more than sixteen, by the elbows, her wrists and ankles bound, her mouth gagged. Her eyes were wide with panic and she was trying to speak around red velvet sash wrapped around her face. Behind them were the same two boys from before, dutifully following the Brothers.

Claire stopped breathing. This girl was a slave, a person to feed off until she eventually died. Claire was seeing what she could have been had she not said yes. She lowered her head, trying not to faint.

The two vampires dragged the girl over to Daniel, who’s blue-green eyes turned fluorescent with delight. He sat forward, getting ready to consume the frightened girl. She stopped screaming and stared at his fangs, her eyes growing wider. She was placed on her knees before him.

“Daniel Poncher, or Bertrand as you are now known as,” Vorternon announced authoritatively. “We got this young one straight from Ukraine and figured she would be a perfect congratulatory gift for you once you arrived here. Your taste for young beauties is well known, so when we saw her, we knew she was best for you.”

“And as you can see,” Elleso added. “She is very fresh, not a single bite on her.”

“She is perfect,” Daniel’s mouth twisted in thirst. “I’ll do my best to control myself.”

Claire sat straight up, but practically bit her lower lip to prevent from begging him to stop, knowing she had a role to play. But the two Brothers noticed her horror and glanced at each other. 

Daniel ran his hands through the girl’s pale blond hair slowly. When he got to the end, he grabbed the hair and pulled it down, exposing her throat. The girl was shaking, her breath coming through her nose at a pace Claire never thought possible. Daniel traced the side of her face down to her neck, where he stopped. His lustful expression then turned into one of menace as he threw his head back and stabbed the girl’s neck with his two pointed teeth. 

There were two yelps. One from the girl, out of fright and pain, the other from Claire, also out of fright.

The two Brothers watched as Daniel slurped away at the girl’s wound, but it was obvious they heard Claire and were not pleased.

The world seemed to stop spinning as Daniel drank from the girl. Claire was not sure if she was breathing or her heart was beating, but she knew she was watching, and even praying that the sight would go away. 

Finally, Vorternon bent down and nudged Daniel. “That’s enough.” When Daniel did not stop, the vampire repeated more forcefully and he pulled back reluctantly. The girl’s neck was shining from the red blood and her eyes, once large and terrified, were half closed. Elleso caught her and called over the two boys. He said something to them in French and they both nodded as they carried her away. 

“You get carried away too much,” Vorternon said, wiping away drops of blood from Daniel’s mouth.

He laughed nervously, another unusual sound for Claire. He retracted his teeth and leaned back on the couch, sighing contently. “I am sorry, Masters, but I did go for a long time.”

“We know,” Vorternon sat on the couch across from him. “But we would like to keep her. Who wouldn’t want a lovely Ukrainian in a French maid outfit?”

There was mutual laughter among the three vampires, but Claire just started to breathe again. She swallowed whatever moisture was in her mouth to dampen her parched throat.

Elleso was eyeing her and said, “I thought this one was ready. Instead, she is scared as our Ukrainian friend.”

Daniel glanced over and said, “It’s all new to her, so she’s going through the motions. One moment she is fine, the next she is in denial. But I am certain once I pass our blood to her, she’ll adjust better.”

“Oh, she must adjust better,” Vorternon said. “I cannot emphasize it enough: you cannot fail with this! This is your first time and choice, Poncher. If you’ve chosen poorly, you will suffer the consequences.”

Daniel’s head lowered in submission. “I understand, Master Vorternon.”

“I hope so,” Elleso narrowed his eyes. “With Hilde as your maker and close friend, I have my doubts. But,” he said as he threw her hands up. “I was in the minority, so who am I to complain? The transformation will come tonight and perhaps I’ll be proven wrong.”

“Tonight?” Claire croaked. The three looked at her as if they just realized she had been in the room all along. “I - I thought…”

“Thought what?” Vorternon arched an eyebrow and looked at Daniel. “What did you tell her, Poncher?”

Daniel sighed. “I told her it would happen over the weekend and that she will have time to enjoy Paris in the daylight. I told her that to relax her, so she wouldn’t be too reluctant.”

 Elleso rolled his eyes while Vorternon nearly stood up. “That was weak and lame of you, Poncher! If this is your way of proving your new status among us all, you were most unwise!” He puffed some air out of him while Daniel struggled not to give Claire a sidelong angry look. 

Vorternon said to his brother, “Perhaps Azuelo and Gosheven were right when they thought tricking mortals into becoming vampires was over. Times have changed. Humans are now all peace and love; they can’t be convinced to be like us!”

Elleso was about to agree when Claire suddenly spoke up. She surprised herself doing that, and even more surprised when she said. “I wasn’t tricked into agreeing to join you.”

The three again looked at her as if she suddenly came into existence. There was confusion in Daniel’s eyes, mixed with anger. 

She took a deep breath and continued, “Daniel told me everything in one night. Yes, I was shocked and scared, but I came to realize it would be best for us…if I became like you.”

The two Brothers studied her, maybe even searched her mind for a moment. Daniel’s anger subsided and was replaced with more confusion. 

Finally, Elleso said, “Well then. I guess we do have a willing player here. Wouldn’t you agree, Brother?”

Vorternon slowly nodded. “Yes, I believe there is something to hope and to trust that Poncher did his duty in being honest with our latest member. Anyone who joins us has to be a rare mortal, and I believe Miss McCormick is that rare one.”

The storm faded, but the clouds remained. If the two Brothers had any real doubt about her, they were hiding it well. Daniel’s confusion also stayed, but was now mixed with pensiveness. 

Vorternon then escorted the two up to their bedroom. As Claire walked alongside Daniel behind the leaders, he didn’t meet her quick glances.

The bedroom was large, with a king-sized bed, a fireplace, and a glittering chandelier hanging from the middle of the room. While looking around, Claire saw that there was a sliding glass door leading out to a small balcony looking over a yard that went on for two or three acres. 

Vorternon was saying that they should rest from their long flight, and Claire could have coffee from the maker on a dresser next to the flat screen TV. She knew she should have something, but her body was not in the mood.

The two men then left, closing the door behind them. She looked over at Daniel, who was beginning to unpack his suitcase. She waited, sitting on the bed, turning on the TV and asking if there was an English language station for her.

“Don’t ask me,” he mumbled. “I don’t watch the English stations when I come to France.” He paused from digging out his clothes. “You probably should watch the French channels so you can learn a new language finally.”

“I guess I should,” she set down the remote control on the bed, her eyes on a news channel. “After all, I’m going to be around for a long time.”

He put down a couple of shirts and walked around from the side of the bed to stand in front of her. He was controlling himself.

“You almost destroyed me a few minutes ago,” he hissed.

“You lied to me!” she hissed back. “You told me I would get a chance to enjoy Paris before I changed.”

“That’s not much of lie,” he retorted. “Just a stretch of the truth. Besides, who says you can’t have fun here at night?”

“Because I wanted to enjoy my last time in the sun! I won’t be seeing it for who knows how long, and now you’re taking it from me.”

“Big deal, the sun. You’ll get used to not seeing it and you’ll realize you won’t be missing it.” He went back to the suitcase.

She sighed heavily. There was no use to arguing with a 700 year old vampire about the joys of sunlight. He was a nocturnal creature; it meant nothing to him.

She continued staring at the TV, not caring that she could not understand a word that the anchor and reporters were saying. It was just something to drown out the screaming going on in her head. 

She was so lost in that, she almost did not hear Daniel talking to her.

“Again, I could have been destroyed just now, by you,” he was saying. “This is to be my big moment, my time to be inducted into the highest order of the vampires possible. But you could’ve ruined it and I could’ve ended up like Hilde.”

She thought for a moment, carefully choosing her words. “You never really cared about me, did you?”

He looked at her, slowing down his unpacking. “What do you mean?” he finally said, quietly.

“You took advantage of me,” she said, her back still turned away from him. “You were looking for someone to make into vampire. Not as a companion, but as a trophy for your promotion. And you found me.”

When he didn’t answer, Claire turned around and said with more strength. “You were never interested in helping me with freelancing. You didn’t give a shit. You just saw a desperate, naïve young girl and you took advantage of that. You manipulated my mind to focus on you, you seduced me with your vampire ways, to the point that I fell in love with you.”

Snarling, Daniel slowly began to walk over to her again. But Claire kept going.

“There were times when you were mean to me, but I ignored them because I loved you. But when you told me you were a vampire, it was too late for me to get away from you. I was trapped; you trapped me. If I had admitted to myself what an evil, selfish bastard you are, I would have broken up with you before all this hell happened! I should’ve listened to Nancy! She knew all along how heartless you are -”

She stopped the moment Daniel placed his hand around her throat. As she began choking, he leaned in close and whispered through gritted teeth, “You have a choice now. You can be nourishment to the Brothers or be with me forever, as my subordinate. Either way, the life that you knew is over.” He watched her choke. “What say you?”

Though she was struggling to breathe, Claire could feel despair rising in her, with no place to go. It was multiplying, but could only swarm her soul since there was no way out of this situation. She knew Daniel was not going to kill her, but right now, she really didn’t have a choice.

But first she flexed some inner muscles and her despair plummeted into her stomach before being sucked away into a vortex, where pieces of her being were disappearing beyond her reach.

“What say you?” Daniel repeated, squeezing his hand tighter.

Claire formed the words with her mouth and wheezed the word, “you”, and he loosened his grip. He watched as she coughed before taking hold of her shoulders with his supernatural strength. She gasped again and he put his forehead against hers. 

“You are to be mine. You will do whatever I tell you and you will answer to me. You have no friends, no family. All you know is me and who I know. And you will become just like me in every way. You got that?”

Coughing, she nodded as fast as she could, silently begging him to stop crushing her shoulder bones. 

He finally let go and went back to the suitcase. He emptied the rest of its contents before zipping it up and putting it under the bed. Claire sat still, feeling numb, emotionally. Perhaps she would be like this for all times.

When he finally stood up, he said, “And don’t say I didn’t care about you. Had you ever thought I would like a subordinate to have my interests? It’s not fun living for centuries with the same people who you don’t have much in common with.”

When she didn’t answer, he snapped, “Well?”

“I’ll be your subordinate,” she muttered. “How loving that sounds.”

“Who said love had anything to do with this?” He sneered. “I waited hundreds of years for this chance, and I was going to take whoever came my way. You just so happened to be that person, and if using love was the method to prove I was worthy of being promoted, then so be it.”

She sighed and closed her eyes. No tears came. She had cried them all out. 


CHAPTER FIFTEEN




Claire stared into the full length mirror. She barely recognized herself.

She was wearing the black velvet strapless dress, black party shoes, and her hair was neatly brushed, leaving a shine. Her eyes and lips were made up. Around her neck was the ruby and diamond necklace, shining as if the gems were laughing at her. 

She wanted to feel gorgeous at this moment. She was dressed in a way she had always fantasized about, and taking part in an exclusive event. But the event was sinister and her outfit made her feel like she was on her way to her own funeral. 

Her funeral. In more ways than one, she was about to die. Her body would die, and so would her soul. The Claire she thought she had figured out was going to fade away and be replaced by someone she never imagined. Was this the price she was about to pay for loving her friends and family too much? For being foolish enough to fall head over heels for someone a trusted co-worker warned her about?

There was no need to search for answers, nor bring up those questions. Her fate was sealed and she was about to become a different creature. 

Stepping away from the mirror, she went over to her shoulder bag sitting on top of the small table next to the balcony. She dug around before pulling out her phone and clicking it on. She went to her photos and began going through them slowly. They were photos of those she loved. Samantha. Monica. Her parents. Zach and Kristina. Ava. It’s funny how Daniel usually threatened to find the baby and drink her blood more so than the others. Maybe that showed how little human life meant to him, that an infant was worthy of being consumed and thrown aside. Maybe being around for 700 years took away his empathy, or the vampiric blood did that to him. 

Before she turned off her phone, she stared at the photo of the smiling baby. It was sent to her a few hours ago from Kristina, who wanted to show her daughter enjoying a musical Christmas decoration in her living room. This would probably be the only way for Claire to watch her niece grow up, and if so, fine. As long as she stayed alive, then all the killing of innocent people would be worth it. She was a baby, she deserved to live, and she was the closest Claire would ever get to have maternal feelings. No baby would be hers. That was part of the deal. 

Nursing the ache in her heart with a few breaths, she kissed the photo. “For you, Ava. So you wouldn’t lose your beautiful smile,” she whispered, and turned off the phone.

A sound behind her made her turn around. She saw Daniel emerge from the bathroom where he had been combing his hair and straightening his clothing. He wore a black suit and red tie. Claire figured he would wear something more exotic, but he told her he would get decorations signifying his new status.

Smoothing his jacket, he looked at her up and down. “You look beautiful.”

“Thank you,” she said.

Stopping himself from smirking, he added, “Don’t be so glum. This is the beginning of your new life. Think positive.”

She responded by running a hand through her hair, not looking at him.

He walked over to the mirror and rechecked his appearance. Satisfied, he offered her his elbow. “Ready?”

She nodded and put her arm through his. Together they walked out of the bedroom.

Claire had spent the day walking around the property, taking in the last of the sunlight. It was a partly cloudy day, so it gave her a chance to wean off the sun. Some moments the sun, weak as it was, shown warmly on her face, other times it was hidden by the pale gray clouds. Snow was on the ground, but not much. It twinkled at her whether the sun shone or not. Claire allowed herself to miss the flowers, green grass and trees from warmer seasons, but only for a few minutes. She had to accept her memories as they were and have no time for regrets. 

She was left alone during her solemn walk, but she saw each of the Five Brothers peeking his head out from behind a curtain from time to time. She noticed the doubt in their eyes, the questioning reeling in their minds. Part of her wanted to prove she was worthy of being a vampire, maybe so as to avoid being tortured and locked away for decades. But also it could be it was part of the game of her new life. 

But when she saw Casames peering at her from the sliding doors of her bedroom, which led to the small balcony, she wondered what would have happened if she went back inside and threw herself off that, landing head first on the cobblestone patio below. It certainly sounded like an easy way out. She could avoid her future misery and guilt, and there would be no price to pay. Unless of course, there was an afterlife and suicide meant eternal punishment. But wouldn’t God, karma, or the universe forgive her for not adding to the evil in the world?

Possibly, but what were the chances of the vampires allowing her to end her own life? They were tortuous beasts who hated humanity and saw it as something to feed off of in order to enjoy their supernatural strength and abilities. They certainly got a high from that, and it made them want it more. Too bad there was a chance she would be like that one day. 

So,here she was walking down the winding staircase, arm in arm with the man who had and would continue influence her existence forever. It was amazing that when she first saw him that late August day, she didn’t feel any sensation telling her that. It was just an ordinary meeting with a stranger, who held her life in his hands the instant she started talking to him.

They descended from the stairs and stood in the front hallway of the mansion, where there were large windows over the front door. It was close to midnight, and clouds were blocking the full moon. Some stars were visible, twinkling just like her necklace. She decided to say to herself that it was a lovely night, full of mystery, seduction, and the unknown. 

Daniel looked around, searching for someone or something. She finally exercised her strength and asked what was wrong.

“I’m looking for one of the servant boys. I’m not sure where the cellar is, and even if I did, I don’t know the code to get in.”

“Only the Brothers know?”

“Yes. Where we are going to is the seat of their leadership. It’s highly guarded, so only those Five know its code.” He called out for one of the servants and two turned up. Daniel asked them to take them to the cellar, and the boys nodded. Claire and Daniel followed the servants down to the cellar. 

As they entered, Claire saw a row of bunk beds where several young people were resting. Some were reading magazines, others listening to MP3 players. They merely glanced up to see who was going by. She nearly stopped when she saw that they were all chained to their beds, and had fear and despair in their eyes. These people were slaves, Claire realized. For whatever reason, they were locked up in this cellar to be nourishment for the Brothers. This could have been her. She wondered if she should feel relieved that she wasn’t going to be chained up like them. But then it dawned on her that she might feed off of these young people, and she turned away. 

In the middle of the cellar, they stopped in front of a concrete wall and the young men pushed a small cardboard wardrobe out of the way. On the wall was a little metal door, which one boy opened and punched in a few numbers on a security panel. There was a hard, lurching noise and a piece of the wall suddenly moved inwards. Claire was surprised she did not notice that the wall was not fully attached to the rest of the room. 

Once a couple of feet of room was available, the same boy turned on a light, walked in. Daniel followed, pulling her along with him. The other servant stayed behind to close the secret door. Inside, they had to turn sideways to move through the space. She paid close attention to steadying herself on her heels, so she wouldn’t trip, and to slow her heart thudding against her ribcage.

The narrow passageway went for several yards before they reached a narrow stairway. She grabbed the walls for balance while walking down the landing that seemed to go on and on. The passageway was cold and damp, but her body didn’t notice.

They reached the bottom of the stairs and walked another narrow passage that was lit by bare light bulbs. The passage then widened to reveal two wide bronze doors at the end. There was no sinister decoration, no sign in a foreign alphabet to indicate what went behind those doors, but their authoritative appearance made Claire swallow hard. 

The servant punched in a code into another security panel next to the doors. Daniel looked over his shoulder and took Claire’s hand, his eyes hard and cold. 

There was dull clicking sound and the doors came slightly apart. The boy pulled them further apart and over his shoulder, she could see the Five sitting on ornate bronze thrones around a circular room. They wore suit and ties, with dark capes over their shoulders. There were stone walls decorated with tapestries and banners. Pillars with small flames on top lit the room. A black marble platform was in the center, before the Brothers.

The boy announced their arrival and Vorternon invited them in with his booming voice. Daniel pulled her in, his hand tightly around hers, and walked up to the platform, leaving her at the foot. Behind them, the doors slammed shut. The lump in Claire’s throat hardened. 

Vorternon was the first to speak.

“Daniel Poncher, progeny of Hildegard and Michel Baujot. You are in a chamber most vampires do not see. That is because they are unworthy of seeing the seat of our power, to be in the presence of all five of us at once. It is rare that we Brothers gather in this chamber. The last time we did was in 2005, when we had a crisis that could have ruined us all.”

He let the words sink in before continuing. “That crisis made us ever more careful of who we chose to promote, if we ever. The failure of one of your makers has made us very selective on who joins this order, for our memories are very strong. But you proved your loyalty by reporting to us the whereabouts of Hildegard when she went into hiding while we were searching for her.”

Claire fought to keep her jaw from dropping. Daniel had betrayed the one who made him  by turning her over to the head vampires right when she needed his support. What happened to him being grateful for Hilde saving him from death? Did she even know that he did this to her?

From the platform, Daniel looked at her over his shoulder. There was a laughing gleam in his eyes. Claire had her answer.

The Five Brothers saw the exchange, but paid no heed. Instead, Vorternon continued.

“Though you defended your maker at her trial, it was clear to us where your loyalties truly lied. Our laws are important to you, and you will fight for our kind. By doing those, you made yourself a worthy choice to be made an Defenderr of the Blood.”

The cold air at last came over Claire and she began shivering. 

Vorternon motioned Daniel forward. “Please, step forward.”

He stepped off the platform and walked up to Vorternon, who stood. Daniel kneeled before him, bowed his head, and the head vampire said to him, “Repeat what I say. I, Daniel Poncher, swear allegiance to the Five Brothers, the first to achieve immortality, to achieve the power and strength humans have always wanted. It was them who earned the power of the spirits, and it is them all vampires should bow down before in honor and respect. It is I who will protect and serve them. It is I who will demonstrate the power of the Five Brothers to all I know. To all I know, they will know who rules the darkness.”

Daniel repeated the oath with a touch of humility. He was likely thinking how he once was a shamed illegitimate who had no place in the world, and now was a high ranking vampire. 

When he was done, Vorternon took a small dagger that was resting on the arm of his seat. He pulled up his sleeve to reveal his wrist and dragged the dagger over it, producing a wound. Black blood appeared and he held out his wrist.

“Drink, Daniel. Few ever get to have the blood of the first vampires.”

Daniel leaned in and sucked the wound. Vorternon let him drink for about a minute before stopping him. He pulled away, and bowed his head again.  

“I, Vorternon, in the presence of all my Brothers, declare you a Defender of the Blood. You may arise.” There was a round of applause from the other vampires as Daniel rose. He received kisses on both cheeks from Vorternon, and was presented with a dagger by Azuelo, and a black cape by Casames. Elleso gave him a wide gold chain that rested on his shoulders, while Gosheven gave him a sack of gold. He was beaming with modesty in front of the Five. 

The applause died down, and Daniel returned to the platform and waited.

Claire felt cold sweat break out on her forehead. She was choking from the lump in her throat, and her heart was careening as though it was making the most of its final beats. She felt as though her own flesh and bones were trapping her from running away, even though there was no way out. 

Watching Daniel from behind, she knew he was anticipating what was coming next. All his weeks of tricking her and pretending to love her, followed by a couple of weeks showing the power that he was going to have over her, had all come down to this. His wait was over. He could finally be a master over someone.

The Brothers sat on their thrones again. Vorternon cleared his throat before speaking again. 

“Lord Daniel Poncher, part of your newfound privilege is that you are permitted to create another of our kind: pass our precious blood to a human and make that one like us. We believe our achievement is worthy sharing with others, but it is not easy to choose one. Yet you claim that you have.”

“Yes, master,” Daniel bowed his head. “It took me a while but I did find someone who is worthy of being like us. I find her to be obedient, flexible, eager, and full of energy.”

“Excellent. Those are qualities we look for in a human, for it means their transition would be smooth. Please, bring your human forward.”

Daniel turned and extended his hand out to Claire. She took it and stepped up to be beside him. Her heart and breathing picked up pace. She was certain fear was in her eyes.

She looked at the Brothers one by one. They stared back at her, analyzing what would become of her.

Daniel rubbed his thumb over her hand, but his touch was hollow. He didn’t look at her.

Vorternon then spoke. “Lord Daniel Poncher, why do you want this human to join us?”

“Because, master,” he responded humbly. “It is not easy to spend centuries with the same people, many of whom do not see the world the same as you do. It is also lonely and isolating being what we are. I must admit that is the downside of our existence.”

The Brothers nodded and Daniel continued. “When I met Claire McCormick, I felt I could enjoy myself again. She is fresh, lively, and has an innocence to her that is difficult to find among our jaded kind. I hope she does not lose what I enjoy about her.” 

Claire glanced at him and he looked at her, giving her a slight nod. She lowered her eyes and went back facing the Brothers.

“Then, Claire McCormick, do you accept what is about to happen to you?” Vorternon asked. “Do you understand the existence you are about to have, and what would be expected of you?”

She made herself nod. “Yes,” she said, as firm as possible.

“Well now.” Vorternon put his hands together and stood, the others following. “What are we waiting for?”

The Brothers held up their hands, palms up, closed their eyes and began chanting in a strange language, probably the one of their ancient tribe. They sounded humble in their chant.

Claire looked up at Daniel, who had turned to face her. His jaw was firm and his eyes were glimmering with a mad excitement. Just like he did with the Ukrainian girl, he ran one hand through her hair and when it got the end, he pulled it down, exposing her throat. She closed her eyes, anticipating the pain that was to come.

“Claire,” he whispered. She swallowed and opened her eyes. He didn’t look pleased that she tried to block out the ceremony, but when he saw she was going to watch, his excitement returned. 

Putting his other hand at her throat, he delicately ran his forefinger down where the veins were. He then pulled his head back and his fangs grew out. They seemed sharper and longer than when she first saw them. 

Just as the Brothers’ chant had gotten louder and more forceful, Daniel brought his head down and punctured her neck. She yelped and groaned, the pain more intense in her anticipation.

The room stopped spinning as he sucked the flowing blood from her wound. Claire moaned and gasped as she felt her insides melt away. His sucking was so forceful, she could feel the blood from all over her body move towards his mouth. Her brain rioted. Her heartbeat was getting louder and more painful.

Then the room started to get darker.  

As her eyes fluttered, she wondered if this was it. She had reached the end. He had no intention of making her a vampire. He just wanted to boast about how manipulative and powerful he was over humans to his superiors. And they went along to see how good their new Defender was.

In one second, an image of Ava smiling flashed through her mind. With her final strength, Claire begged to Daniel that he would leave the little girl alone.

“Daniel!” came a loud demand. 

The chanting had stopped. A gasp from him and he pulled back. His mouth was covered with blood, and his eyes were lustful in their fluorescent hue. 

“Control yourself,” said Casames. “If you want her, you must make her.”

Panting, Daniel blinked his eyes a few times before they returned to the normal color. He looked at Claire as though he was seeing her for the first time. She was slumping down in his arms, her skin pale and eyes rolling back into her head.

Removing one arm from behind her, he bit into his wrist and put it up to her mouth. “Claire,” he said, still panting. “Drink from me.”

She struggled to breath in and focus her eyes.

“Claire, please!” He put the bleeding wrist directly into her mouth and let the black blood drip in.

At first, it had a tangy, metallic taste like any other blood. But as it dripped onto her tongue, there was a sweetness to the blood that aroused her taste buds. She licked at the wound before wrapping her lips around it and drinking. The chanting continued.

The more she drank, the more she could feel her strength returning. She was able to stand up alone. The darkness went away, as did the headache. The blood tasted so good, so warm.

But then with one final suck, she felt like she had drank poison. A stabbing feeling came to her organs, tearing and ripping at her. Her heart lurched forward and twisted. Her head felt like it could literally explode. 

She began crying out and writhing. Daniel tried to hold on to her, but she could no longer stand and fell to the floor, twisting around in agony.  Whatever was happening to her, she wanted to end, either with death or life.

He squatted beside her and held her down. She could hear the chanting reach fanatical levels. 

Her body than crumbled into a ball before jerking straight like a plank. Then it froze. Everything became still, and the chamber grew quiet. The only sound she heard was her heart beating and her breathing calming down.

Her heart began to relax and slow. Then it got slower. Her breathing became more steady.

Then her heartbeats came further and further apart. Until there was no more heartbeat.

She was still breathing.




When she reopened her eyes after her final heartbeat, Claire knew she had changed. The room was not as dark as before. Instead, her new eyesight illuminated everything as though she had night vision. She could even see the faintest dents on the chamber walls. Even Daniel’s face looked magnified as he knelt over her, a pleasing smile spreading over his face. It was as if he knew he had done well in choosing her to be like them. She couldn’t help but be delighted and she had a smile to her face at every creak and crack. It was like being a newborn.

But within hours, she felt that surge of pain again all through her organs. Her upper jaw ached and her eye teeth grew into two long fangs. She was thirsty.

Horror gripped her as her new reality set in. She truly was a vampire now, and forever she would be desperate for blood. That meant she would feed from whoever she could find. 

Frightened, she told Daniel not to take her out hunting, she was not ready. He raised an eyebrow over that and was about to object when Elleso called over one of the slave boys. As he came to her side, all she could see was the bluish tinge of the veins shining brightly on his neck. A new aroma entered her nose and it was the sweet smell of blood. She had not bitten him yet.

Daniel wanted instruct her on how to bite his neck but her thirst was her guide. Her new instinct took over and she was consuming the kid’s blood. She knew that he was moaning from pain and fearing that he might die. But his blood tasted better than everything she ever liked put together and she could have dried him out had Daniel and the Brothers not stopped her. The boy had to be carried away to rest. 

“He’ll have a headache soon and will be bedridden for a while,” Daniel said. “But you did good on your first try. See what I mean? You will adjust easily to this.”

Licking her lips, Claire reflected on what just happened. She had treated a living, breathing human being practically as food for her to consume. She didn’t know the kid’s name or where he was from, but she deeply regretted what she had did. While it was relieving to know she still had empathy, Claire was horrified that her thirst had won over a part of her that was still human. How could she spend eternity like this?

In the middle of the afternoon, in the bedroom, she woke up from her sleep. She tried to take the time to enjoy her new sight and hearing when her eyes fell over to the floor, where sunlight shone from a slight opening of the curtains. Curious, she tiptoed over to the spot, careful not to wake Daniel, and knelt beside the light. She took a deep breath and stuck her index finger into the light and waited. In mere seconds, her finger turned red and gray smoke rose from it. A sizzling sound erupted and Claire cried out in pain. She pulled her finger back and jerked away from the light. She bumped into the bed and saw Daniel was sitting up, a very annoyed expression on him.

“What’s wrong with you?” he asked. “Can’t you take my word that you cannot be in the sun anymore? Not for many years?” He grabbed her hand, examined the finger before biting into his wrist - the one he did not use the previous night - and let some drops of blood onto the wounded finger. Like medicine, the blood stung her but it healed her finger. She amazed by the quick process, but like when a child touches something burning hot, she learned she was officially unable to be in the sun ever again.

So, the night was her new daytime. The moon was her sun and the stars were now her companions. She would have to rely on her new vision to delight in the flowers, the green grass and trees, even though it would not have the same affect. 

She tried her best not to mourn, but the feeling of loss resonated in her. She kept seeing her friends and family walking beside her, talking and encouraging her that all would be all right. She even saw images of Ava, smiling and giggling as she enjoyed the world around her. Whenever Claire wondered if her niece felt the same way as she did, being a newborn, she stopped herself. Her niece was not mad for blood, and she wasn’t capable of killing anyone. Claire felt ashamed of actually associating her new life to the baby girl. 

A couple of nights later, she and Daniel finally went to Paris. The streetlights shone brightly in the night, almost creating a daylight sensation as they strolled along the streets, taking in the city just after sundown. His arm was wrapped around her shoulders, while her hands were in her coat pockets, her eyes darting around. This was the first time she was out of the mansion since her transformation, and she couldn’t stop herself from admiring the world around her. Sure, she was seeing the high end fashion stores with their expensive clothes displayed in their windows, but she was heavily distracted.

“You’re going to do more shopping,” Daniel was saying as they passed one of the stores. “You live in TriBeCa now, and you have no need to dress like a poor college student anymore. Take Hilde with you, or Yvette and Carys. Oh, and don’t hold back when everyone gets affectionate, you have nothing to hold you back now. No diseases, no judgment, certainly no pregnancies. Have fun with all of us. Also, when you do go shopping, let me know so I can time you. I can’t have you go out meeting with your old roommates, especially before you hunt. Your pale skin would make them suspicious. And be careful how much you contact them…”

His voice trailed off when he finally realized Claire was not paying attention to him. Daniel was irritated, but his face softened when he noticed her awestruck demeanor. 

“You are not seeing things,” Daniel said. “Your new eyesight is helping you see in the night. Everything looks brighter now than before. I remember when I changed it was nighttime, but it looked like the sun was out. That’s how powerful your senses are now.”

How true. She could hear not only the thoughts of people as she passed them, but also the individual sound of cars driving and horns beeping at the Arc de Triomphe a few of miles away. She could even smell whiffs of perfume and cologne from people across the wide street from her. 

But she could also smell their blood, right through their clothes and skin. The scent of blood was like a fragrance to her, because it smelled so sweet to her. But unlike any other fragrance, this one created a maelstrom in her. She could feel the hunger in her eyes and the taste of warm blood in her mouth. She also felt her upper jaw ache and her fangs begin to shape. All she wanted to do was pounce on the nearest person, sink her fangs into them and devour all their blood. It was pure insanity. Didn’t she realize she was passing human beings, people who had a right to live and weren’t to be at her mercy? Walking through the streets became more of a battle to control herself rather than simple sightseeing.

Daniel noticed and squeezed her shoulder. “Don’t worry, you’ll get use to this. Think of it as sort of a new reflex, only in time this reflex will subside as you mature.”

“Will I become less thirsty?” she asked.

He looked at her in disbelief. “Come on, Claire. You’ll never be less thirsty. This is your new existence, live with it.”

“But you said -”

“What I meant was, as a newborn vampire you are out of control. Just like a human child has to learn to control their impulses, you’ll eventually learn to control yours.” He then leaned in to hiss in her ear, “Until the time is right and then you can relish in your instincts.”

Instincts. It was becoming ever more clear to Claire that she was no longer a simple human being, and her life’s destiny had taken a sharp turn. She still couldn’t grasp the idea of never dying, and she really didn’t want to. All she knew was that she had a long road ahead of her and she hoped it was a path she had wisely chosen.
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