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Raina always smiled when the blood came on
the first stick. For her, the very practice of phlebotomy had
always had a strangely dark, morbid, and somewhat taboo allure to
it. The fact that she now performed blood draws as a means of petty
secondary income was, in itself, a perk. The true reward of her
practice was in spending such moments with the clientele that she
serviced.

“Bingo,” she murmured as a flash of blood
appeared and then halted in the first inch of clear tubing of the
winged collection device.

The use of a butterfly needle in this case
had been necessary only because of the location and condition of
her client’s vein. Working as a phlebotomist at the county
hospital, she had been afforded countless opportunities to hone the
skills of her trade by drawing blood from hundreds of worst-case
scenario patients. As such, clients such as this one that hired her
outside of the hospital were similarly difficult draws.

The veins of this woman’s arms had been
completely useless for phlebotomy; she had sunken, round spots of
scar tissue in the bends of her elbows and on the back of her hands
from the countless draws she had experienced, as well as a few
scars of bites upon her wrists and neck. The woman was only in her
mid-twenties, if even that, and yet she had veins as bad as those
that Raina had seen on long-term heroin addicts twice her age.

The woman still had her eyes squeezed tightly
shut. “Did you get it?”

“Of course,” Raina replied with a lingering
smirk as she carefully switched her hold upon the needle from her
right hand to her left. “I don’t get paid to miss.”

“Is it still in?”

“Only for a few more seconds,” she reassured
the woman.

“Oh, good. I can’t even feel it this
time.”

Raina slipped a seven-milliliter,
green-topped evacuated tube into the butterfly’s hub and pressed it
onto the output shaft. It made a small squeak as the needle pierced
the rubber cap of the tube, and the blood immediately began to
creep down the foot-long length of tubing toward the hub and
tube.

“Is it going?”

“So far, so good,” she reassured her. “Just
don’t move.”

“Okay.” A few seconds passed as the woman’s
blood crept out of the pierced vein in her ankle and into the
awaiting tube. “Y’know, you’re the only person that’s ever able to
get me on the first try. Nurses at the hospital always have to
stick me at least three or four times.”

“That’s because they’re always in a hurry.
You’ve been drinking plenty of water today, haven’t you?” she asked
softly as she watched the tube slowly fill. Keeping patients and
clients distracted with conversation made them less apt to faint or
feel pain.

“Yeah. No booze, no beer, and no soda, just
water. Right?”

The woman opened her eyes only to turn her
head and look at the pale-skinned male sitting in the front
passenger-side seat of Raina’s Lincoln. He nodded with a subtle
smirk, but his gaze was firmly riveted to the crimson substance
that filled the tube. She may as well have spoken something in an
alien language for all he cared, as it was clear that he was
completely oblivious to anything else in the world but that line of
red trickling into a plastic tube.

Vampires tended to be very controlling of
their steady blood, particularly when it came to matters that
involved their nutrition. Some vampires (perhaps even the one
sitting nearby) would go so far as to force an excessive regimen of
vitamin supplements, mineral water, and certain foods upon their
steady blood, hoping to hasten the human body’s ability to replace
that which the vampires took away. Such humans provided vampires
with a means of legal survival, voluntarily donating measures of
their blood to keep down those natural cravings and thereby avoid
an incidence of bloodlust. It was moments such as this when Raina
sometimes wondered just how much of a vampire’s bond to their
steady blood was emotional, and how much of it was purely
parasitic. There never seemed to be much offered in return for the
human in such relationships, other than a (usually empty) promise
that the vampire would someday grant that person the gift of
immortal youth … although, by the time such an offer was made, the
human partner often would be too used up and too frail to survive
the Change.

She only looked down to the needle in her
ankle for an instant before squeezing her eyes shut once more. “Let
me know when you’re done.”

“Almost there.”

Raina found it darkly amusing to see someone
could still be so squeamish about needles after clearly having
donated blood so many times. It wasn’t the sight of blood this
woman feared, obviously, as much as it was the instrument that
Raina used to extract it. More than once, clients had passed out on
her in mid-draw, or shortly thereafter. It was no fault of hers, of
course, but rather the effects of phobias that some people held.
She couldn’t laugh, of course – not because they were paying
clients of hers, but due to the fact that she certainly had some
unusual and very deep-seated fears of her own. Everyone had their
own personal demons, and Raina had a small army of them,
herself.

She allowed the tube and hub to rest upon the
leather surface of the rear seat as she reached for the tourniquet
with her right hand, keeping a steady left hand upon the winged
needle to assure that it did not move out of place as she did so.
She wasn’t going to wait until the tube had completely filled
before ending the draw, because she depended upon that last
remaining bit of vacuum in the tube to pull out the surplus blood
left in the butterfly’s line after disengaging. Not a drop was to
go to waste, she had learned, because legal blood was almost as
difficult to obtain as a prescription for medicinal marijuana. She
had actually lost the business of one of her first clients because
she had failed to move that quarter of a milliliter of blood left
in the butterfly line into a tube.

The tourniquet she used was unusual in that
it was not a simple strip of latex or nitrile rubber like the ones
she used at the hospital for routine draws. Rather, it was a soft
but strong cloth strap with a buckle that could be cinched tight
with one hand, and then released with the mere press of a button.
It worked better to aid her in difficult draws such as this one,
helping reluctant veins to stand out more cooperatively because of
the way it applied pressure more evenly to the limb being used.
Additionally, she’d found that this unique tool often impressed
clients, adding a greater sense of professionalism to her work that
gave her so many returning customers that referred others to
her.

The tourniquet’s buckle released its tension
with a click, and she allowed the item to drop onto the seat as she
reached up to the rear shelf of the Lincoln Town Car for a cotton
ball. She placed the cotton ball over the puncture site, withdrew
the needle smoothly an instant before applying pressure with the
cotton, and deftly slid the needle shaft into the winged barrel of
the butterfly with a tug upon the tubing grasped between her thumb
and ring finger. Securing the needle in a safe position to avoid an
accidental stick was her first priority after any draw. Every
patient or client was to be regarded as potentially diseased,
because not every blood borne pathogen in the world had obvious
telltale signs like pale flesh, super-dilated pupils, and elongated
upper canine teeth.

“All done, my dear,” the vampire assured his
steady blood, reaching over the back of the seat to brush a few
limp strands of the blonde woman’s dyed black hair. “The worst has
passed, love.”

Raina ignored the vampire’s attempt at
romance as she freed the tube from the butterfly’s hub with another
rubbery squeak. She carefully fished the butterfly needle, line,
and hub into the opening of the little red plastic container
sitting upon the fold-down center armrest, and began to invert the
tube full of blood repeatedly. Flip-flopping the tube a few times
gently mixed the blood with the anticoagulant agent in the tube –
in this case, sodium-heparin – and thereby preventing the blood
from clotting. While most tests in the hospital laboratory relied
upon clot-activator and serum-separator tubes, anticoagulant tubes
were the choice means of blood collection for vampires. Tubes that
used any form of heparin were particular favorites among vampiric
connoisseurs because it was a more natural anticoagulant agent than
others such as EDTA, which could adversely affect the quality of
the blood’s flavor.

“Cheers,” she announced softly as she held up
twenty-five dollars’ worth of blood. The vampire took the warm tube
of crimson from her with a fang-flashing smile. “Just don’t drink
it in the car, okay? I don’t want blood on my seats.”

“As you wish,” he agreed with a nod.
Something in the way he stared at that tube of blood as he held it
up to the brilliance of the Lincoln’s dome light made her wonder if
he really would wait until he got out of the car before popping the
top and downing that shot of nature’s macabre liquor.

Raina laid a piece of surgical tape across
the cotton ball to secure it into place on the woman’s leg. She
then began to recollect her small bunch of supplies into a red
plastic fisherman’s tackle box that sat upon the floor of the car.
The vampire stepped out of the car first, opened the rear door for
his steady blood, and waited for her to give Raina a small folded
bundle of cash and a word of thanks before she stepped out. The
woman paused to lean upon the door as she slipped her bare foot
into her rather expensive black high-heeled shoe, smoothed out her
equally pricey cocktail dress, and then shut the door almost
simultaneously as the vampire closed his own with an unintentional
slam.

She tried not to be obvious about it, but
Raina couldn’t resist watching the vampire consume the fruit of her
own labor and that of the woman’s veins. Again, literally as though
he were knocking back a shot of bourbon, the vampire audibly popped
off the top of the tube, placed it to his lips, and tilted his head
back. He stood there in the urine-yellow glow of the sodium-vapor
street lamps with his eyes closed, letting every last bit of the
blood he could tap out of the tube drip into his open mouth. The
woman wrapped her arms about the vampire’s waist and laid her head
upon his shoulder as he swished the measure of blood about in his
mouth like he was about to gargle with it. He savored it for
several seconds before she saw him swallow, closing his eyes and
licking his lips. The act was about as romantic as a wino taking a
long swig of a four-dollar merlot.

Was she merely becoming jaded to this
subculture, or had vampires truly ceased to even try to validate
their reputation as sensual, seductive creatures? Perhaps not, for
this was merely a different version of the same situation she’d
seen so many other times among human couples. A rich man with a
trophy girlfriend, bound to one another by their own selfish
desires – hers being financial, and his being physiological.
Obviously, he had supplied her with the nice clothes, the jewelry
she wore, and the privilege of being a successful vampire’s steady
blood, again with the (presumed) promise of someday becoming his
bloodspawn. In return, she was gradually sacrificing her body’s
ability to circulate blood effectively to her limbs by scarring up
her veins to keep his thirst satisfied. It was a sexless form of
prostitution, a modernized and twisted form of getting paid to
donate blood – selling one’s life away one drink at a time.

She’d seen many other people give up far more
for far less in return. Nevertheless, she felt the vampire could
have at least afforded to pay for her to see a hairdresser that
could give her a better style and dye job. The woman, whose name
she’d already forgotten, looked like a textbook-perfect example of
what every downward-spiraling “vamp junkie” in the world looked
like … according to fundamentalist Christian groups, anyway. Sadly,
if she hadn’t been open-minded enough to have met so many others
and learned otherwise, perhaps she may have been inclined to
believe the stereotype, herself.

In one hand, Raina wadded up the used alcohol
pad, extra cotton balls, and the packaging for the winged
collection device, and then stripped off her blue nitrile rubber
gloves in such a way that it all formed one neatly-wrapped little
wad of trash. She tossed the rest of her goods back into the tackle
box, clicked off the dome light, locked up the car, and placed her
equipment in the trunk next to an empty cardboard box into which
she tossed her handful of trash. She grabbed her small purse, poked
her fresh wad of cash into it, and shut the trunk lid before
walking back towards the club’s entrance.

The vampire’s steady blood waved goodbye to
her as they passed her on the way out of the parking lot in a
sleek-looking, very new, and very expensive sports car. The car’s
exhaust note ripped through the dry and warm Arizona night air of
March, accompanied by the screech of spinning tires. Grimly, she
wondered if the woman might unknowingly be waving goodbye to her
for the last time.

The intoxicating effects of blood consumption
upon a vampire meant that it probably was a bad idea for him to be
driving. Even a shot of blood such as what he’d imbibed could have
the same effect upon a vampire as, say, two or three shots of rum
could have upon her – an addictive high that reinforced the already
automatic desire a vampire felt to seek out blood. What was she
going to do about it, though? The vamp was a local celebrity with
good lawyers on retainer. Calling the police would have been a
fruitless effort, and a poor decision for the sake of her small
business reputation. Vampires had to drink, and so did she, as she
suddenly found herself craving something cold and alcoholic.

 


* * * *

 



Chapter Two

 


 


 


“Double rum and cola, please. Biggest glass
you’ve got,” Raina told the bartender as she reclaimed her
barstool, “and very little ice.”

The petite blonde behind the bar held up a
clean pint glass for her to see. “Big enough?”

“Bigger.” The blonde produced a chilled stein
from the freezer, to which Raina shrugged. “That’ll work, I
guess.”

“Hard day?” she bartender asked.

“Hard life,” Raina responded under her
breath.

Raina laid her tiny purse upon the bar before
turning to her raven-haired companion. Their eyes met for only an
instant before Raina automatically glanced away. The longer she
knew Brenna, and the closer they became as friends, the more
difficult it was for Raina to meet her gaze directly. Perhaps a
part of it was due to what she’d just observed moments ago, but it
was altogether a different matter of discomfort, for the most
part.

“How’s business?” Brenna asked with a slight
nod towards the door.

Raina rested an elbow upon the bar and her
chin in her palm. “Bloody.”

“But lucrative, I hope…?”

“More or less,” Raina conceded with another
shrug. “At least I got a tip this time. Everyone else seems to
think I’m just doing a public service.”

“Well … aren’t you?” she asked with a raised
eyebrow.

“Not really,” Raina said. “I’d like to say
I’m just a small-time entrepreneur, but that would imply that I’m
actually making a lot of money.”

“You make enough to cover your tab and mine
every night, and then some.”

Raina pointed to the half-empty stein of beer
next to Brenna. “You want another?”

“Hmm … let me think about that.” And with
that, Brenna raised the stein and poured the contents straight down
her throat in a single motion – just one of her many strange
talents. She clunked the stein down upon the bar, wiped her lips
carefully, and nodded in acceptance.

Shaking her head, but smiling, Raina sighed,
“You are such a freak of nature.”

“Oh, you know you love me.”

Raina had known Brenna for a few years. In
many ways that weren’t always obvious, they were complete
opposites, yet she considered Brenna to be one of her two best
friends. As she saw it, everyone needed an influential balance. On
one shoulder sat an angel – her other friend, Lisa – and on the
other was her devil, Brenna. As she’d come to learn, it was perhaps
the only way to truly get the most out of life without running
oneself directly into the ground. Although her life was very, very
far from eventful or emotionally fulfilling, there was certainly no
shortage of amusement to be had when she was with Brenna. However,
she was always worried that spending too much time with her would
somehow get her into serious trouble at some point, and so it was
her “safer” friend, Lisa, that often was the voice of reason and
sanity to steer her away from regrettable decisions. What Brenna
said to her next, however, seemed almost completely out of
character.

“Y’know, you’ve been drinking an awful lot,
lately.”

Raina blinked at her as the bartender
presented her poison of choice. “This coming from the chick who
practically inhales Coors Light?”

“Nah … I was just showing off,” Brenna said
dismissively with a graceful wave of her black polished nails.
“Seriously, though. Is this your new angle on meeting someone?”

“How’s that?”

“The way you’re sucking down booze, lately,”
Brenna said, pointing to her as Raina almost unconsciously took a
long gulp from her own drink, “it’s like you’re hoping to get
forced into AA meetings just so you can find a date.”

Raina rolled her eyes and swiveled upon her
stool to face the bar directly. She stared up at one of the
television sets above the bar, watching the silent images of a
special news report whose headline asked, High Court Terror Alert?
File footage of Grand Duchess Duvessa Fallamhain speaking at past a
news conference was shown before another clip of her being rushed
into a limousine and surrounded by human and vampire bodyguards in
what appeared to be a recent and chaotic event. The sound of that
television was switched off, though, in favor of the much louder
and apparently more interesting banter of a sports commentator and
an arena full of cheering fans blared from a March Madness
basketball game broadcast on the huge flat-screen television on the
other end of the bar.

Raina sighed. “I think it’s pretty safe to
say that the chances of me finding a date anywhere in the next few
years are slim to none.”

“Bullshit. You’re hot.”

“Says you.”

“Yeah, says me,” Brenna countered. “You’re
cute as hell, you know it, and you always try to hide it.”

“How?”

“By dressing like a librarian,” she said,
gesturing to her friend’s businesslike but semi-gothic outfit –
modest-length skirt, long-sleeved silk blouse, thigh-high
stockings, and low-heeled dress shoes, all black.

“There’s nothing wrong with the way I dress.
I have to look presentable for my clients.”

“You’re dressing yourself down because you
don’t want to show off what you’ve got.”

“Dressing down? You make it sound like I’m
wearing pajama pants, a dirty T-shirt, and bunny slippers.”

“Well … no offense, my sweet, but it’s not
exactly a flirty outfit.”

“Well … some guys like the understated look.”
Raina shook her head. “Besides, it’s not like anybody’s interested
in anything that I have to offer for looks, anyhow.”

“I’ve always been interested.”

“Besides you, I mean.”

“What, my opinion doesn’t count,
anymore?”

“You’re biased.”

“I’m not biased, I’m bisexual … but that’s
beside the point.”

“Friends can’t tell friends they’re hot. It’s
not a fair call,” Raina insisted. “It’s like a mother telling her
daughter that she’s pretty. It’s not an objective opinion.”

“Okay, you want a second opinion? Watch
this.” Brenna flagged down the blonde bartender that was already
returning with a fresh stein of beer. “Hey, can I ask you something
personal, dear?”

The blue-eyed blonde gave a perky nod.
“Sure!”

“You promise not to get offended?”

“Offended? Hell no! Shit, the things some of
these guys ask me here…”

Brenna put an arm around Raina’s shoulders
and gestured theatrically. “Would you go gay for my friend,
here?”

For a second, the bartender only gave a blank
deer-in-the-headlights stare. “Do what?”

“Hypothetically speaking, if you were looking
to get with another woman, wouldn’t you want to get your freak on
with someone like my pretty friend here?” she persisted as Raina
hid her face with her hands, groaning.

The petite blonde looked at Raina for a
moment, almost appearing to seriously ponder the question, before
declaring, “Oh, hell yeah! She’s a cutie! I mean, c’mon! Look at
her! I’d be all over that in a second!” And then, after a second or
two passed and her smile faltered just a bit, she asked, “Why? I
mean, she’s not really…?”

“No, no, for the last time, no! I am not
gay!” Raina cried, throwing her hands in the air. “Just because I’m
not married and I don’t have a boyfriend right now doesn’t
automatically mean I’m into chicks, okay? Jesus!”

“Oh, good,” said the blonde, sounding almost
relieved, “because, um … neither am I.” And she stood there for a
moment, awkwardly wringing her hands, then spun on her heel and
immediately decided she needed to be elsewhere. Raina and Brenna
watched her abrupt departure, glanced at one another, and broke out
laughing.

“Please, don’t ever do that to me again,”
Raina said after awhile.

“Aw, c’mon. What’s with all the homophobia
here?”

“Homophobia?”

“Yeah, y’know … queer fear,” Brenna
elaborated.

“I know what it means. I don’t have a fear of
queers.”

“You’re afraid of me.”

“You’re not queer.”

“Queerer than you,” she insisted with a nod
and a genuine, fang-baring grin, “regardless of which definition of
‘queer’ you prefer.”

“Yeah, well … as a human, I have good reason
to be afraid of you.”

Brenna frowned. “You’re not gonna go playing
the race card on me now, are you?”

“Sorry, but you know it’s true.”

“What, that you’re afraid of me?”

Raina hesitated. “Look, you know it’s not
that I don’t trust you, but…”

“What? You’re seriously afraid of me?” Brenna
interrupted, appearing genuinely shocked. “When did this happen?
What changed? What did I do?”

“Don’t. Please, just don’t go there with me
right now,” Raina said, picking up her drink again. “Let’s just
play nice and get buzzed like normal folks, okay?”

Brenna clinked her beer stein to Raina’s
glass and they both took a long sip, with Raina taking in more than
Brenna, for once. Brenna set her mug down and laid a hand upon her
friend’s shoulder.

“If this is about your parents, then…”

Raina silenced her with a raised hand,
hesitating to reply as she swallowed. “Not in public.”

“Fine, not now,” she surrendered, “but we are
so going to hit that topic later on tonight.”

“Not if I get drunk enough, we won’t.”

“The more, the better. Alcohol is like a
truth serum with you. Every time you get plastered, the shit that
you wind up confessing to me at random gets more and more
interesting.”

“Or depressing,” Raina added.

“Only the stuff about your parents.”

“Brenna,” Raina said in a low, warning
tone.

“Okay, okay…”

After a few moments, Raina relieved the
awkward pause by adding, “Whatever I say when we’re drinking won’t
do you any good if you can’t remember it the next morning,
anyway.”

Brenna laughed. “See, that’s the thing.
You’ve told me lots of things when you’re drunk that you never
would have told me sober, but I’m sure you don’t even remember half
of them. I can never get drunk enough to black out unless I’m
really, really trying. I can drink any of you humans under the
table two times over, and you know it.”

“Yeah, you’ve proven it a few times.”

“And no offense, my sweet, but you are never
gonna live down what happened last Halloween.”

Feeling her jaw tighten slightly, Raina
thought, Great, she would have to bring that up again, wouldn’t
she? As usual, she aimed to abruptly steer the conversation away
before it could get too uncomfortable. She hadn’t had an especially
bad night in awhile, and she wanted to keep it that way for as long
as possible.

“Yeah, well … hey, at least I wasn’t
driving.” Raina patted her friend’s hand. “Y’know, you’re the
perfect designated driver. You can match me drink-for-drink, and
even if I’m totally gone, you’re still safe to drive.”

“Behold, the beauty of being a bat, my
sweet,” she replied with an elegant, open-armed gesture.

There was almost a full minute of silence
between them as the boisterous ambience of the sports bar covered
what would have been an otherwise awkward moment. Brenna leaned
back and stretched a bit, holding her arms overhead. Raina watched
out of the corner of her eye, fully expecting her friend’s ample
breasts to come free of the black lace-up, strapless corset she
wore. Somehow, they remained in place discreetly, and the nearby
men were spared a free show. Obviously sensing their gaze, she
arched her back a bit more, almost deliberately posing in such a
way that the risk of exposure seemed inevitable. Cleavage, but no
nipples for the boys tonight – there was a fifteen-dollar cover
charge for the privilege of that sight when she was on the clock at
the club two streets west.

After awhile, Raina finally sighed, “I still
can’t believe I did that.”

Brenna turned towards her again after giving
a flirty smile to one of the gawkers at the pool table across the
room. “What?”

“Last Halloween.”

“You mean when you started kissing on
everyone?” Brenna gladly reminded her. “Including me?”

“Not so much that.” Actually, she hadn’t
remembered kissing Brenna at all that night … nor did she remember
much of anything else.

“What?”

“Hooking up with Steve. And in your bed, of
all places.”

“Hey, now. What’s wrong with my bed? It’s a
nice setup. I paid damn good money for it.”

“Isn’t there some kind of rule of general
household etiquette that says it’s not okay to do it on your
friend’s bed?”

Brenna laughed, combing her fingers through
her waist-long, shiny black hair. “Nah, I was cool about it. I
didn’t care. It’s not like you stained the sheets or anything.”

“You mean you checked?”

“Not exactly, no. Then again, the designs on
my sheets hide just about everything, so even if you did, I never
saw it. Like I said, no big deal.”

“But … you were there when it happened!”

“Well, duh! I wasn’t going to just drop you
off at your place and hope nothing bad happened to you. I wanted to
make sure you were in a safe environment. Plus, I didn’t want to
risk the chance you’d pass out and choke to death on your own
vomit.”

“How … lovely,” Raina responded, wrinkling
her nose with disgust. “But that’s not the point. I mean, you were
there. There’s only half of a wall between the bed and the sofa in
that apartment of yours.”

“Yeah, and even I had to have a smoke when
you two were done,” she giggled. “Honestly, though, I was outside
on the balcony the whole time. I probably smoked half a pack while
I was out there.”

“The balcony right outside the bedroom?”

“No, the one on the other side!” she
insisted, starting to sound a bit offended. “God! What, did you
think I could just stand out there on the patio looking in and just
watch?”

“Well, as much as you’re always hitting on
me, why wouldn’t you?”

“Because then I would’ve had to join in, and
that would’ve totally crossed the line.”

“Not that I would’ve remembered if you had,
anyway,” she confessed, feeling more embarrassed by the memory
every time her friend kept resurrecting it. “Seriously, I was so
messed up, my memory of that entire night isn’t even a blur. It’s
just flat out gone. One minute we were here in the bar, and the
next thing I knew, I was waking up next to some random guy and
making a mad dash to the bathroom to puke my guts out.”

“Lightweight,” Brenna teased her with a nudge
of her elbow. “At least you didn’t barf on my bed or the
floor.”

Taking her eyeglasses off for a moment to
blow a loose eyelash from one of the lenses, Raina once again
fought the urge to admit that it wasn’t the hangover that caused
her nausea, but the sudden overwhelming panic attack she’d
suffered. She had never slept with a stranger before that night.
She considered herself a borderline neurotic when it came to her
fears of pregnancy and sexually transmitted diseases. Finding
herself half-naked next to a man whose name she didn’t even know,
her skirt and blouse stained, the mild soreness below that she did
not recall having earned, and … well, it was a wonder she hadn’t
had an aneurysm from the crazed fit of sobbing she’d fallen into as
she’d sat there upon the floor, locked in Brenna’s bathroom. Even
if the guy hadn’t been such a jerk by taking off immediately and
never calling her, she was sure that any man would have been scared
away after hearing her bawl like that.

Putting her glasses back on, she forced
herself to meet Brenna’s beautiful emerald-green eyes for a moment.
“Why didn’t you stop me?”

“From throwing up?”

“From sleeping with Steve.”

“What, was I supposed to go in there and try
to wake you up while he was humping away?” Brenna asked with a
laugh. She quickly saw the disapproval in Raina’s stare, and her
humor wilted. “Okay, okay … bad joke.”

“Very bad.”

Brenna paused for a moment, visibly feeling
pushed into a mode of seriousness that she rarely showed. She idly
wiped her thumb up and down the side of the large mug of beer,
clearing away the condensation that had formed upon it. It took her
long enough to say anything that, for a moment, Raina almost became
angered by her reluctance. The events of that night had been a very
touchy subject between them for the past few months, to say the
least.

“Look … you know how much I like you. And
it’s no secret that I like you more than just as a friend. I know
you’re sick of hearing it, and I know I tease the hell out of you
about it, but … that’s just how I am, and I can’t change it.”

“You weren’t bisexual before the Change.”

“Actually, I was. I didn’t date girls, but
I’d fooled around a bit. I even had a threesome with a married
couple once. I mean, yeah, the Change always seems to turn every
other human into a raging sex fiend in one way or another,” she
said, “but that’s beside the point. The fact of the matter is,
Raina … you’re my best friend. I mean … my best friend. And you
know I’d never do anything that I ever thought might hurt you. But
that night, I … I almost went a little bit too far.”

Raina eyed her almost suspiciously. She’d
never heard Brenna speak anything at all about that last Halloween
that didn’t involve teasing her, or making some manner of a lewd
reference. Moreover, she’d very rarely heard Brenna speak so
frankly about the nature of their friendship. Things had always
been a little … weird … between them, to say the least. But Raina
always had regarded it as more of a bonus than a bone of
contention. The human-vampire relationship they had was strange
enough, but the sexual tension was actually more of a reassurance
than an irritant to Raina. She felt far less threatened by Brenna
for the fact that there was an allusion to love between them,
rather than the possibility that her friend might ever entertain
the dark fantasy of tearing fangs into her flesh and drinking her
life away. As long as she knew that Brenna truly cared for her,
Raina felt that she would be less likely to give in to any random
urges of bloodlust … although she wasn’t so sure about her friend’s
ability to keep her sexual lust in check. After all, homophobia was
a lesser issue than worrying about being seen as food.

Digging her clove cigars and lighter out of
her own purse in anticipation of an outside smoke break, Brenna
admitted, “It was totally my fault you got drunk, for starters. I
was pushing drinks on you that night because … well … I just wanted
to get you shitfaced. Not just tipsy, not a little crazy, but
straight up shit-faced. Y’know … just for fun.”

“You’ve seen me get drunk plenty of
times.”

“Not that drunk! You were so hosed, I was
kinda scared you’d get alcohol poisoning,” Brenna said with wide
eyes. She paused. “Anyway, I … well, I didn’t exactly set out to
get you laid with Steve that night, either, but … well, I knew the
guy was clean, I knew he wasn’t a serial killer, and he just
happened to show up at the perfect time.”

“So, you set me up with one of your
ex-boyfriends, and…”

“Look, you needed to get laid in a very, very
bad way, my sweet,” she explained. “Steve was just about the first
guy I’ve seen that you didn’t push away when he started hitting on
you.”

“That’s because I was completely wasted.”

“Not when I introduced you to him, you
weren’t. He started talking to you by the pool table before I ever
knew he was even there. And, yeah, I did kind of coach him a little
bit whenever you were in the restroom, but the two of you were
totally hitting it off. You wanted him. You can’t deny that. You
wanted him because he had something you needed.”

“Yeah, yeah, I know,” she groaned, rolling
her eyes, “he had a penis.”

Brenna laughed, giving her shoulder a playful
swat. “C’mon, what he had was a dose of self-esteem! I swear, I’ve
never seen you happier and smiling so much than when you were
talking with him that night.”

“And nothing boosts a girl’s self-esteem like
a drunken one-night stand,” Raina quipped bitterly as she again
turned and looked up to the televisions. “It was bad enough that I
was all paranoid about turning up pregnant or diseased after that,
but the guy totally acted like he didn’t know me at all the next
time I saw him.”

“I know the guy was an asshole in that sense,
but c’mon. The point is, you’re only single because you want to be.
It’s not like the only reason he went for you was because you
looked like an easy target.”

“Can’t get much easier than a Plain Jane
that’s loaded full of Jaeger bombers and Everclear-soaked
cherries,” Raina sighed, watching some random basketball game on
the screen with total disinterest. She gulped almost a fourth of
her drink as she attempted to drown the resurgent memories of last
autumn. After a moment, she added, “If I really wanted to be single
right now, then I wouldn’t give a damn about the fact that I can’t
get a date to save my life. Instead of being depressed about being
alone, I’d actually be happy about it.”

Brenna turned in her seat to lean close
enough to murmur into Raina’s ear. “Look, you’re only single
because you’re always playing hard to get. Do you really need me to
sit here and point out the fact that three different guys have been
checking you out all night long?” Raina began to turn her head, but
Brenna stopped her with an arm around her shoulders that pulled her
closer. “Don’t look. One’s at the other end of the bar, and the
other two are playing pool in the back corner.”

“Give me a break. You’re the long-legged
vampire with the pretty eyes and the huge rack, remember? They’re
checking you out,” Raina insisted.

“Okay, then explain why their eyes were
following you when you walked out awhile ago to go suck that
chick’s blood.”

She sighed and shook her head, gesturing to
herself almost angrily. “Look at me! I mean, seriously. What do I
have going for me? Nerdy glasses, small boobs, a crooked spine, a
belly that’s growing like I’m pregnant, and an ass that’s getting
wider every minute while my metabolism is coming to a screeching
halt.” She picked up her drink and gestured to it. “Of course, this
stuff isn’t exactly making me skinnier, but it’s cheaper than
Prozac, so…”

“You’re getting pre-menstrual, aren’t you,”
Brenna said more than asked.

Raina tried not to look surprised. “So
what?”

“The only time you get this self-abusive and
even mention your scoliosis is when you’re about to get a visit
from Aunt Flow. And just an FYI, your belly is as flat as can be,
but you probably feel bloated because you’re retaining water
again,” Brenna informed her. “Anyway … it’s not like anyone can see
the whole crooked spine issue in the first place.”

“I’m good at hiding it with my clothes.”

“Are you saying it’s more obvious when you’re
naked?”

“Yeah, actually, it is. My boobs don’t sit
evenly.”

Brenna grinned at her. “Oh really?”

“And no, I’m not going to show you,” she
chuckled, shrugging away Brenna’s arm. “You can tell I’m bent up
all funny. I don’t really stand up straight. One of my shoulders
sits a little lower than the other. If I bend over and touch my
toes, one shoulder blade sticks way farther out than the other. I’m
all kinda lopsided. On an X-ray, my spine looks like that
super-twisty street in San Francisco.”

“Okay, so your tits aren’t perfectly level,
and if you date a radiology tech, he’ll find out about your secret
defects if you start playing around with an X-ray machine. Big
fucking deal,” she persisted. “Besides, hasn’t anyone ever told you
beauty is only a light switch away?”

“Oh, now that’s reassuring.”

“It’s better than the other phrase I was
thinking about.”

“What’s that?”

“Happiness is a big package of batteries and
a brand new vibrator.”

Raina laughed and turned away. “That is just
so wrong on so many levels.”

“Wrong? Don’t let Mr. Purple hear you say
that.”

Raina finished her drink, struggling not to
choke on another giggle as she did so, and jabbed a finger into
Brenna’s shoulder. “Let it be known from this night forth that the
subject of my friend, Mr. Purple, is never to arise again in a
public setting.”

“What about Mr. Pink, then?” Brenna teased
with an impish, fang-flashing grin. “He’s a much smaller and softer
subject…”

“Enough, already! My sex life, or lack
thereof, is off limits for discussion tonight,” Raina said. Her
smile faltered as she noticed one of the men seated next to her
quickly looking away with a knowing smirk. “Great. Since we’re
airing our dirty secrets for the whole world to hear, why don’t we
just start telling everyone what kind of underwear we’ve got on,
shall we?”

“Sorry, but I wouldn’t have anything to talk
about,” Brenna responded with a wink. Something caught her eye just
then, causing her smirk to fade as she leaned back to look past her
friend. “Well, now. Looks like you’ve got another celebrity
customer.”

Raina didn’t even bother to look. She was
barely beginning to feel the effects of her first drink, and she
was anxious for the blonde to return so she could order another.
She was having fun, but not enough to keep her mind off of
everything else. Quite frankly, she didn’t want to bother
performing another draw that night. If she became sufficiently
intoxicated, she could excuse herself from the task. It might cost
her a client, maybe hurt her reputation a bit, but if she became
drunk enough, she just might get out of having to deal with that
one inevitable, surely regrettable conversation with Brenna for one
more night.

“Let me guess,” she sighed, “another big shot
from Scottsdale with a groupie on his arm.”

“No, not from Scottsdale,” Brenna said, now
looking a bit concerned, “but maybe a big shot from Scotland.”
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A High Court vampire was something (or
rather, someone) that was seen on the cover of a magazine or a
newspaper, an image on a television, or perhaps a voice upon the
radio. There were only so many of them in the world, after all, and
barely a handful of them in the Southwestern portion of the United
States, all in Las Vegas and Beverly Hills. They were demigods of
the modern day, the kind of super-celebrities that nobody even
tried to claim that they had personally met – usually a story of a
friend’s friend that ran into one by chance. True to the
self-bestowed name of their race, they were in a social echelon
far, far beyond any Commoner. They negotiated multi-million dollar
affairs. They made headlines on a whim. The words that left their
lips were whispered directly into the ear of the Grand Duchess,
herself, and would often shape global vampiric law. They set trends
in style, public perception, morality … even in religion, at least
as far as other vampires (and their human following) were
concerned.

They did not, however, randomly stroll alone
into lowly sports bars just beyond the eastern city limits of Mesa,
Arizona.

The sort of hush that fell over the
conversations in progress throughout the bar was not of the
cinematic instantaneousness that might have been expected, but it
was nothing less than obvious. The High Court vampire seemed
oblivious to the occupants’ focus upon him – likely a consequence
of having been spoiled to always being a center of attention – as
his eyes swept discerningly over the many faces in the bar. Being a
Wednesday, it was not an especially slow night, but certainly not a
very busy one, either. There were only perhaps twenty people in the
room, and only two of them (including Brenna) were vampires … and,
especially in this place, that was an unusually high number.

His gaze fixed upon the male vampire across
the room from them – Tony, although he preferred his assumed name
of Maximus – and the Commoner sat up in his booth seat rather
abruptly, slightly pitching forward the potential female bloodspawn
he’d been courting here for the past couple of weeks. Maximus was a
wannabe to the fullest, a self-styled Don Juan of the blood-sucking
variety, as he seemed only to have taken on the Change for the hope
that his very race would have helped him score more often, and with
more women. He was aggressive, pushy, and woefully inept at playing
either trait to his advantage. He’d only tried his approach on
Brenna once, having waited one night until she’d clearly been drunk
enough that he had thought she wouldn’t mind being groped in the
parking lot. Even though she’d been thoroughly intoxicated, or
perhaps because of that fact, Brenna had broken his nose, split his
lip, and threatened to rip his arm off at the shoulder. He had
since wisely kept his distance from her and anyone of her social
circle. His reputation among vampires was poor, yet his status
among humans was still strangely reputable – the two women at his
table were proof – and it seemed to take the High Court vampire
only three seconds to comprehend this.

And so, his gaze fell upon Brenna. Surely,
his eyes had fallen upon her first when entering the establishment,
being that she was not only eye-catching but also seated directly
in line with the entrance, but Raina hadn’t observed this, herself.
It was perhaps the only reason why she did not feel quite so
surprised when he at last began to step forth and approach her
friend first. It had always been one of Brenna’s pick-up strategies
to be the first woman any man saw upon entering a room, and thus
the first to capture his attention.

The High Court was taller than Brenna by a
few inches, easily putting him over six feet in height, and he was
built solidly, but not bulky. His attire was impeccably
professional, even wearing a black suit jacket over a red silk
shirt in spite of the temperature outside. His light brown hair was
very long, as those of the High Court and most vampires, as a
whole, tended to wear theirs, but it looked a bit more frizzy than
Raina might have expected of such an individual’s commonly spotless
and photogenic appearance at all times. He strode up to Brenna with
a strangely blank expression upon his face.

“Pardon me, m’lady,” he addressed her quite
formally with, surprisingly, an obvious Scottish accent, “but I
wonder if perhaps you might be able to help me locate someone.”

“Oh, absolutely, m’lord,” she beamed at him,
though she visibly forced her lips to properly minimize the sight
of her fangs. Brenna swiveled in her stool and offered her hand to
him. “I’m Brenna Douglass. You must be…”

“Duke Sebastian Fallamhain, yes,” he answered
hastily but politely as he took her hand and gave it just a light
tug of a handshake. “You’ll have to forgive my rudeness if I seem
abrupt with formalities, madam, but I’m in a bit of a hurry. Do you
know where I can find The Phlebotomist?”

Raina’s heart had grown light in her chest
upon seeing him, but now it suddenly thumped. He had made the title
of her occupation singular in such a way that it sounded more like
the name of an action hero. Tune in again next week as The
Phlebotomist joins forces with Doctor Tran and braves the horrific
sight of Final-Stage Kidney Failure Man. He didn’t know her,
obviously, but it was as close to as he could have come to asking
for Raina by name. His eyes were upon her even before Brenna could
reply.

“Oh,” she said after a moment’s hesitation,
“you must mean Raina.”

“Raina,” he echoed, looking directly into her
eyes as he spoke her name. She didn’t know if he were repeating for
clarity, or if he were actually addressing her.

Brenna assumed it was a question. Putting an
arm around her friend’s shoulders, she said, “Yes, Raina Delgado.
That would be this lovely young lady right beside me, here. Say
hello, my sweet.”

It took her two tries to successfully force
out the word, “Hi.”

She almost timidly began to extend her hand.
Duke Sebastian Fallamhain, consort to none other than Grand Duchess
Duvessa Fallamhain, took her one hand into both of his. She was
surprised not only by the heat of his flesh, but the dampness of
his palms. Only now did she notice the beads of perspiration upon
his brow as she continued to hold his gaze unblinkingly. Though a
vampire’s pupils were typically quite enlarged as a consequence of
their nocturnal nature, his were blown to a point that they almost
completely obliterated all but the very hint of an outer ring of
the ice-blue color of his irises. His grip was careful, but firm
enough that she knew just from the feel of it that he could have
crushed the bones of her hand with ease if he’d wanted. The look he
gave her and the hushed tone of his voice, however, told her that
it was surely the last thing he’d ever do, though.

“Your services were very highly recommended
to me by one of my associates,” he told her. “I realize that you
typically prefer to see your clients by appointment. I sincerely
apologize for imposing upon you like this, but my need for your
skills is quite urgent. I am willing to pay quite handsomely for
the inconvenience.”

“Um … how soon do you need…?”

“Now,” he interrupted, “if that is at all
possible.”

She stared dumbly at him. “Now?”

“Yes, please,” the Duke confirmed with a nod.
“Again, I am sorry to come to you upon such short notice, but this
is a very, very urgent matter, I’m afraid.”

Raina was practically paralyzed where she
sat. The whole event seemed surreal to her, the kind of thing that
happened in a dream. Had she already drank more than the one glass
of rum and cola that she’d just finished? Had she forgotten the
rest because she had already passed out, blacking out as she had
upon Halloween, and this was just imagined? It certainly seemed
impossible enough to be her imagination at work. But then she
remembered the special news bulletin she’d spotted a few minutes
before – either a coincidence, or her mind pulling up a random
memory and expanding upon it exponentially?

She wanted to (and almost did) explain that
she had been drinking, that she never drew blood while she was
under the influence of alcohol because it impaired her accuracy and
her ability to feel for a good vein. It normally took at least two
drinks, however, before she even began to feel the warmth of a buzz
coming on, and her body hadn’t even been given enough time to soak
up the first drink she’d downed, even as large and potent as it had
been. It was nothing she could use as an excuse to get out of the
request, and it was a confirmation of the fact that she was not,
after all, dreaming this whole scenario. The pinch of Brenna’s
nails as she dug them into her arm and gave her a light squeeze
also assured her that this moment was entirely a reality. She shook
her head a little and forced herself back into the moment.

Raina was still trying to make a decision in
her mind, even as she immediately answered, “Okay, then.”

“You’ll do it, then?”

She hesitated, then nodded and shrugged.
“Yeah, sure.”

“Excellent! Then let us be off,” he said with
obvious relief as he finally released her hand. He reached into the
breast pocket of his jacket and withdrew a fold of many dollars
held together with a golden clip. He peeled off a pair of twenties
and reached behind Raina to the bar, dropping them. “This should
hopefully cover the tab.”

Brenna didn’t argue that their current tab
probably wasn’t even close to half of that amount. She picked up
the pair of twenties with a smile and an almost shy thanks as she
let go of Raina, watching her friend slide almost awkwardly off of
the barstool and look to her with something between terror and
confusion.

“Don’t worry, I’ll save your seat,” she told
her friend in an apparent farewell, giving her a wink as she handed
Raina’s tiny purse to her.

The Duke led her away from the bar with her
hand in one of his, not quite being dragged along but nevertheless
feeling a bit reluctant to go alone. Normally, she kept a fairly
strict policy about never being alone with a vampire under any
circumstances (aside from Brenna), regardless of whether or not the
vampire was a client. It wasn’t that she necessarily believed in
safety in numbers when it came to humans versus vampires, per se,
but rather than if a vampire did choose to attack her in any way,
there was a better chance the other human could go running or cry
out for help while she tried to fight them off. The fact that she
had over ten years of martial arts training did not make her
invincible by any means.

Stepping out into the clear air of the urban
night, free from the stale atmosphere of the club, she sucked in a
deep breath of air and silently prayed that this High Court was an
honorable individual. It would be just her luck if it turned out
that he had a little-known penchant for luring humans away from
public sight and making them conveniently disappear after his
thirst was quenched. The House of Fallamhain was not just the most
well-known of bloodlines, but the most powerful and wealthy; she
had no illusions about the fact that it was entirely possible that
he or some others of the Grand Duchess’s bloodline had vices that
were immoral and illegal, yet they were always satisfied without
public awareness.

That very thought, however, led her to wonder
why it appeared that the Duke had actually arrived at this place on
his own, completely alone. Not only for social and political
purposes but for obvious security reasons, too, a High Court
vampire of his standing almost never went anywhere alone. The Grand
Duchess, herself, had never once been seen with less than two
vampire bodyguards nearby at all times since “coming out of the
coffin” in her initial appearance in 1986. She was usually flanked
by two of her four consorts … although, after September 11th of
2001, she had been more apt to be with all four. She did not
consider her consorts expendable by any means, as anyone of her
bloodline was critically important to her standing as Grand
Duchess, and so the resultant bodyguards employed to guard her
consorts thereby resulted in a sort of “castle and moat” defense
for herself.

Duke Sebastian Fallamhain, in particular, was
the eldest and most able-bodied of her consorts. He was essentially
in charge of all security details of the House of Fallamhain. If
something nefarious was afoot in the world, what could he possibly
want with her at this time? Why was he not by his Maker’s side? She
recalled the scene she’d witnessed on the television earlier, and
slowed to a near stop behind him.

“Whoa, hold up a second,” she finally said,
quickly removing her hand from his grasp. He spun to face her with
a surprised look. “Sorry, I … I don’t mean to sound skittish about
this, but … what’s the deal?”

He blinked at her. “I’m sorry?”

“Why me? And why the rush?”

His eyes were darting about the surrounding
area as she found him looking around at anywhere but her face.
“Because you seem trustworthy enough for the task, considering the
circumstances.”

“Trustworthy, considering the … wait, what? I
don’t even know you.”

He smiled a bit as he finally met her gaze
once more. “You’re a phlebotomist for many of the local vampire
populace. I’m sure you’ve heard plenty about me through
word-of-mouth. And I’m quite sure you’ve watched television, as
well.”

“Yeah, but that’s just it,” she said,
clutching her purse in both hands. She had a small canister of
garlic-and-pepper spray inside. “I saw that thing on TV earlier.
Does this have something to do with whatever’s going on?”

“It does, yes,” he admitted with a hasty nod
as his smirk vanished, “which is why I’d rather not be seen
standing in the open like this for long. I’ll gladly explain when
we’re somewhere private.”

She looked in the same direction he was
staring, appearing to see something beyond the chain-link fence of
the parking lot that made him uneasy. Raina saw no threat at all,
although she did see a brand-new white Lincoln Navigator that she
presumed was his, which he had been leading her towards until she
had stopped him.

“Should I be worried about getting shot just
for standing next to you?”

“Not exactly.”

“Then should I worry about being an accessory
to a crime?”

“Why would you be an accessory?”

“If you’re just coming to me because you need
a midnight snack, and you’ve got someone handy that doesn’t really
want to give up their blood…”

He looked to her again, daring to place a
hand upon her shoulder. He appeared genuinely desperate. “Please,
Ms. Delgado. I can’t go into detail right now, but I promise you
that this is not a matter of feeding.”

“The Communion of Blood, then…?”

He sighed impatiently. “Yes, exactly. I’ll
gladly explain as much as I can when we’re somewhere else.”

She hesitated. “Where, then?”

“Wherever it works for you, and as soon as
possible. I’m quite familiar with the process of drawing blood, but
I’m not skilled enough to draw from my own veins,” he replied.

“You want me to draw from you?”

“Yes, as long as that’s not a problem for
you.” The Duke held up an unsteady hand for her to see. “I’m under
quite a bit of stress, you see, and I’m afraid I’d only muck it up
if I tried to do it, myself. I don’t know of anyone else that is
willing and able to do this for me, except you. Here…”

He reached into his breast pocket and again
withdrew his stack of money. The High Court vampire flipped through
what had to be well over a thousand dollars, pinched out three
hundred-dollar bills, and held them out to Raina.

“…I’ll pay you in advance, if you’d
prefer.”

She looked at the money, shook her head with
a sigh, and gently pushed it away. It wasn’t that she had no use
for money – far from that, actually – but she didn’t like having
cash waved in her face as a means of pressuring her to do
something. It wasn’t the first time she’d experienced it, and it
was usually done by lesser men requesting far less “professional”
services from her … and usually, if Brenna witnessed it, an intense
verbal (and sometime physical) confrontation soon followed.

This wasn’t some scumbag offering money for
sexual favors, though. The Duke was genuinely desperate for her
help. She understood that much quite well. However, the reason for
his desperation (or apparent lack thereof) was what made her more
suspicious more than anything else. She decided to play along, even
if only to gain more time to decide whether or not she should
actually follow through with the act.

“Let’s just go to my car,” she told him. “I
do most of my work there.”
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Raina led him to her own Lincoln, a dark gray
Town Car that Brenna sometimes jokingly referred to as “Das Boot”
for its size and color, exchanged her purse for her box of
equipment from the trunk, and led the vampire to one of the rear
doors.

“Step into my office,” she told him with a
smile as she opened it and gestured to the back seat.

The process of leading up to one of her
freelance blood draws was always exciting to her, but this was more
unnerving than thrilling. Though the sight was positively
fascinating, the subtle (and literal) glow of the High Court
vampire’s flesh as a result of his heightened stress was not a
reassurance. He hadn’t been glowing when he’d first approached her,
nor had he when she’d spoken with him a moment ago in the dimly lit
parking lot. Either he was another individual with a phobia about
needles, or something else was on his mind. Perhaps against her
better judgment, she elected to trust that his intentions were not
malicious.

“Okay, then,” she began as she started to lay
out her materials, “for legal purposes, and just for my own
curiosity, I’ve got to ask why you want me to draw your blood. I
mean, usually I’m drawing from a human for a vampire, not the other
way around … and I assume that you’ll be giving your blood to a
human. Right?”

“Yes and no,” he replied. She despised that
kind of response, but he elaborated. “I will require only one vial
of blood. I owe a debt to my mistress.”

Raina looked at him with one raised eyebrow
for a second, then reached into her equipment box and withdrew a
single green-topped, sodium-heparin tube. She was about to draw
blood from a High Court vampire. The blood she would draw would
then be given to the Grand Duchess, herself. The idea of a vampire
not wanting to cause permanent damage to a human by using their
fangs was understandable, but the concept didn’t apply to
vampire-on-vampire blood communion; vampiric flesh didn’t scar,
healing was swift, and pain was much more tolerable. If the Grand
Duchess required a measure of her consort’s blood, for whatever
reason, she had both the right and the freedom to take it from him
however she chose. Usually, though, something of that nature meant
that a Debt of Blood was owed, and the resultant collection was
rarely a gentle or courteous act. The issue was enough to make her
head spin … unless, of course, the alcohol of her first drink was
already beginning to hit her.

“So, you intend to create another
bloodspawn.” Raina made it a statement, not a question, as she
watched the vampire awkwardly remove his suit jacket and roll up
his left sleeve.

“Yes. The Grand Duchess wishes to preserve
her bloodline.” He hesitated. “I am the last of her surviving
bloodspawn. She has entrusted me with the task of ensuring that the
House of Fallamhain does not fall tonight.”

She froze in mid-motion as she held her
tourniquet in preparation of wrapping his bicep. Raina stared at
his bared arm for a moment, already seeing the prominent bulges of
two excellent veins at the crease of his elbow. The gravity of the
situation was reaching the point of becoming unbearable.

“The last? You mean…”

“Cedric, Leofric, and Hiroshi are dead,” he
informed her gravely. “Countess Wilhelmina von Reichenbach seeks to
take control of the Council, and she intends to do so by destroying
the House of Fallamhain.”

“She had them assassinated?” Raina asked,
proceeding to secure the tourniquet around the Duke’s well-muscled
arm and securing its buckle with a click.

“No. She challenged each of them, one after
the other, and slew them all herself,” he replied. He squeezed his
left hand into a fist a few times, causing his major veins to stand
out more clearly than any that Raina had ever seen. “The Countess
is on a plane bound for Phoenix at this very moment. She has made
it clear that she intends to challenge me, as well.”

“She’s just going around, killing everyone?
How is that even legal?”

“The Code allows any member of the High Court
to challenge anyone of another bloodline to engage in a duel to the
death. She intends to use against us the very Code that Duvessa
created.”

Raina struggled to stay on task and not
become distracted by their conversation. She tore open the foil
wrapped of an alcohol-soaked gauze pad and rubbed the pad
vigorously over the prominent central vein that she intended to
use. Her pulse was beginning to race, and she could feel the steady
trickle of adrenaline in her own veins as her stomach knotted and
her chest tightened. She had to do this quickly before her hands
became so unsteady that she would be of no help at all to the Duke
… and the Grand Duchess, as well, it would seem.

“Why doesn’t she just challenge the Grand
Duchess? Why does she have to, y’know … fight all of you?” she
asked, politely trying not to use the word kill.

“Because she wishes to completely eliminate
the House of Fallamhain,” he answered. “Even if she challenged the
Grand Duchess and won, she would still have to contend with the
rest of us in the aftermath. She knows that not a one of us would
ever stand to live with her as our new mistress. Even if she simply
had the Grand Duchess assassinated, the eldest bloodspawn would
succeed her and become Grand Duke or Duchess of the IVC. However,
if no one of the reigning house is left to survive the Duchess,
then the title will be bestowed upon her slayer. The Countess
intends to exterminate the House of Fallamhain completely before
taking control.”

“Nasty way to go about climbing the corporate
ladder.”

Raina elected to use a standard
needle-and-hub setup for this draw. The Duke had huge veins, thick
and firm and full of pulsing life. She could thereby use a
larger-bore needle, get the job done twice as quickly, and not
worry about hemolysis (damaging the red blood cells) of the
specimen. Time was becoming more of an issue, now, as she felt her
hands beginning to tremble slightly as she uncapped the output end
of the needle and screwed it into the clear plastic hub. She was
sure that he could see her building anxiety, and she worried that
his slightly intensified glow was not a sign that he was becoming
unsettled by her worsening condition. But then, why should he
worry? A vampire could often sustain bullet wounds to vital areas
and keep walking, or even lose a hand and regenerate it over a
period of time. What was a tiny needle stick compared to that? The
concept was almost amusing – almost.

“I know this is an odd request, but would you
possibly have a standard syringe with you?”

“Yeah, I’ve got a few in my box, here. But I
only need those for people with really tiny, fragile veins. I have
to pull from them really slow, because the vacuum in a tube can
collapse their vein sometimes,” she replied. “You’ve got friggin’
pipelines for veins. I wish everyone I drew from had veins as big
as yours. It would sure make my life a lot easier when I go to draw
from someone that’s in their eighties.”

“I’m one hundred and twenty-two years old,
actually.” He smiled lightly. “I’m afraid I don’t fit the standard
profile of a geriatric patient.”

“No kidding.” She held the empty tube in her
left hand, guided him to straighten his elbow slightly, and grasped
the unsheathed needle in her right hand. “Whatever you do, don’t
move.”

“As you wish, m’lady,” he replied, not even
wincing as she stuck him halfway through that sentence. He paused a
moment, watching her push a tube up into the hub and onto the
rubber-sheathed output needle shaft inside. The blood that filled
the tube was a deep, deep red, but amazingly held a bit of its own
glow, perhaps because the substance that caused his bioluminescence
was circulated throughout his bloodstream. “Actually, I need a
syringe to use with the tube that you are drawing … for injection,
rather than drawing.”

“Oh.” She was too fascinated by the strange
sight of glowing blood filling one of her tubes for that
explanation to really register in her mind.

“Could I purchase one from you?”

“Purchase? You don’t have to pay me anything.
You’re more than welcome to have anything that I have with me,” she
answered softly. “I’m just … very flattered you came to me.”

“Thank you. I must admit that I sought you,
specifically. I’ve read much about you on the Internet.”

“But … I don’t advertise what I do.”

“No,” he agreed, “but people do talk. Your
skills come very highly recommended, and many speak quite fondly of
you. As popular as we may be, vampires truly are a small,
close-knit society. So, it is not simply a figure of speech when I
say that you are literally the talk of the town among vampires in
the Phoenix area.”

She smiled shyly, struggling not to say
something negative about herself, for once. “Well … thank you. But
like I said, I’m just happy to help. Honestly, I don’t even want to
charge you for this.”

“Nonsense. I still intend to pay you for your
services.”

She considered that as she glanced down at
the tube. It was not even halfway full yet, and it had stopped
filling. Expired tubes had a tendency sometimes to lose their
vacuum with age and thus would fail to properly fill. Alas, she had
been depending upon these tubes for her extracurricular phlebotomy
practice, as they were freebies given to her by the lab manager
that would normally otherwise just been thrown away. When asked by
co-workers why she wanted these tubes, she had always claimed to be
donating the tubes to the school where she had earned her
phlebotomy certification. The rest of her supplies came from local
drug stores and medical supply companies from which she ordered
online.

“Well, crap.”

“What’s wrong?”

“Bad tube,” she replied, grabbing another
from her supplies.

The Duke hesitated. “Can you still draw
another?”

“Of course. I can do it all night long,” she
replied with a wink, “but I don’t think you have that much blood in
your system.”

Did I really just wink at this guy? Raina
thought to herself.

“Probably not. But I’m willing to pay you
enough to cover the cost of your supplies for quite awhile.”

“Don’t worry about it. This one’s on me.”

“Nonsense. You do excellent work. You should
be compensated.”

“No really, I insist. Seriously, I’m just
glad to help,” she said, mixing the first tube with a few
inversions purely out of habit and then examining its glowing
contents. “Honestly, I’ve always kinda been a fan of the Grand
Duchess. I’m more than happy to do anything I can for her … or her
people. I really respect everything that the House of Fallamhain
has done for all of the vampires in the world. If it weren’t for
her, or for you, things would still be a lot worse for everyone
than they are now. We’d still be living in the Dark Ages. People
like Brenna would still have to hide out from the world and do a
lot of terrible things just to survive, because it would still be
legal for humans to hunt vampires for sport. So … I kind of feel
like I owe her for everything she’s done.”

Raina was suddenly very aware of one minor
consequence of her decision to use a standard needle-and-hub setup
for the draw: it tended to require that she be much closer to the
person from whom she was drawing. In the near-darkness of the
Lincoln’s interior, she glanced up and found that her face was
rather close to his. Their eyes met, and Raina found it all the
more difficult to look away from his gaze.

“Such loyalty to someone whom you have never
even met,” he said in a hushed tone with something near reverence
in his voice.

She shrugged lightly, being careful not to
move the needle in his vein as she switched tubes. His eyes still
held hers. “People do it all the time. Not everyone gets to meet
the royal families, but everyone has to swear allegiance to
them.”

“But you are not a vampire. You owe your
allegiance to no one.”

“True,” she agreed, “but that doesn’t mean I
don’t respect her, or her people. I mean, I honestly don’t believe
in voting, because pretty much everyone in politics is full of crap
and the elections are pretty much rigged, anyway. But if I were a
vampire, and if the folks in the IVC were in elected positions, I’d
vote for her as Grand Duchess in a heartbeat. She’s awesome.”

She pushed the output needle into the rubber
stopper of the third tube, glancing down with just her eyes for a
moment as she did so. The flow did not come right away; she pulled
back the needle a bit, as it had moved forward enough to lay
against the wall of his vein, and his blood spurted into the tube
with a soft, liquid sound. When her eyes lifted again to meet his,
she was slightly alarmed to find that he had leaned closer to
her.

“Have you given serious thought to the
Change?” he asked carefully.

Raina had to lean away from him and break the
stare, pretending to focus upon her work. She couldn’t tell if he
was trying to be seductive, or something else, and it was just too
unsettling. The lower calf muscles of her left leg began to twitch
slightly as she fought the urge to nervously tap her foot. Almost
every muscle in her body seemed taught and ready to spring her away
from him, her flight instinct overruling any urge she might have to
fight. She suddenly found herself wanting to be out of the car,
away from the Duke. She wasn’t sure whether it was because, on some
primal level of defensive instinct, she was afraid that he might
try to bite or rape her (or both), but if she didn’t finish this
soon, she would panic. The last thing she needed now was to be
known as the phlebotomist that had left a High Court vampire with a
needle hanging out of his arm while she’d run away from him,
screaming like a little girl.

Still, what had she been thinking, trusting
him like this? Her self-defense spray was still in her purse,
locked in the trunk. His words and urgency had disarmed her,
misleading her to believe he was completely harmless to her. It was
a stupid, stupid assumption. No vampire was completely harmless …
perhaps not even Brenna, quite honestly. It wasn’t always a
question of their intentions, just their nature. They were
predators; she, as a human, was prey. The fact that she was female
and he was a male only added to the tension. Could the simple act
of bloodletting be enough to push a stressed, possibly
nutrition-deprived High Court vampire into a state of bloodlust? Or
was she simply allowing her general fear of these beings to
overrule her common sense and self-control?

“I could never do it,” Raina finally told
him. “I’ve had offers, but … honestly, the idea scares me.”

“The Change?”

“Death,” she replied. “If the Change doesn’t
kill me, then someone else will. Vampires are supposed to be
immortal, but … well, you probably know the average lifespan of a
vampire is only about five years after their Change.”

“The Grand Duchess is over two hundred years
old. Several members of the Council are over a century in age,
including myself,” he countered softly. “And if the legends about
Lilith are to be believed, and if she is, indeed, alive as many
claim she is today … she could very well be over a thousand years
old.”

“You don’t believe in fairy tales, do
you?”

“Our Mother of Blood is no fairy tale, I can
assure you. If she were, then I would not be here to tell you so,”
the Duke insisted almost defensively.

“I guess that’s probably true.” She paused.
“I would probably be a pretty ugly vampire, anyway.”

“I sincerely doubt that. You make a very
beautiful human.”

“You’re only being nice to me because I’ve
got a needle in you.”

“Nonsense. I’m saying so because I find you
very attractive.”

She felt her cheeks flushing warmly. “Are you
hitting on me?”

“Are you offended…?”

“Not at all,” she answered. Raina felt beads
of sweat forming on her brow. “Damn.”

“Is something wrong?”

“Yeah,” she said. “Where were you a few
minutes ago when I was whining to Brenna about being hopelessly
single?”

They shared a soft laugh as Raina released
the tourniquet. The first of the two filled tubes had begun to lose
a bit of its glow, compared to the other. She wished that she could
take one back to the hospital laboratory. Scientists and medical
experts had been trying to convince members of the High Court race
to submit samples of any tissues or fluids they could offer, so
that they could be studied to better understand their unique
physiology. Thus far, they had all managed to defend the secrecy of
their race quite diligently. Even in the aftermath of a fatal High
Court duel, the cadaver was always quickly collected by their
loyalists and disposed of in some manner. Splashes and traces of
blood were all that anyone had ever been given the opportunity to
study. If she could bring a full tube of the Duke’s fresh,
heparinized blood to the lab, it would truly be a major
accomplishment. Besides, she had a weird curiosity to see what High
Court blood looked like after a tube of it was spun down in a
centrifuge.

“Almost done,” she said. “I don’t suppose
you’d let me keep the extra half-tube…?”

He chuckled softly. “I don’t think so. I
don’t have a very clear telepathic bond with humans, but I can
surely guess what you might have in mind. A sample of my blood
would fetch a small fortune.”

“It wasn’t the money I was thinking about,
but … yeah, I guess that’s true, too,” Raina admitted, feeling her
blush deepening. She hesitated. “Can I ask what you plan to do with
the blood?”

“Maybe.”

“Maybe?”

“Quid pro quo.”

“This for that?”

“You speak Latin?” he asked with a surprised
look.

“Not exactly,” she said. “That phrase is
about the extent of my knowledge.”

“Ah … then, may I ask you something?”

Raina smiled. “Anything.”

“Do you know your blood type?”

She blinked, still smiling. “I’m sorry?”

“What is your blood type?” he asked
again.

Her grin broadened as she said, “Guess.”

“Statistically … being that you are Hispanic,
I’d say … Type O Positive?”

“Good guess, but no. And who said I was
Hispanic, anyway?”

“You did. It’s in your name, and your
features.”

“I didn’t know it was that obvious. I’m
half-Hispanic, really,” she confessed. “And please, don’t assume
that I’m Mexican.”

“Spanish?”

“My father was, yes.”

“And your mother?”

Raina hesitated, then shrugged. “Native
American, Irish, Finn … a little bit of this, a little bit of that.
I never really thought to ask her about it back then.”

He hesitated, then bowed his head slightly.
“My condolences.”

“For what?”

“Your parents passed away, did they not?”

She blinked again with surprise. “How’d you
guess?”

“The way you referred to them in past tense,”
he said, reluctantly also admitting, “and because I heard how they
died. The incident made headlines even in my country.”

“Oh, great. So, I guess the whole world
really does know, after all,” she grumbled.

Raina automatically expected that he would
continue discussing the death of her parents, since that was what
nearly everyone did, especially if they happened to remember
hearing about Raina in the news so long ago. Thankfully, he did
not. Perhaps she had allowed her dread of the anticipated but
unspoken questions to show upon her face. Or, perhaps being over
one hundred years old had given Duke Sebastian Fallamhain plenty of
years’ worth of practice in learning to read people. There was a
bit of a pause before he spoke again.

“Type A Positive, perhaps?”

“Nope. Type O Negative,” she replied with a
smirk. The way his eyebrows went up with almost welcomed surprise
unsettled Raina slightly. Trying her best not to let it show, she
added, “The blood banks are in love with me. They’re always nagging
me to donate.”

“I can see why,” he said with a sly
smirk.

“I bet I can probably guess your blood type,
though.”

“I bet not.”

“Type V Negative?”

He smiled. “Sorry. Guess again.”

“Uh … Type V Positive?”

“No. Wrong race of vampire for that, too.
Only Sabertooths and Nosferatu vampires are Type V Positive … and a
few Commoners, I suppose.”

“Okay, I give.”

“Type O Negative.”

She blinked. “Say what?”

“It’s unique to the High Court race.”

“But … I thought all vampires were … y’know …
just Type V Negative or Positive…?”

“The Fallamhain bloodline is unique because
it is among the oldest of all bloodlines. In some ways, we are even
closer to being human than Commoners,” he explained. “All other
races are descendents of the primary High Court bloodlines. A
hereditary genetic mutation resulted in the first Commoners, which
today are considered Type V Negative, and the Sabertooths, which
are Type V Positive. They outnumber us largely because their Change
is much easier to initiate and much more easily survived. The
Change for a Fallamhain vampire is not only difficult because it
usually requires a higher volume of blood consumption to take
effect, but without proper supervision and assistance, it is
oftentimes fatal. The fact that our blood is a Type O Negative
strain is the reason it is difficult to begin, because it doesn’t
have the same catalysts to begin the Change processes that Type V
blood types use. It uses a pathogenic method of transmission that
makes it more akin to Hepatitis C than HIV.” The Duke smiled a bit
more. “You do realize that I am divulging some very closely-held
secrets to you.”

“Really?”

“You now know something that only a handful
of scientists in the world know, themselves.”

“I’m … I’m honored,” Raina replied with
raised eyebrows.

“I trust that you will be discreet enough to
keep this between us…?”

“I’ll consider it to be confidential patient
information,” she responded with a smirk. Raina paused for a
moment, considering some of the things he had just revealed to her.
“Wow. I never would have guessed that I had the same blood type as
the Grand Duchess.”

“Don’t worry. I won’t ask you to donate.”

“Aw, shucks,” she answered with mock
disappointment.

“Unless, of course, you’re offering…?” He
shrugged and held up his hands in an almost pleading sort of
gesture. Something low in Raina’s stomach clenched into a tight
little knot as she realized her error.

“Oh, no, no,” she said too quickly, too
anxiously, as she waved her hands. Her fear ratcheted back up a
notch. Hoping to sidestep that issue, Raina then pressed, “Okay, so
what about my question?”

“What do I plan to do with the blood you’ve
drawn?”

“Yeah.”

“I thought that you had already guessed
it.”

“You mean … to make someone your
bloodspawn?”

He winked at her. “Clever girl.”

“And may I ask whom the lucky person is?”

“Unfortunately, no,” he said, his smile
faltering. “Because of what’s happening, it’s imperative that the
identity of the newest bloodspawn of the House of Fallamhain be
kept a secret for as long as possible. The Countess will surely
seek them out and cut them down. I doubt she would even have the
honor to wait until their Change is completed before doing so.” He
paused. “Raina … in all seriousness … it’s very important that you
do not tell anyone about what we’ve done here. I have only shared
this with you because you’re already involved in the matter. We
cannot hide the fact that I came to you for your services, but we
mustn’t tell anyone why. Do you understand?”

“Absolutely,” she agreed with a nod. She
placed a square of dry gauze over the puncture site as the last
tube was nearly full. “If anyone asks, I’ll just tell them we did
the opposite.”

“What do you mean?”

“I’ll tell them you paid me to draw my own
blood and give it to you, because you were looking for a midnight
snack,” she replied with a smile.

“And what if they ask to see the mark I’ve
left upon you?”

She shrugged. “If it comes to that, I guess I
could always let Brenna bite me or something. I’ve never done it
before, but I’m sure she’d go for it.”

“But then you would have to explain to her
why…?”

“Oh, hell no,” Raina chuckled as she finally
withdrew the needle from his vein. “She’s been after me for ages.
She wants me … y’know, for more than blood … but even if I just
offered to be her steady blood, she’d jump at the chance and never
ask questions.”

He stared at her with a handsome smirk as she
clicked the protective cover over the needle with one finger and
pulled the last tube free of the hub. She gathered the tubes
together and began to mix them gently as she dropped the needle and
hub into her sharps container … and then realized, too late, that
she should have kept it separate from the rest. She still could
have taken the needle to the lab to see if anything from it could
be used for testing, but now it would be difficult (and dangerous)
to fetch it out of the plastic container filled with so many other
used needles. It was probably akin to dropping a winning lottery
ticket into a paper shredder.

“You really would do that? You would
sacrifice your own blood just to keep our deal a secret?” the Duke
asked, sounding utterly incredulous.

She shrugged as she held the tubes out for
him, replying, “Patient confidentiality is the law. I treat my
vampire clients the same as I would treat any human patient at the
hospital.”

“You’re a very rare individual, Ms.
Delgado.”

“Because of my blood type?” she joked.

“Actually, yes … but also because your
kindness is so admirable,” he said with a relieved smile as he
accepted the tubes with his free hand. He grasped her hand briefly
as he did so, giving her wrist a chaste kiss. Her heart was
thudding hard in her chest, now. “I truly wish we had more time to
get acquainted.”

“Well, when this whole thing blows over,” she
dared to say with a shrug, “you’re more than welcome to visit me
any time you’d like … even if you don’t need any blood drawn. We
could talk more about blood types and stuff.”

The Duke let out a heavy sigh. “I sincerely
doubt this will just ‘blow over,’ m’lady … but I sincerely
appreciate the invitation. Regrettably, I will not likely have an
opportunity to act upon your offer.”

“Oh, c’mon. Think positive.”

“I prefer to think realistically.” He looked
down to where she continued to press the two folded squares of
gauze over the puncture site. “Are we done?”

“Almost. You’ve got huge veins, so I have to
keep pressure on it until a clot forms. I don’t want you to walk
out of here with blood running down your arm,” she said. Honestly,
she only wanted an excuse to keep touching him. The warmth, glow,
and softness of his skin seemed instantly addictive. It was easy to
see how humans could fall so easily for these seductive creatures,
especially someone like Duke Sebastian.

“I’m sure I’ll be fine. You didn’t draw from
an artery, so the wound should already be sealed by now.”

“It might bruise.”

Still smiling lightly, he folded back his arm
and drew away from her. “I tend to wear long-sleeved shirts.”

“And what if someone sees the bruise and asks
questions about it?”

He straightened his arm again for a moment,
peeked at the wound, and saw only a tiny dot where she had pierced
his flesh. Indeed, the puncture site had already clotted. Vampiric
hematology was truly remarkable in many ways, especially when it
came to the clotting of wound sites. Large wound sites formed a
strange red gel-like layer to seal quickly within minutes,
sometimes in seconds, before a more human-looking sort of scab
would begin to form. Had the Duke been a human, the blood pressure
in his veins would have required that pressure be applied for a
minute or two, otherwise the wound would continue to bleed slightly
above and below the surface of his skin, and a nasty-looking purple
hematoma.

“It won’t be an issue,” he said with utter
calmness as he unrolled his sleeve and buttoned the cuff. “If
Countess Wilhelmina arrives on schedule, I don’t expect I’ll be
seeing another sunset, anyhow. I won’t be alive to answer anyone’s
questions.”

She sat and watched him for a few moments as
he put on his suit jacket and dug out a cellular phone. How someone
such as the Duke could look upon the prospect of his own death in
such a way as being completely eminent without any hope for
survival was beyond her. How he could seem so indifferent to the
subject of his own demise, only concerned with the completion of
his mission to preserve the Fallamhain bloodline, spoke volumes
about his dedication and devotion to his Maker. It was touching,
yet disturbing.

“Is there anything more I can do to help?”
she asked softly. “Anything at all?”

“There is,” he agreed with a nod as he dialed
a number and placed the phone to one of his elongated ears, “but I
can’t go into that right now. You’ll know soon enough, when the
time comes.”

She blinked. “What do you mean?”

“I can only give you my sincerest thanks for
what you’ve done,” he told her with a nod as he placed the tubes of
his own blood within his breast pocket, “and offer my deepest
apologies for having involved you in this matter.”

“I … I don’t understand. What’s…”

He held up a finger to silence her as someone
answered the call he’d placed. From the sound of his conversation,
and the female voice she could barely hear from the cell phone, she
could only assume that he was calling his Maker. This was as close
to Grand Duchess Duvessa Fallamhain as she was certain that she
would ever find herself. Her hands were shaking terribly now, even
her chin trembling with anxiety and emotion as she began to gather
her things, flip up the center armrest, and click off the overhead
light.

Raina listened as he explained to the Grand
Duchess that the deed was almost done, and that he needed only to
proceed with the Communion of Blood with his selected candidate.
She told him something that made his shoulders slump and his eyes
close. As he acknowledged it so grimly, she knew without asking
that he’d just been informed that the Countess was in town. The
clock was ticking, and the showdown was about to happen. The
lengthy, sincere, yet almost formal goodbye that he bid the Grand
Duchess was enough to break Raina’s heart. He was saying farewell
to his love for the last time. He was resigning himself to death.
By the time he snapped his phone shut, Raina found herself in
tears.

“Ms. Delgado, please … don’t,” he soothed,
touching her shoulder lightly.

She removed her glasses and covered her eyes
with one hand, shaking her head. “I’m sorry. I know, it’s none of
my business, it’s just … oh, God…”

He took his hand away from her shoulder after
a moment as she struggled to control her emotions. Why, why of all
the times that something like this had to happen, why did it have
to be when she was at her worst? She couldn’t rightly place blame
upon him, but he couldn’t have chosen a worse day of the month to
bestow this kind of scenario upon her. Any other day, and other
time, she could have held herself together, kept her emotional
distance, minded her own business, and maybe become a bit
misty-eyed when she was alone and away. Alas, her emotions were at
the mercy of her hormones yet again, right at the peak of her “Wine
and Whine Week,” as Brenna called it, where she tended to drink and
wallow in self-pity far more than usual. The idea of Duke Sebastian
Fallamhain, such a noble, selfless, and good gentleman – vampire or
not – seemingly throwing away his life was sad enough to tug at her
heartstrings; to allow herself to burst into tears now, though, in
front of the most prominent client she’d ever served was, in
itself, a humiliation that only threw fuel upon the fire of her
tears.

“I’m so sorry. I’m … I’m never like this, I
swear,” she strained to say through her tears, fighting valiantly
to control herself. She wiped away tears and found her fingers
streaked with mascara. “It’s just … I wish you didn’t have to go
through with this. I mean, it’s just not right! You’re so nice, and
… and it’s just so sad…”

“And I am quite sorry for you, Ms. Delgado,”
he answered calmly. “I have no right to put you through this. I
feel terrible that we’ll be parting ways under these circumstances.
I feel even worse for how all of this will impact your life, as a
whole. But … perhaps in time, you will understand why I must do
this. I hope that you can someday forgive me.”

Raina had only begun to sit up and turn to
face him as she continued to wipe at her eyes with a wet sniffle.
Through her tear-blurred vision, she saw him holding a white cloth,
and she was immediately grateful for the gesture – a gentleman
offering a tissue to a weeping lady, how sweet. She even began to
reach for it as he moved it towards her. But the sudden force with
which he applied it to her lower face was not what she had expected
at all, nor the strange chemical smell that filled her nostrils as
she inhaled sharply with surprise. He pushed her back into the
corner of the back seat and trapped her there with the weight of
his own body.

Stupid, stupid, stupid! Raina cursed herself
in her mind over and over again as she struggled not to inhale the
chloroform any more than she already had with that first gasp. She
had been stupid to trust him, stupid to go out here alone, and
stupid to leave her garlic-pepper spray in the trunk with her
purse. She couldn’t have placed herself in a more textbook-perfect
“what not to do” scenario when it came to self-defense, especially
when it involved a vampire. She had allowed herself to be placed in
a secluded, enclosed environment where she had no room to maneuver,
no weapons with which to defend herself, and nobody to help
her.

Unless someone noted the rocking of the car
or barely overheard her muffled shriek of surprise, she couldn’t
even begin to hope for a witness to report the attack. Aside from
requiring shade from the desert sun, she’d had the windows of her
Lincoln tinted darkly to add privacy to the times she would be
performing blood draws in her car … and potentially getting raped
and/or killed by a vampire, it would seem.

It took her a full two seconds before her
years of training came into play, but even that was too little and
too late. Her right arm was pinned between their bodies, but with
her left, she attempted to wrench about his wrist to remove the
cloth and gain control of the situation. His hold upon her was like
that of a marble statue, his muscles like soft steel. Even with the
advantage of leverage by grasping his thumb and pulling toward the
outside, she could not even begin to twist his limb. He was
speaking to her, reciting a familiar line of some ceremony, but she
was too preoccupied with holding her breath and trying to break his
grip to make note of his words. The cloth had slipped away from her
nose enough that she was able to catch a few watery and messy
half-breaths through her nostrils to give her hope, but he
readjusted the cloth to again try to smother her.

Raina let go of his wrist and began to flail
her arm in a desperate reach for the rear door handle. Her fingers
just barely could hook into the handle, but at a point so close to
the pivot point of the lever that there was no way she could pull
back firmly enough from that angle to actually open the door. She
only tried to push back against his weight for a moment, but
quickly abandoned that idea. He had almost fifty pounds’ more
weight than she did, and an incredible amount of strength to hold
his body in position atop her by pushing a foot against the back of
the front seats. If the act of covering her nose and mouth didn’t
suffocate her first, the crushing pressure of him would be enough,
as even those brief gasps she’d been spared were the limit of her
breathing capacity under his weight. When she finally managed to
halfway reach under his arm, intending to either put a thumb
through his eye socket or into his windpipe, he grabbed the wrist
of that hand with almost crushing force and pulled it across her
own chest, thereby completing his physical dominance over her.

She was completely at a loss for defenses.
She could not kick or knee him. She could not blind him, choke him,
or apply a joint lock of any manner. She couldn’t squirm around
enough to snake her way out from under him. She couldn’t even bite
his hand through the thick, soft, fluffy cotton cloth, though she
tried it again and again. She wanted to scream, but even then she
had the presence of mind to know that doing so would use up what
little oxygen she had left in her lungs; her scream would surely
never be heard, and the need to inhale immediately afterward would
only give her another huge dose of whatever he’d used to soak the
cloth. Already, her whole body was growing numb and tingly, much
like the feeling she would get after taking that one last shot of
liquor that she knew she would regret the next morning.

Raina gave in to the last hope for defense
that she had. She decided to play possum. True, that first breath
of what was surely chloroform was enough to give her one hell of a
buzz, but it was not enough to do her in. She was aching for a
breath, her chest constricting with the painfully automatic need to
inhale, but she held on. She thought it was a convincing enough
attempt at acting under stress. Raina allowed her eyelids to
flutter closed, rolling her eyes upward as she did, and she slowly
allowed her whole body to go limp underneath him. There was no hope
for relaxing that last inner part of herself, the burning need for
air feeling like a knife in her chest. She could only pray that the
rest of the gesture would be convincing enough for him not to
notice her chest and stomach clenched so tightly.

It didn’t work … or, if it did, his
intentions seemed to go beyond the act of rendering her
unconscious. He kept the cloth pressed over her nose and mouth. For
all she knew, the liquid he’d applied to the cloth may have been
something lethal in nature. Was the Duke a necrophiliac? Would he
do her when she was dead? She had often wondered about what sex was
like with a vampire, even having subconsciously given a brief
thought to the idea of this particular High Court vampire just
moments before, but she didn’t want to be deceased when it
happened.

It was only as he spoke the last few words of
his incantation that she suddenly became consciously aware of what
he’d been saying throughout the attack. The realization horrified
her so much, even more than the prospect of death or rape, that her
eyes flew open wide. Her act of unconsciousness ruined, she fought
against him with sudden and renewed vigor. The apparent
resurrection almost caught him off guard, enough that she was able
to force her head aside and get the cloth away from her mouth long
enough to take a full gasp of air. She tasted and smelled the
strange chemical substance as she did so, but the breath was
invigorating, so very welcome, and it gave her enough strength to
stay conscious for a few moments longer.

“I’m sorry, Raina. I’m so very, very sorry,”
the Duke said as he got the cloth over her mouth and nose once
more. “I wish it didn’t have to be this way.”

Bursts of bright color flashed throughout her
vision, and blackness crept in around the edges. It was time to go.
She knew it was over. Like the time she had been put under
anesthesia for the surgical removal of her wisdom teeth, she felt
her body shutting down before her conscious mind could follow suit.
Her brain was sending commands to her muscles, but her limbs were
simply not functioning at all. This time, for real, she turned limp
underneath the weight of that seemingly noble, gentlemanly High
Court vampire, and with her last two breaths, she screamed … or at
least she tried. The first was loud and long, even though muffled
by the cloth, more of a despairing wail of defeat; the second,
after taking in another full breath of fumes from the cloth, was
little more than a shuddering groan. The sight of Duke Sebastian
Fallamhain’s face, his eyes still staring into hers with an almost
pitying look, was the last she would see before the comforting,
deafening blackness stole away the last of her senses. She dove
into that endless sea, the darkest colors of nothingness, with
regrets for her failures and fears that she may never emerge from
the void that swallowed her whole.

 


* * * *

 



Chapter Five

 


 


 


Sebastian’s hands were shaking so terribly,
so damp and slick with sweat, that even if he did manage not to
crash his vehicle on the way to his destination, he doubted he
could hold a proper grip upon his sword once he arrived. He
considered calling Duvessa once again during the drive there, but
he had already discarded his cell phone. He loved his Maker dearly,
not a bit less now than he had a century before, and he felt that
he hadn’t adequately made that clear to her in his last call. And,
indeed, it might very well have been his last conversation with
her. The conveniences of modern technology had spoiled him; he had
fallen out of the wise practice of treating any farewell as a final
goodbye.

Did he truly hold so little faith in his own
abilities? Was he so scared by the deaths of his brethren in blood
that he had already surrendered the fight before his foe had even
drawn her sword upon him? He was not afraid of death, certainly not
with so many years of countless prior close calls and deadly risks,
and he had long ago made his peace with God. Still, he cherished
life. It seemed a shame that it should ever have to end, even if
for a righteous cause. He could only hope to do his best, praying
that it would be enough to keep his beloved mistress and Maker
safe. Even if he failed to stop Countess Wilhelmina’s murderous
conquest from taking his own life, he could still die with the
comfort of knowing he had not failed Duvessa completely.

It was regrettable to have found it necessary
to do such a terrible thing to such a kind, intelligent, and lovely
young woman as Raina Delgado, but her sufferance was a small price
to pay for the success of larger matters in the overall scheme of
things. He had left her slumped in the back seat of her car, having
positioned her to appear as though she were merely resting
comfortably. It was late enough in the evening that anyone able to
see through the tinted windows of her car might have only suspected
that she had passed out, either from tiredness or intoxication.

The taste of Raina’s blood and the scent of
her breath had told him that she had been no stranger to alcohol
that evening. So sad it was that such a beautiful girl with such
talents and skills as hers should have such poor self-esteem that
she should find it necessary to dose herself with liquor to find
comfort. Indeed, she had been a very unique and appealing young
woman in so many ways, such a very rare soul. At the very least, he
wondered if Duvessa would have shared his opinion of Raina; he had
long been a snap judge of character, yet his conclusions quite
often fell in harmony with the more deliberate and calculated
evaluations made by his Maker. There was so much he would have
liked to know about her, so much he wished that he could have
afforded to tell her than he had, but that was nothing to consider
now. He had done what he had needed to do to her, and she was gone,
gone from this world as much to him as the rest of the House of
Fallamhain … and even Duvessa, if he fell to the Countess this
night.

Had he been wrong to take her? No, he could
not lie to himself. He had wanted her, and not simply because the
stress of this night’s many tragedies had pushed him to the edge of
bloodlust. He had made his duty an excuse to indulge in sin. She
had drawn from him, and he had drawn from her – she with a needle,
and he with his fangs. The guilt of his intrusive extravagance ate
at him from within more than anything else. If Duvessa learned of
it – and she would, if he survived the night – she would punish him
severely. Rather than playing out his sword movements in his mind
for the duel to come, he was instead preoccupied and aroused by the
memory of Raina Delgado. Her taste, her warmth, her silken softness
… the experience lingered as much in his mind as did the effects of
having sampled her blood remained with the rest of his body.

Driving far above the posted speed limit on
the Loop 202, passing the sparse midnight traffic with easy grace,
he found himself running his tongue over his lips and teeth again
and again. The sharp coppery flavor of human blood was so different
than that of the sweet, almost sugary taste of another vampire’s.
It lingered for much, much longer, and the intoxication it offered
was much stronger. It had been a strict taboo imposed upon all of
the House of Fallamhain, that none were to partake of an unwilling
human’s blood. Admittedly, it had been a few months since he had
last savored that guilty pleasure … and the death of that lovely
young woman of downtown London haunted him still. He had not taken
it as far with Raina as he had with his last victim, but the
uninvited caresses and other intrusions he had indulged in as she
had lain there were no less damning. And at least he had always
been discreet about it … and, sadly, that was more than he could
say for others of the House of Fallamhain, including Duvessa. Their
penchants for sadism and even torture were but fearful whispers
among those of the High Court, but universally notorious,
nevertheless. He had touched her, tasted her, and taken her … but
only out of necessity. Was it wrong to find pleasure in doing what
one was told?

When he arrived at the parking lot of his
hotel, he was hardly surprised to find it completely surrounded by
police, media personnel, and curious onlookers. His place of
temporary dwelling had been a secret to nobody, but he had
deliberately chosen it with the hopes that its layout would allow
for more privacy than he might find elsewhere. The media were not
allowed inside of the fenced grounds of the downtown Tempe resort
hotel, so they had adhered themselves to nearly every foot of the
iron fence, like moths beating against a window that kept them from
a light bulb. A police officer halted him as he turned to attempt
to enter the front gate, and directed him to roll down his
window.

“Where you headed?” the officer demanded of
him, rudely shining a very bright flashlight directly at his
face.

“My destiny, as it would seem.”

“Got your VIC handy?”

Sebastian was ready for this, and readily
handed his Vampire Identification Card to the policeman. The
officer eyed the VIC for a moment with uncertainty, glanced twice
at its owner, and then handed it back with a nod. He waved to
another two officers.

“This is the guy! Clear a path!” he shouted.
He then nodded to the vampire. “Go ahead.”

The three officers promptly began to push
away the throng of news photographers, cameramen, and reporters
that were nearly spilling over the crowd-control fences they had
erected around the front gate. He paid no mind to any of them,
their flashing lights, or their shouted questions as he drove
through the gap in the human wall that the policemen created. He
glanced at his rearview mirror and saw the gap fill itself again
behind him twice as quickly as it had been made like a school of
fish cautiously making way for a passing shark. Nearly all of the
residents and employees of the hotel were milling about in the
parking lot and on their balconies, eager to see what the fuss was
about. As he rounded the bend of the large circular drive that went
around an immense water fountain, he immediately saw why.

The bloodshed had already begun in his
absence. He had insisted that he leave to meet Raina on his own,
and that his escort should contact him immediately if anything
should occur while he was away. Lord Christopher and Lady Kathleen
were young and bold Commoners, their loyalty unfailing, and their
friendship valuable … but they were fools. And now, one of them was
already dead.

The blood surrounding Lord Christopher’s
decapitated body glistened wetly with colors of surreal vividness
in the glare of his Lincoln’s headlamps. His severed head lay about
a meter away from his feet, his face obscured by the spill of his
long, dyed black hair that had wrapped around itself during the
tumble from his shoulders. Something about the way his body was
positioned, as well as the visible lack of any other wounds, told
Sebastian that his death had been sudden, instantaneous … and
probably the result of a youthful bullishness to stand up to his
foes.

He left the engine running and the headlamps
on as he saw Lady Kathleen standing at ready with her sword
clenched in both hands, still squaring off with the killer of her
partner and lover. She bled profusely from several cuts upon her
arms, legs, and body, her blouse and pants sliced to reveal the
deep laceration wounds she’d endured in what was surely her first
actual sword battle. She was still standing at ready, but tears
streamed down her face, and she was struggling to stifle her own
miserable sobs. He could feel her misery and fear, even at a
distance – the emotional empathy of his telepathic bond was not
limited to the High Court race – and her rage was only barely held
in check by the relief she felt for his arrival.

Countess Wilhelmina only became visible to
Sebastian as he stepped closer to Lady Kathleen, her tall and lithe
figure obscured by the large base for one of two tall statues at
the walkway leading up to the hotel’s entrance. She was dressed
entirely in a black cat suit of some manner, sporting thigh-high
leather boots with agile soles, her long blonde hair tied up neatly
in a braided bun atop her head. A sheathed dagger was strapped
securely to each of her shapely, firm thighs. The sheath of her
short, straight sword was strapped securely to her back, and the
toes of her boots were precisely fitted even to the form of her
toes, looking something like a ninja in both her attire and her
choice of an edged weapon. Her stance was nothing at all for
fighting, but rather for mocking; she stood with her blade drawn,
but her arms folded under her modestly-sized breasts as she leaned
against the base of the large statue of a seated lion. The bold,
angular features of her face were quite striking in the bleaching
light of the SUV. Yet again he could not lie to himself, feeling
almost shamed to admit that he did find her to be among the most
beautiful members of the IVC. She was the picturesque ideal of the
Aryan High Court vampire race that Nazi scientists had attempted to
replicate in the 1940’s, and it was more than just her appearance
that lent credence to the rumors that still circulated about her
past involvement with that nefarious chapter in world history.

What she held in physical beauty, however,
she more than counterbalanced with a cruel nature and a thirst for
blood that went beyond mere vampirism. The Countess had long been
the most outspoken opponent of the Grand Duchess’s plans to reveal
the IVC to humanity and to become harmonious with their
governments. She preferred the days of old, the dark ages of taboo
bloodlust, inhuman depravity, and racial exclusivity. More than
that, however, she was completely unforgiving. Not even the passing
of a century’s time could have changed her feelings … and indeed,
it had not.

“Sheathe your weapon, Lady Kathleen,”
Sebastian commanded as he stopped a few meters away from her right
side. “This is not your fight.”

“On the contrary, the fight is hers to
finish,” the Countess answered with her very mature, silky, mildly
accented tone – British, not German, in spite of her name. “Your
guard has elected to directly challenge me. However, it appears
that she cannot finish what she has begun.”

Sebastian was about to ask for clarification
when he noticed the way that Lady Kathleen was standing. She had
placed all of her weight upon her right foot, barely touching the
ground with the toe of her left dress shoe. A small pool of blood
was forming under her left foot, trailing from the deep gash in her
left thigh. It was not an arterial blow, but the cut was deep
enough to be nearly crippling. Had she struck the limb more
squarely, the Countess could have severed it as cleanly as she had
removed Lord Christopher’s head.

Even if the fight were stopped now, it would
take Kathleen days to heal all of her wounds completely, due to the
weapon the Countess employed. The mirror-like gleam of her
blood-smeared sword reminded him that, like all of the High Court,
she had coated her blade in pure silver, a substance that was
poisonous to most vampires. Wounds inflicted by an edged weapon
with a particular kind of silver coating were exceptionally
painful, reluctant to stop bleeding, and almost human in their
healing time. Sadly, the amount of silver exposure to which Lady
Kathleen already had been exposed was possibly fatal. Sebastian’s
intervention at this point would have been just as futile as
Kathleen’s attempt to continue fighting. Still, he would have
preferred that she die gently and in peace than directly at the
hands of someone as sadistic as the Countess, someone that would
make Kathleen’s death as agonizing and traumatic as possible while
enjoying every moment of causing it.

“Kathleen, please. Let me stand in your
place,” he told her gently. “You cannot defeat her.”

“She killed him! She fucking murdered him!”
she cried aloud through her tears, jabbing the tip of her sword in
her foe’s direction.

“I was within my rights to cut him down,”
Countess Wilhelmina insisted calmly, glancing almost lazily at her
victim’s remains. “He challenged me as soon as I introduced myself.
I accepted the challenge, and he failed to win. That is not murder.
That is our Code. That is the law your Grand Duchess, herself, has
written.”

“He never even drew his sword, you bitch!”
Kathleen screamed. “He never had a chance to do anything! All he
did was stand in your way, and you cut off his fucking head!”

“You Americans always refuse to accept
responsibility for your own actions,” she admonished the younger
vampire with a wagging, leather-gloved finger. “He challenged me
before he was even ready to fight. He made a very stupid mistake.
You did, as well. You should never allow your emotions to overtake
your common sense. You challenged me to a fight that you knew that
you could not win. That is why you now stand bleeding and ready to
die.”

Lady Kathleen’s actions were terribly
telegraphed and slowed by her weariness and her injuries, but no
less valiant. She made an upward slash at her foe, then drew back
and thrust at her midsection. Both attacks were easily deflected by
the Countess’s blade, then countered by doing little more than a
solid kick to her wounded opponent’s side that sent her stumbling
backwards. The arrogant blonde High Court made the attack appear to
be utterly sad and had defeated it as casually as she would have in
waving off an insect buzzing about her face.

“This is not a fight, child. This is
suicide.” She sighed and shook her head sadly, looking to
Sebastian. “It’s a shame. Can the House of Fallamhain not find
wiser, more mature servants? Can it not bring in proper warriors of
true High Court blood to defend its honor?”

“Please, m’lady, do not do this,” Sebastian
pleaded, gripping the sheath of his own sword tightly in his left
hand. He had brought it out of the Lincoln upon seeing
Christopher’s body. “Let me stand in her place. Your feud is with
the Fallamhain bloodline, not its associates.”

“My feud is with anyone who would dare
support the hypocrisy and madness that your Grand Duchess
represents!” she cried out, shoving away from the cement base and
stepping toward Lady Kathleen with her eyes fixed upon Sebastian.
“Your Grand Duchess is a fool and a madwoman! Your Grand Duchess
has ruined our noble High Court, tainted our race with the blood of
peasants and fools, and put us on the road to extinction! Your
Grand Duchess is a power-hungry demon that has sexed her way to the
top of the Council, betrayed all whom have supported her before,
and tried to kill anyone who dares question her!”

“Mind your words, Countess. She is your Grand
Duchess as well as mine. Unless you intend to renounce your
position, you must acknowledge Duvessa as your Grand Duchess and
ruler,” he reminded her firmly. He hoped to keep her talking, hoped
to distract her from what she clearly meant to do, but he was
failing even as he finished his sentence.

“Renounce my position? What position is that?
The position of someone deemed unworthy of the Fallamhain name,
simply because I do not follow her with blind acceptance and an
idiot’s devotion? Because I object to your refusal to atone for
your own deeds? Because I hate her for allowing so much evil to
unfold for so long? Because I despise her for what she allowed you
to do to me?” she demanded loudly. “Before this moon’s end, it is I
who shall be Grand Duchess when I cut down that miserable whore! It
shall be your people that shall renounce her position, and it shall
be you that shall acknowledge me as your queen!”

The one-handed blow she unleashed upon
Kathleen was not intended to strike her foe directly, but rather to
deflect her weapon. Lady Kathleen’s sword was slapped down and
aside with a loud clanging, taking her by surprise, and the
Countess reversed the stroke upwards before the young Commoner
could react. The blade drew across both of her arms in a clean
slash that cut her deeply enough that she instantly released her
own sword. The weapon clattered to the concrete driveway underfoot
as the second blow was dealt. Countess Wilhelmina spun upon her
heel and dropped to one knee as she delivered a picturesque
horizontal slash to Kathleen’s abdomen. For a split second,
Sebastian had almost expected to watch her body fall apart in two
sections, but the blow had been a gliding slash rather than a
hacking blow. Barely able to adequately articulate her badly
wounded arms, Kathleen nevertheless managed to catch the spill of
her own intestines as she collapsed to her knees with a half-gag,
half-shriek of miserable agony. Countess Wilhelmina stood tall,
circled calmly around her fallen opponent, and kicked away her
sword before looking up at Sebastian with a hateful stare.

“You could have stopped this,” she informed
him. “I offered you my hand in union before, but you turned me
away. Even after you used me, I was stupid enough to throw my heart
at your feet, and even then you rejected me. I bared my soul to
you, and you threw me away. If you had been a more noble and honest
man before, if you had at least tried to atone for your sins, we
could have been lovers instead of enemies.” She moved to stand
behind a screaming Lady Kathleen, grabbing a handful of her long,
wavy brunette hair to hold her aloft before she could fall over.
She had to shout to be heard over her victim’s dying cries. “Why
would you defend this? How could you be so blind, so stupid to
choose this over me, this cult weakness and arrogance? Are you such
a fool that you would willfully choose this?”

Rather than wait for a reply, she laid the
edge of her sword against Lady Kathleen’s throat and drew it
smoothly across, murmuring something under her breath. She released
the mortally wounded Commoner’s hair and took a step back to
observe her fallen enemy. Kathleen was still trying to scream, but
the only sound that escaped her now was a disgusting, airy
gurgle.

Sebastian had to forcibly shut out the flood
of her emotions that he sensed, even closing his eyes and looking
away slightly with the effort to shield himself from the last
agonizing, sorrowful, terrified moments of her life. Lady Kathleen
had been such a brave young woman, as attractive in personality as
she had been to behold, and it was tragic to see her die at such an
early age and in such a grisly manner. True, she had been
headstrong and naïve, but that had been no reason for her to die
like this. She had only been a vampire for two years; combined with
her human life, she had only been alive for twenty-four years, as
had her fallen comrade, Christopher.

Sebastian only looked to her again when he
heard a strangely muffled sound of a sword scraping against the
pavement. The Countess had impaled Lady Kathleen with her sword and
then given the weapon a sharp twist. The direct downward thrust of
her blade directly through the Commoner’s heart was enough to make
her death mercifully swift, rather than what would surely have been
a long, slow process of choking to death. It seemed almost out of
character for Wilhelmina, given her wickedly sadistic nature, but
apparently she had more pressing motivations to satisfy on this
night.

Countess Wilhelmina jerked the sword from
Lady Kathleen’s chest, the blade audibly scraping bone as she did
so, and she knelt slightly to clean the blood from her sword by
wiping it upon the sleeve of Kathleen’s blouse before re-sheathing
it. Dimly, Sebastian was aware of the public outcry of shocked and
horrified human observers around them. The Countess seemed to bask
in it for a moment or two, smiling and glancing around to savor
their reaction. Quite theatrically, she slipped off one of her
gloves as she continued to kneel beside Lady Kathleen’s body, wiped
a finger right through the killing wound she’d just made, and
wrapped her full, pink lips around that digit. She was mocking him,
goading him. He didn’t need encouragement. He had already wanted to
kill her, long before Lady Kathleen, Lord Christopher, or any of
the others had fallen victim to this ancient dispute. It was both
his professional and his personal responsibility to put this bitter
and foolish conflict to rest forever. It was his obligation to
destroy this monster that he had helped to create.

“Nothing will erase the sins of our past.
What has been done is forever in the past. What you have done now
has sealed your fate. Stand and draw ready, Countess,” Duke
Sebastian Fallamhain commanded her. “Let us end this madness
tonight.”

 


* * * *

 



Chapter Six

 


 


 


Was she pushing things too far again? First
Halloween, and now this. She could credit herself for having
finally said what she’d always wanted to – that she truly loved
Raina – and she had managed to pass that phrase off so casually
that Raina hadn’t freaked out about it at all. She hadn’t even
blinked at the dreaded “L-word.” But then, she was sure that was
entirely a matter of context. She had been trying so hard to butter
her up for the delivery of that little bombshell that she’d
inadvertently turned it into a dud. It had come off sounding like
that ridiculous line, “I love you like a sister.” Who the hell
loved their sister enough to want to make love to them? Well, aside
from backwoods hillbilly rednecks, anyway…

Brenna was nearing the last of her second
clove cigar since she’d watched Raina depart with Duke Sebastian
Fallamhain. God, what a lucky bitch, she had thought at the time;
now, she was beginning to wonder if it was a matter of good luck or
ill fate that she’d been selected and led out by that famous High
Court. It only took Raina about fifteen minutes at the most to do
an after-hours draw. She had been gone for at least thirty minutes
now … or maybe longer. She should have looked at the clock
earlier.

Sure, there was a very slim chance that the
guy had decided to put the moves on her pretty human friend, and an
even smaller chance that she’d given in to his advances. Raina had
never been with a vampire, to her knowledge, and what better way to
have her fang-cherry popped than with a High Court? Brenna just
didn’t see that as a likely outcome. The thought that the Duke was
the type to use his status and connections to snap up chicks at
random for late-night snacks was a very scary and much more
believable possibility. She knew of less-connected and totally
unknown Commoners that had been getting away with it for quite
awhile. She’d heard that some of those freaks prided themselves
upon “living by the old ways” and getting their blood fix from
victims instead of volunteers.

Raina wasn’t naïve or helpless, but she was
no match for even a single Commoner vampire, much less a High
Court. The longer Brenna waited, the more she began to worry. She
had left one of the twenties on the bar to cover their ten-dollar
tab – what the hell, it was on his dime, not hers – and took the
rest with her as she stepped outside, lighting up a third Djarum
Black from the glowing remains of her second.

She stood outside the door and took a long
drag from the little cigar. It wasn’t really a cigar in the
traditional sense; it was more of a clove cigarette, but wrapped in
tobacco instead of paper since that stupid regulation was passed to
ban most flavored cigarettes. Raina’s car was still parked where it
had been earlier, but it didn’t appear that the dome light was on.
That could have meant a lot of things. She might have left with the
Duke to go back to his place for the blood draw … and for whatever
else he might’ve had in mind. Maybe she had just finished and was
having a lengthy conversation with him – hey, how often did a
person get to have a one-on-one talk with a vampire like that?
Brenna stared at the big-ass Lincoln for a few seconds, noting that
it wasn’t rocking at all, and she decided that Raina wasn’t in the
process of literally getting royally screwed, either. Even if any
of those things had actually happened, Raina would have at least
called or sent a text message.

Any other time, those dark tinted windows
were a blessing because they kept other cars from blinding Brenna
when she rode along with Raina, but they also completely obstructed
her view of the interior … and, she supposed, that was the whole
idea behind them. For all she knew, Raina could be lying dead
inside her own car, drained of every last precious drop. That
thought was enough to make Brenna take a few steps across the worn
blacktop parking lot. She stopped less than a third of the distance
along, however, as she realized that she was being foolishly
emotional about the whole deal.

Plain and simple, Brenna was consumed with
love and guilt. She had been kicking herself for months over “The
Halloween Incident,” as it was coming to be known, and not just so
much for getting Raina drunk and setting her up with a random guy.
Partly, it was shame for the measure of deceit she had used against
her dear friend and her deviant scheme that had involved such a
random chump as Steve. Mostly, however, it was regret for failing
to do what she should have done. She should have just told Raina
then how she felt for her, rather than waiting another six months
just to see if the feeling had been mutual. In fact, unless she did
something about it soon, unless she just came right out and said
it, things could have gone on like this for years. She treasured
her friendship with Raina, knowing that she was the only true,
good, wholesome, honest friend that she had in this world. Brenna
had a lot of people that she called friends, but so many of them
were just acquaintances that would just as soon screw her over for
one reason or another as they would anyone else. Raina would never
be like that with her. Raina was a quality friend, through and
through. Raina was fucking golden.

Brenna flicked away the remains of her Djarum
Black and re-entered the bar to reclaim her seat. She buried her
face in her hands for a moment. This whole idea that Raina was the
potential victim of vampiric seduction and violence was just an
idiotic cover, a distraction from the truth. Brenna wanted to get
it out in the open now, tonight. She couldn’t stand holding back
like this any longer. She’d never been this reluctant to admit her
interests to a guy before, so why should it be any different with
another woman? She had already dated a few females, and not just
for sex. But she’d never loved another woman, not seriously … not
until Raina had entered her life. She didn’t look at it as a matter
of Raina being her first homosexual love; instead, she simply saw
Raina as the first person that had ever been willing to just accept
her at face value, with all of her flaws, quirks, obnoxious habits,
and general bitchiness. Guys didn’t usually get that attached to
her, not enough to really care and to really forgive her less
appealing traits. Men wanted to fuck her, not love her. And,
admittedly, her personality had sort of prevented relationships
from having a chance to really advance much beyond a bit of bedroom
fun before she turned them off. Brenna pushed people away because
she was afraid of letting anyone get too close – she had been aware
of that for years. Even Raina was guilty of the same thing, and
probably for similar reasons. But Raina would never use her, tell
her what she wanted to hear, buy her things, or do things for her
simply because she wanted to get her hands on her tits or dump a
load of DNA on (or inside of) her. She was every bit as lonely as
Brenna, but only by her own choice. It was about time they both put
an end to that. The whole ruse was every bit as absurd as standing
next to a fountain of pure water and choosing to die of thirst.

“You doing okay, honey?” the perky dumb
blonde behind the counter asked.

Brenna ran her fingers through her hair and
sat up, forcing a smile. “Yeah, I’m good.”

“Decided to stay for another round?”

“I guess so. Could I get another stein of
Coors Light?”

“Coming right up,” she replied with a subtle
bounce that made her chest trophies jiggle. Bikini-top nights were
so distracting. Pointing to the empty stool nearby, she asked,
“What about your friend? Is she coming back?”

“I sure hope so.”

Brenna wanted to light up another cigar and
take a long drag from it. Damn this Arizona ban on public smoking!
She wasn’t sure why she still smoked, anyway. The nicotine
addiction had technically been erased when she’d taken on the
Change a couple of years ago, and clove cigars had always been too
strong for her liking when she’d been a human. These nasty little
black mini-cigars were the only thing that seemed to give her the
same “proper” nicotine rush that she remembered as a human.

Still, she couldn’t seem to kick the habit.
It was strictly psychological – an oral fixation, perhaps. The only
differences now were that she didn’t smoke as often and, when she
did, she was hardcore about it. As far as she knew, vampires never
died from cancer or heart attacks, but she still wondered what
happened to all of the gunk she inhaled when she was chain-smoking
like this. Some of it occasionally emerged in the form of some
nasty phlegm, but what about the tar in her lungs? None of the old
vamps ever smoked, as far as she knew. She wasn’t dumb. Resisting
vices like tobacco, booze, and drugs wasn’t a secret formula for
longevity – it was perspective. Vampires that had already been
around for a while knew well enough to take care of themselves;
others, such as Brenna, figured that they would meet their end soon
enough through one untimely means or another, so why bother
abstaining from indulgence? Within reason, of course…

As she finished that thought, the blonde
returned with another frosty mug of brew that matched her hair
color. “Want to start up another tab?”

“Nah. I’m taking off as soon as she gets
back,” Brenna replied, tossing the Duke’s wadded-up twenty onto the
counter.

“You sure she didn’t just take off with
Prince Charming?” the blonde asked with a wink. “I know I sure
would have, if I’d been in her shoes.”

Brenna said nothing as she picked up the mug
and took a long pull from it. Again, chemical addictions were
hardly an issue for vampires, as it took an incredible amount of
booze to get her smashed, but she still loved alcohol. For once, it
was strictly a matter of taste, and not at all the buzz that came
with it. Besides, she’d sooner get sick with fullness than
intoxication before she could ever get drunk on beer. Her usual
weapons of choice for destroying her sobriety were hard liquor,
blood, weed, and sex. Alas, alcohol was far easier to obtain than
the other three.

She avoided the usual temptation to run her
eyes over the late-night crowd. Too many guys interpreted her stare
as being flirtatious when she didn’t mean for it to be. After all,
when she liked a guy, she left them absolutely no doubt about it.
It was just the usual bunch of mugs she’d seen a hundred times
before in here anyway. Instead, she turned to stare at the
televisions above. She couldn’t have cared less about the
high-stakes poker game in Vegas, she didn’t give a damn about any
of the sports reruns being played, and she’d sooner fall asleep
where she sat than try to answer one of those random goofy trivia
game questions. When her eyes drifted over to the second television
to her right, she had to squint a bit to read the words printed on
the very worn and discolored screen. She read the news headline,
froze, read it again, and nearly choked upon the mouthful of beer
she’d just begun to swallow. Her drink sloshed over the brim and
coldly splashed her fingers as she slammed her mug upon the
counter, waving frantically to the bartender.

“Turn … hey! Turn that shit up!” she coughed,
stabbing the polished nail of her index finger in the TV’s
direction. “C’mon, dammit! Hurry!”

“Okay, okay … jeez! What’s the deal?” the
blonde grumbled as she fumbled about for something under the bar.
She tried clicking one remote control at it a few times, yielding
no results, then switched out for another one from under the bar.
“Too many damned TV remotes in this place…”

“Number Four! TV Number Four!” Brenna cried
anxiously, slapping her palms on the counter almost childishly.
“Hurry, before they go to something else!”

“All right, all right…”

At last, the over-tanned little Barbie
wannabe fired the correct remote control at the television and
cranked the sound. The live video feed was minimized to a
picture-in-picture frame as a female anchorwoman for a local
television station now dominated the screen. The anchorwoman was
making the usual corporate apologies for the extremely graphic
nature of the live images being shown, before she rolled into a
verbal recap of the night’s events.

“…bringing you live footage of the latest in
a series of bloody, deadly battles being fought between rival
factions of High Court vampires. Two vampires associated with the
House of Fallamhain are already dead, and a third fatality is
likely to be the outcome of this situation. It appears that here
we’re seeing Duke Sebastian Fallamhain … whom I believe is the last
remaining husband of … sorry, the last consort of Grand Duchess
Duvessa Fallamhain, leader of the International Vampiric Council.
That’s Duke Sebastian Fallamhain, apparently about to engage in … I
can’t believe this, an actual public swordfight, a duel to the
death, right here in the front lot of the Tempe hotel where he’s
been staying. Reports are still coming in, but the woman he is
about to fight is … am I reading this correctly? Countess
Wilhelmina … von Rich-in-botch? Rick-in-back? Or … I’m sorry … is
it Rike-in-bock? Okay, Countess Wilhelmina von Reichenbach.”

“Son of a bitch,” Brenna whispered as she
stared on, wide-eyed.

“The worldwide vampire community has been
stunned and horrified by the recent and sudden string of challenges
issued by the Countess and the bloody path of destruction she has
left in her wake over the past three days,” the reporter went on.
“She has single-handedly defeated three out of four of the Grand
Duchess’s consorts, cutting each of them down in what can only be
called a bloody rampage in her quest to take control of the
International Vampiric Council, or IVC. What seems most shocking to
many of us, including myself, is the legality fights to the death
between High Court vampires … and, in this case, also involving
other races of vampires affiliated with those of the High Court.
All of these killings are completely legal, officially sanctioned
events according to both vampiric and human laws, because there are
still no laws in any country that forbid vampire-on-vampire
violence…”

Although a part of her wanted to remain
standing in front of the bar to watch the outcome of the impending
duel, she nevertheless found herself running out the door and
across the parking lot to Raina’s Lincoln before either of the High
Courts downtown had drawn their swords. The wind of her blurred
sprint roared in her ears. Brenna skidded to such an abrupt stop
upon reaching the car, the smooth soles of her knee-high boots
obviously not made for athletic moments, that she very nearly
dented the front door in with her hip as she slammed into it. She
leaned around the front pillar of the passenger’s side and pressed
her forehead to the windshield with her hands at her temples,
peering into the dark interior. She expected to see movement,
perhaps someone in the front seat, but for a moment she saw nothing
unusual at all. She had just pulled away from the glass when she
saw glimpsed a bit of bare flesh through the gap between the two
front seats. She looked again, practically laying upon the hood of
the car to get a better look. Her heart dropped as she barely saw
Raina’s face, mostly obscured from view by the spill of her dark
brunette hair.

She cursed under her breath and rushed around
to the driver’s side of the vehicle, yanking upon the rear door
handle. Amazingly, it was unlocked – she had totally been prepared
to break through the window with her bare hand, if necessary. Raina
was lying upon her side on the rear seat, looking as though she had
simply lost consciousness and dropped straight over. Unless Raina
had recently taken up mixing pills with her booze, there was no
chance that this was a matter of her passing out after just one
drink. Brenna gave her a quick glance, saw no obvious sign of
injury, and grabbed her shoulder to give her a rousing shake.

“Hey! Hey, kiddo, c’mon! Hey!” she called to
her gently, trying not to let panic creep into her voice. What had
that High Court bastard done to her? As much as she favored the
House of Fallamhain, she hoped that son of a bitch lost his head to
the Countess for this.

Raina didn’t respond. Brenna laid her fingers
under the gentle curve of her friend’s jaw and immediately felt a
pulse. She grabbed her by both shoulders, pulled her upright into a
seated position, and carefully moved her silky, dark hair from her
face. She tried shaking her awake and calling to her, but only
managed to elicit a small groan from her. A few light slaps to her
soft cheeks finally inspired Raina to turn her face away and lazily
swat her hands at her unseen assailant. It still wasn’t enough to
bring her around completely.

Brenna looked down and saw her friend’s
tackle box of “goodies” at her feet, open and visibly ransacked.
Raina had always kept everything on her tray perfectly organized
and stocked, but things were obviously missing, and items had been
sloppily replaced in an obvious used state. Alarmingly blood-soaked
gauze pads had been stuffed into her sharps container – not the
amount of bleeding one could expect to find in the wake of even the
most pathetically botched blood draw. Worst of all, next to these
she saw a pair of black thong panties still barely looped around
Raina’s right ankle. Struggling not to panic, she remembered one of
her friend’s mandatory “emergency only” items and was relieved to
find that it was still present upon the tray. She grabbed the tiny
packet of smelling salts, tore it open, and waved it under Raina’s
delicate nose.

Raina’s eyes shot open as she came to life
with a jerk and a half-gasp, just a split second before she
suddenly began flailing her arms at Brenna in a panicked defense of
a perceived attack. Brenna took two hard slaps to the face, a kick
to the stomach, and narrowly missed a heel-kick to the nose as
Raina fell across the back seat and tried to scramble away from
her, letting out a strange sort of keening sound of terror, like a
little girl in the final seconds of a waking nightmare.

“It’s me, it’s me! Raina, honey, chill! It’s
just me!” Brenna cried as she wisely backed off with her hands held
up defensively. Raina’s eyes were almost impossibly wide open with
sheer horror, but they didn’t quite seem to be focusing upon her.
“Raina! Baby, what’s wrong?”

Raina’s frenzied defensiveness melted away
almost as quickly as it had begun, and for a few seconds, she
simply laid there, staring at nothing and gasping for breath.
Gradually, she seemed to fade back into reality, blinking her dark
brown eyes rapidly and letting herself relax a bit as she finally
began to take in her surroundings. Her gaze finally met Brenna’s,
and after literally shaking off her own daze, she closed her eyes
and buried her face in her hands.

“Oh … God. Oh, my God,” she groaned at
last.

“Raina, can you hear me?” Brenna asked, her
throat tightening slightly with emotion. “Please … my sweet … tell
me this isn’t how it looks.”

Raina didn’t immediately reply. She pushed
herself back into an upright sitting position, still rubbing her
eyes and then her temples, moaning miserably. Suddenly, she began
looking around with renewed alarm. Her eyes met her worried
friend’s once more, though they were now narrowed with lingering
weariness.

“Where is he? Is he gone?”

“Who? The Duke?”

“Yeah. Where…?”

“He’s in downtown Tempe, hopefully about to
get his ass hacked apart by that psycho German chick,” Brenna
answered as she climbed into the car and sat beside Raina. “What
the hell happened?”

“He was … he…” she said, then suddenly began
to feel around her throat and wrists for something. She found
something at the bend of her right elbow underneath the material of
her shirt that made her gasp, “Oh, God.”

Brenna put a hand upon her shoulder,
demanding, “What? What is it? What did he do to you?”

Raina unbuttoned the cuff and hastily pulled
up her sleeve, revealing a neatly applied bandage of gauze and
medical stretch-wrap. The gauze had clearly absorbed a considerable
amount of blood, although it had not at all soaked the material
completely. Raina stared at the wrapped wound for a moment, then
frantically began to tear at it with her fingers, unsuccessfully
trying to rip it straight off. Brenna gently moved her friend’s
hand away and took the wrapping in both hands, ripping it apart
with a single forceful jerk.

“Jesus, you let him bite you?” she gasped as
she saw the unmistakable mark upon Raina’s olive-toned flesh. The
neat pair of puncture wounds was clearly indicative of a delicate
and calculated bite, not the vicious and ragged sort of bite wound
that someone would have left upon an unwilling subject – something
that would likely have still been bleeding at that point. There was
a nasty, strange purple bruise that had already begun to form
around one of the two little wounds, the closest to her median
cubital vein. Her friend stared at the injury for a moment, then
looked up with an angry but fearful glare.

“I didn’t let him! He did it while I was
out!”

“Out? From what?”

“Like … chloroform, I think, or something
like it. He had a rag soaked with something, and he stuck it in my
face,” she replied, still sounding a bit defensive about it. “I
didn’t just let him bite me, dammit! He knocked me out!”

“Jesus,” Brenna gasped, momentarily taken
aback. She quickly recomposed herself. “Okay, okay, but … what the
hell? I mean, did he ask you first, and you turned him down, or
what?”

Raina closed her eyes and shook her head with
a heavy sigh. “He just did it. I dunno. I don’t know why he did,
but it’s … it’s just my fault … for being so stupid about trusting
him. I can’t believe I fell for that. I knew the whole thing
sounded weird, but … dammit…”

“Hey, don’t,” Brenna soothed her, putting an
arm around her shoulders and embracing her. “Don’t beat yourself
up. This shit happens. You got played. It happens to everyone.
Hell, it even happened to me once.”

“He knocked me out, Brenna! He put me under,
and he … he used me. I put myself in a stupid, stupid position, and
he totally used me.” Her lower lip was beginning to tremble even as
she said that, the sound of emotion creeping up into her voice. “I
would have given my blood to him if he’d just asked. I really would
have. He really looked so desperate. I just wanted to help him …
but he … God, I can’t believe I let this happen…”

Brenna tensed as she prepared herself within
before daring to ask, “Do you think he raped you?”

“For my blood?”

“No, I mean … literally. Do you think that he
raped you? Y’know, like … while you were out of it…?”

Raina turned and just stared at her for a few
long moments, blinking slowly with a blank expression.

“I don’t … I don’t think so,” she said at
first. She hesitated, looking away for a moment. “I … I don’t
know.”

“You don’t know?”

“No. I don’t know. I don’t remember.”

“Trust me, you would know it if he had.”

Raina shifted her hips slightly, her eyes
widening with alarm, and she only then appeared to become aware of
her underwear still hanging off her ankle. She met her gaze again,
now clearly on the verge of panic.

“God, I … I really don’t know what happened.
I … but … I-I don’t…”

“Are you squishy?”

“Squishy?”

“You know...?” she hinted with a vague
gesture toward her lap, trying to be at least somewhat
discreet.

Raina looked both embarrassed and scared as
she admitted, “I kinda feel wet.”

“You’d better get checked,” Brenna told her,
feeling her own stomach form a knot. She knew how these things
went. She had seen it happen before. She had been through it
herself … and in a much, much worse way … although she still had
never told anyone the truth about it.

“I can’t. I can’t go to a hospital. They
couldn’t do anything for me anyway.”

Brenna wasn’t going to argue that point, but
not for the same reasons that Raina would have expected. She pulled
upon Raina towards the open door. “C’mon, then. You can check
yourself in the restroom, clean up a bit, and…”

“No.” Raina clamped her hand down upon the
back of the front seat to hold herself in place, visibly beginning
to feel the ache of the bite wound to her other arm. “No, I … I’d
rather just go home.”

“Why? Raina, honey, please. I should already
be calling the police right now…”

“No!” she blurted suddenly, grabbing her knee
and giving her a wide-eyed look. Raina relaxed a bit after a
moment, looking a bit alarmed by her own reaction. More softly, she
said, “No, don’t. I don’t want the police, and I don’t need an
ambulance. It’s nothing that major.”

“Raina, don’t be ridiculous, that guy…”

“I don’t know, Brenna! I don’t know what
happened, and I’m not going to start jumping to conclusions.”

“Isn’t it kind of obvious what happened?”

“Brenna, please…”

“Look … aside from that, it looks like you’ve
been bitten. Do you have any idea how easy it is for a bite wound
to get infected?”

“Vampirism isn’t spread through bites. That’s
only in movies.”

“No, dummy, I’m talking about bacteria. Ever
heard of sepsis? Bite wounds are fucking nasty.”

“I can clean it, myself. It’s not like he had
rabies or anything.”

“No, but still … you should see a doctor,
anyway. I’ll take you down to County, they can clean up that bite,
and while you’re there they can set you up with a rape kit
and…”

“No! Please! Seriously, Brenna, I … I just
don’t want anyone else to know about this, okay?” she persisted,
grabbing Brenna’s shoulders. “I don’t want anyone in the bar, or
anyone at the hospital to know about what’s going on here. I don’t
want that kind of attention. This is embarrassing enough for me,
already. They saw me leave with him, and they’ll know something is
up if I go back in there like this … all dopey and looking
messed-up. And they saw me drinking, too. They’ll start jumping to
conclusions. They’ll say I got drunk, that I left with him and,
y’know … did it with him … voluntarily, I mean … and they’ll think
I’m just trying to go after him because he’s rich and famous. I
mean, think of how it all sounds to a complete stranger? I’m a
total nobody, I don’t have a lot of money, and he’s this
super-famous High Court vampire, I’ve been drinking, we meet up and
… y’know?”

Brenna looked at her with disbelief. This
wasn’t some sports star or famous actor they were talking about,
this was a big-name vampire. They were still looked down upon by
most people in such a way that it was almost a given fact that
people would believe the word of a human over a vamp. She certainly
knew this to be a fact from her own first-hand experiences.

“Who the hell cares what people think? So
what if the word gets out this asshole attacked you? I mean, if
people get mad enough to form a lynch mob to go hunt his ass down,
what would be wrong with that?”

“I don’t want them to know about me, okay? I
don’t want them to know what happened to me, because the word will
get around and … it’ll screw up everything.”

Everything? What, her little side-business,
her reputation, and her self-image? Yeah, that was possible. But it
would be tough to hide the consequences of it, if it did turn out
that he’d raped her. Unprotected sex with a vampire was a means of
direct exposure. There was more than one way to contract vampirism.
The idea was still slow to get around. Really, vampirism was almost
as easy to pick up as HIV or Hepatitis C … although, unlike an STD,
it was almost impossible for someone to not know his or her mate is
was infected. Put simply, the possibility of becoming pregnant by a
vampire was almost non-existent, since male vampires didn’t produce
active sperm. But in all honesty, it was easier for someone to
becoming a male vampire’s bloodspawn as the result of a sexual
encounter (consensual or otherwise) than it was for one to start
their Change by taking on the Communion of Blood. Who’d have ever
thought that a shot of semen was more potent than a cup full of
blood?

Anyway, this wasn’t Brenna’s call to make.
She wasn’t the victim here. And, dammit, if Brenna had been a
better friend and had looked out for her as she should have, Raina
wouldn’t have become a victim, either. If Raina just wanted to let
it go, that was her prerogative. It was stupid, frankly, to let
someone get away with doing that to her, just so infuriatingly
submissive and absurd for Raina to take that kind of abuse and then
choose not seek any kind of justice.

But it wasn’t Brenna’s body that had been
violated, nor her blood that had been stolen. She had to be
supportive enough of her friend to respect Raina’s decision to keep
the matter under wraps, at least for the time being. It would have
been a moot point to report the attack, anyhow; at that point, the
least of Duke Sebastian’s worries was being charged with the crimes
that he had committed against Raina. And anyway, it certainly
wasn’t he first time that Raina had insisted upon defending someone
that had victimized her, but … well, anyway…

Raina looked around for a moment to the floor
of the car, picked up her keys, and handed them to Brenna. Almost
shyly, she asked, “Sorry, but … can you drive me home?”

Reluctantly, Brenna took the keys with a
heavy sigh of resignation. “Fine, I’ll drive. But we’re going to my
place. I’m not going to just dump you off at your home and just
assume that you’ll be okay.”

Raina nodded, then gave her a firm, grateful
hug, saying, “Thank you. You’re awesome.”

“I know.”

 


* * * *

 



Chapter Seven

 


 


 


She had noticed it when Brenna had first
awoken her. She hadn’t checked herself right away, though, because
Duke Sebastian Fallamhain’s adamant plea for secrecy still
resonated in her mind … and because she was becoming increasingly
self-conscious about anything even vaguely related to sex when she
was around Brenna. Leaning against the side of the car for a moment
after getting out, pausing as Brenna hopped behind the wheel and
started the car, she had to reach under her own skirt and give
herself a light touch, bringing her fingers out into the sickly
glow of the parking lot lighting. There was no blood, and she was
not sore, but there definitely was moisture, thin and somewhat
watery. A quick check of the scent told her almost nothing. She
hoped that perhaps it had only been sweat, a consequence of her
struggle to fight off the Duke or the effects of whatever he’d used
to knock her out, but realistically, she knew better than to
suspect anything but the obvious. Finding that her underwear had
been removed should have been a dead giveaway. Brenna clearly
hadn’t missed that detail and was immediately convinced, but Raina
still held out hope. Perhaps it wasn’t as bad as it looked. Maybe …
just maybe … he had only touched her. Perhaps he hadn’t even done
that.

Still, as she sat wordlessly in the passenger
seat of her own car for most of the short drive to Gold Canyon, she
made subtle efforts to confirm her suspicions. She felt wrong,
disheveled, and damp in a way that was beyond uncomfortable.
Additionally, there was an unfamiliar point of soreness at her
innermost left thigh, but she forced herself to wait to actually
look. She did, however, idly check herself over for any other fresh
wounds. There were no punctures, scratches, or other injuries to
her neck, throat, or upper body, aside from the minor wound at the
bend of her elbow.

Whether it was the lingering effects of the
substance he’d used to put her out, or perhaps a combination of
that, alcohol, and general tiredness, she nevertheless had to
struggle to keep her eyes open. Less than five minutes away from
Brenna’s home, she surrendered to the nagging pull of sleep and
allowed herself to slump against the glass of the passenger-side
door. The passage of time seemed almost instantaneous from the time
she closed her eyes to the moment that she found Brenna pulling
open the door, reaching in to pick her up, and literally carrying
her upstairs to her apartment.

“Can you stand on your own for a second?”
Brenna asked her as she stopped in front of her apartment door and
set Raina down upon her feet.

Raina swayed unsteadily for a moment, then
managed to prop herself up against the wall, keeping her eyes
closed. The floor seemed to move under her feet like the whole
world was tilting, her vision was beginning to flash with color,
and her ears were ringing. She couldn’t decide whether it felt more
like she was being squeezed by an unseen force or if someone had
stuck a giant fork into her middle and was twirling her guts around
like spaghetti. Either way, she knew this wasn’t going to be
pretty.

“Hurry up. I’m gonna puke.”

Brenna frantically unlocked the knob and
deadbolt of her door, shoved open the door, and threw Raina’s arm
over her shoulders as she half-carried her over to the nearest of
her two bathrooms. Raina thanked her friend for the aid, but shooed
her out of the bathroom so she could have a bit of privacy. No
sooner had Brenna closed the door and Raina had spun a bit too
quickly to face the toilet than a mighty wave of nausea finally
overwhelmed her. She fell to her knees so quickly as she vomited
that she banged her forehead painfully upon the seat. She heard the
door open again for a moment as Brenna peeked in to check on her –
she probably suspected that she’d passed out – but it closed
immediately as Raina went on about the completely humiliating task
of surrendering the contents of her stomach.

The sickness was almost absurd in its
intensity, as was the feeling that she could only describe as the
most unpleasant buzz she’d ever experienced in her life. It was
akin to being drunk while simultaneously experiencing the hangover
of the following morning. Her head throbbed, her insides were
knotted and churning, and her whole body ached, yet she was every
bit as uncoordinated, bewildered, lazy, and dominated by vertigo as
she could remember having felt from her worst occasion of
intoxication. It had to be the after-effects of the anesthetic the
Duke had used upon her, but she had never heard of someone
experiencing such a horrible recovery after being exposed to
chloroform. Then again, she had only seen that sort of thing in
movies and a few books, so her knowledge on the matter was rather
limited, to say the least.

She flushed away her dinner and drinks,
unsteadily dragged herself to her feet to stand at the nearby sink,
and sought the comfort and cleansing of cold water. She had already
begun to perspire a bit before entering the bathroom, but she was
positively dripping with cold sweat now, as damp strands of her
hair stuck to her face. The feel of cold tap water upon her tongue
as she swished away the bitter taste of bile was incredibly
refreshing. She splashed her face a bit, sloppily soaking much of
the front of her blouse. For a moment or two, she actually felt
fine.

Just as she stood upright and shut off the
faucet, however, something low inside of her seemed to twist and
then come undone. Moving with surprising swiftness in spite of her
otherwise lethargic and seemingly drunken state, she managed to
turn and seat herself just in time before the sickness claimed the
other half of her insides. Everything within her seemed to be
coming apart, as her bowels, bladder, womb, and stomach all
clenched with a seemingly endless spasm. A small nearby trashcan
was fortunately within reach (and completely empty) to save her
from throwing up on the plush beige carpet of the bathroom
floor.

Embarrassment was compounding itself by the
minute for Raina, though she wasn’t entirely sure anymore what it
was for which she felt so ashamed. Yes, she had been a fool to
trust the Duke. Yes, she had failed to defend herself against him.
And, yes, she had just potentially ruined the wastebasket of her
best friend’s bathroom. And, although she wasn’t sure why she even
cared, she probably looked about as un-sexy as she possibly could
manage in her lifetime as Brenna had again opened the door slightly
to check on her for a brief moment. If God saw fit for this to be
her last night in life, then she wished for the end to come as soon
as possible to end what was without a doubt the worst illness she’d
ever experienced in all of her twenty-eight years – even worse than
the three-day bout of food poisoning that had nearly hospitalized
her four years beforehand. The apparent simultaneous (and very
early) start of her period only worsened the matter exponentially,
as hellish uterine cramps unlike any she’d ever known before kept
her doubled over and groaning miserably for perhaps fifteen
minutes.

Gradually, the bizarre and torturous illness
abated. More than once, Brenna asked if she should call an
ambulance, but Raina adamantly refused. It would pass, she
insisted, and now that the severity of symptoms was finally
beginning to wane, she began to believe her own slurred words. The
cramps eased, the nausea passed, and the cold sweat and chills
lessened to a less dramatic point. She flushed before even thinking
about trying to stand, and she finally began to allow herself a few
moments to evaluate the extend of damage she’d sustained that
night.

Her immediate concern was the bite to her
arm. She rolled up her sleeve and held her arm up towards the
bright fluorescent lights over the sink to examine the small
puncture wounds. She was surprised by how tiny they were, how they
were almost disappointingly minor. She had seen a lot of vampiric
bite wounds in the past couple of years, and hardly any of them
ever looked like what she saw upon her right arm. For one, both
punctures were spaced just far enough apart that they marked the
location of her median cubital (middle) and basilic (innermost)
veins. Sure, Duke Sebastian Fallamhain was a very old and
experienced vampire, but it was amazing that he had been able to so
precisely and so delicately prick both veins with a single bite. Of
course, he may have only nicked her with one fang at a time to feed
upon her, to have two bleeding points from which to suck. Or
perhaps he had simply pierced her vein with one of the needles in
her phlebotomy kit? After all, civil-minded vampires were actually
quite commonly known to use diabetic testing needles and pricking
the fingers of voluntary subjects to get a quick taste of blood
while causing minimal harm.

Secondly, the hematoma (bruise) surrounding a
large area around the puncture to her basilic vein was very
unusual. For whatever reason, there had been a lot of bleeding
under the surface of her skin after the bite. Raina had been stuck
numerous times in the past while training for her phlebotomy
certification, as well as for quality control tests in the lab, and
she knew that her veins were not at all fragile or prone to
rupturing like that. Of course, she had never been bitten before,
nor had she seen a bite performed in such a way. Unless it was just
a very severe hickey – it didn’t look like one at all – then she
could only assume that he had actually punctured one vein but not
the other.

And lastly, there was the worry of bacterial
infection. Bite wounds were always the worst, regardless of whether
they were from a vampire, human, dog, cat, or any other creature.
The mouth was a dirty, filthy thing, indeed – not just when it
spoke foul language – and it played host to a plethora of bacterial
monsters. Infected bite wounds from vampires were certainly not
unheard of, and she had heard many cases of people becoming very
sick, or even dying, after developing bacteremia or sepsis, as
Brenna had mentioned, as a result of germs entering the
bloodstream. That idea scared her more than perhaps any other
possible aspect of the attack. The fact that she was exhibiting
such symptoms of sickness made her fear the worst, that she already
had something horrible floating about her entire circulatory
system, and unless she saw a doctor soon enough to get an
antibiotic prescription, she might wind up bedridden in a hospital
… or cold and dead in the morgue down the hall from where she
normally worked.

It wasn’t until she lifted her skirt higher
to use a bit of toilet tissue that she noticed the deep scratch
upon her inner thigh. She had felt a slight stinging there from the
time she had awoken, but had been too preoccupied with everything
else to give it much thought. The scratch was almost two inches in
length, running diagonally across her thigh. Surrounding it was the
unmistakable discoloration of an obvious, genuine hickey.

Seeing it, knowing it for what it was, and
connecting that minor injury with the memory of her underwear being
out of place, she suddenly felt sick again. A few dry heaves were
all that she could manage now. There was no evidence that she could
see that he had left any of his own fluids upon or within her, at
least not at that point, but she had a definite idea as to what she
had endured during her unconsciousness. She didn’t understand why
it had happened. She had been attracted to him. She thought that
she had made it clear enough with the way she had been flirting
with him. She might have even fooled around with him, if given the
chance. But instead of giving her the chance to offer herself to
him willingly … he’d simply taken her.

Why? And why her? What was so special about
her that had made him seek her out? Why had he picked her to … to …
oh, she didn’t even want to think of the word. She didn’t want to
think about any of it. She had been through enough of those kinds
of thoughts before, and she knew where her mind always went as a
result, the way her thoughts turned poisonous and inward. Therapy
had helped, but not enough, and this time, nothing would save her
from herself if she found herself on that path again…

According to Brenna’s annoying wall clock – a
black cat with eyes that went back and forth in time with his
dangling tail – it had been nearly an hour since she’d entered the
bathroom. She finally felt human enough again to exit. She had been
fortunate enough that she hadn’t given up much to the wastebasket
and that it had been lined with a plastic shopping bag, so she
needed only to tie it securely shut and double-bag it with one from
the bathroom’s other wastebasket to clean up after herself. Blessed
with another small bit of luck, she found that Brenna still had an
emergency stash of feminine products in the cabinet under the sink
– likely kept only for guests, given her friend’s totally different
physiology as a vampire. Though the odor was already gone by means
of the fan and the passage of time, she nevertheless gave the room
a liberal spray of air freshener before opening the door and
clicking off the light.

Brenna had been standing out on the patio,
chain-smoking from a fresh pack of Djarum Blacks with the sliding
glass door open wide. She heard Raina’s exit from the bathroom,
flicked away a cigar that appeared to have just been lit, and
hurried over to help her along as she staggered toward the
bedroom.

“Jesus, I was worried sick about you! I
thought you were dying in there,” Brenna exclaimed as she put her
friend’s arm over her shoulders again and bent her knees to
accommodate her shorter height.

“I wish,” she said in a near-mumble.

“How are you feeling, now?”

“Like shit.”

“Obviously! You look awful.” Brenna stopped
her as she neared the bed and moved to stand before her, holding
Raina by her shoulders. “God, you’re almost as pale as me. Are you
still nauseous?”

“No … just dizzy and tired, and … I feel like
I’ve been run over by a steamroller,” she replied, still fighting
to keep her eyes open. “Everything hurts. God, even my teeth
hurt.”

“What about … y’know…?”

“What? Oh … no, I’m fine.”

“So, you didn’t find any … y’know … foreign
fluids…?”

“I told you, I’m fine.”

Brenna put a finger under Raina’s chin to
lift her lazy gaze, gently forcing her to meet her enchanting
emerald-green eyes.

“You don’t have to be ashamed. If he did, you
can tell me. It’s just us here.”

Reluctantly, she lied, “I don’t know.”

“Are you sore?”

“Not down there, no,” she replied. That much
was true. Everything else, however, was sore.

“Did it seem like he did anything at all to
you?”

She shrugged. “I honestly don’t know.”

“You should. Seriously, if I have to drag you
down to the hospital just to be sure…”

“No!” she exclaimed with sudden urgency.
Seeing Brenna’s surprise at her response, she drew back as she
thought of a half-lie. “Look, I … I think he just … he only went
down on me. That’s why, y’know … my underwear … I mean … really, I
don’t think that … I don’t think he raped me.”

“Sexual assault is the same thing as
rape.”

“No, it’s not. That’s just … like, a
catch-all term. I mean, even grabbing someone’s boob can be
considered sexual assault.”

“What are you, a lawyer?” Brenna quipped.

“No, but I read the news a lot.”

“Okay, smarty pants. But they’re both still
felonies.”

“Whatever. Look, I don’t think he did
anything major,” she lied. “For all I know, he might have just … I
dunno … felt me up or something, and … bit me.”

Brenna narrowed her eyes. “You’re absolutely
positive?”

“He just … he … left a hickey.” Her voice
broke as she said it. “But … why would he do that? I mean … I don’t
get it. Why? What would … what would he get out of that?”

“The taste of blood?”

“No, I mean, the taste of … me?”

“Forget about it. It doesn’t matter,
anymore,” Brenna told her. “Countess Something von What’s-her-face
tore that son of a bitch’s heart out in front of everyone about two
hours ago. I mean she literally tore it out with her bare hands …
elbow-deep in his ribcage and everything. Everyone got to watch it
live on the news, but they’re not showing any replays because it
was pretty graphic shit. Probably can find it on the Internet
pretty soon, though…”

“He’s dead?” Raina interrupted.

Brenna looked at her with an almost annoyed
expression. “Uh, yeah! I mean, unless he’s capable of functioning
without a heart, I’d say he’s pretty fuckin’ dead.”

Her vision blurred and she bit her trembling
lower lip, murmuring, “I only wanted to help him. I did the best I
could, and … and I can’t believe that he … still…”

Brenna silenced her by giving her a long,
comforting hug as Raina struggled not to fall apart into tears. The
guilt was automatic, even though it didn’t seem to make any sense
to Brenna … or even to Raina, herself. In spite of what he’d done,
the way he’d used her, she still pitied him. She still felt the
pain of his loss, though she barely knew him. She had lost several
familiar faces to death, but none in such a way that she felt
somehow involved in their demise. Now, her feeling of failure had
extended beyond herself to include Duke Sebastian Fallamhain and,
consequently, Grand Duchess Duvessa Fallamhain, as well. It did not
sit well in her heart at all. And just as quickly as she felt pity
for him, she felt hatred for herself for sympathizing with someone
who had abused her. She knew better than to feel this way, and she
despised herself for it, but she couldn’t help herself either way.
She was a mess … and she was sure that everyone else knew this
about her, even Brenna.

After almost a minute of being in Brenna’s
arms, however, gently being rocked from side to side, she couldn’t
help but to practically melt in her embrace. Raina was beyond
exhausted. Her knees buckled and only Brenna’s hold upon her kept
her from dropping straight to the floor. Instead, with an easy
physical strength that was surprising in spite of her very feminine
form, Brenna swept her friend off her feet, carried her a few feet,
and then gently laid her down upon the bed.

“Mind if I crash here tonight?” Raina tried
to ask, though her speech was so slurred that it barely emerged
from her lips as more than a mumble. The last thing she felt as her
eyes closed and sleep overtook her was her shoes being removed from
her feet. The slumber that she dove into was as complete,
dreamless, and death-like as the kind she had experienced at the
end of the Duke’s attack upon her.

Raina awoke to find herself again drenched in
a cold sweat, more completely now than ever before. The covers of
the bed underneath her were literally damp with her perspiration.
In spite of her chilled sweat, she felt as though she were burning
from within, almost dangerously feverish. The dark interior of the
room was still spinning, her menstrual cramps had returned with a
vengeance, her back ached terribly, and every muscle of her body
ached so much that it was a struggle for her just to sit upright.
For a few moments, she could only sit with her elbows upon her
knees and her face in her hands. Something was very, very wrong
with her, and she could only hope that it was just the coincidental
onset of a completely unrelated illness of some kind – maybe some
wildly mutated strain of the flu virus that everyone else in the
lab had been getting, lately.

“Up again, already?”

The sound of Brenna’s voice so close behind
her startled her. Brenna had been lying beside her upon the bed the
entire time. She was clothed and lying atop the covers, just as
Raina had been. Had Brenna been taking a nap, or had she been
watching her sleep? Was it merely concern for her friend, or was
she truly becoming serious about her feelings towards Raina? She
didn’t want to think about it. There wasn’t time for it. Without a
reply, she got up and staggered over to the bathroom, having to
lean upon every wall and sturdy piece of furniture within reach all
the way there. She closed the door and braced herself before
turning on the overhead light.

The glare of the fluorescent lights was
painfully blinding, even more than she had expected it to be, and
her head throbbed all the more with pain. The nausea was gone, at
least for the moment. She attended to her menstrual needs,
surprised by its intensity – alarmed, actually – and took a moment
to look at herself in the mirror. The sight was anything but
reassuring.

Her pupils were blown, even in spite of the
glaring light overhead, and the whites of her eyes were bloodshot.
Squinting against the brightness, she felt and looked like someone
that had been living underground for the past ten years, the tone
of her normally olive-colored skin having taken on an almost sickly
pale hue. Every inch of her bare flesh was covered in a sheen of
sweat, and her feverishly heated condition seemed only worse since
she’d risen from the bed. Not having to worry about Brenna leering
at her, she decided to alleviate her misery a bit by taking off her
stockings. It helped only slightly, and even unbuttoning her blouse
halfway and fanning herself brought her very little relief. She was
loathe to just make herself at home in anyone’s residence, but
Raina feared that if she didn’t find some way to cool off, she
would suffocate in her own warmth. She wasn’t sure exactly what her
temperature was, but she was undoubtedly running a terrible fever.
A black silk robe hung from a hook upon the back of the bathroom
door, and there were fresh, black terrycloth towels on the rack
next to the toilet. The thought of a cold shower called out to her
then like a natural spring in the Sonoran Desert.

She had just stepped out of her skirt and
begun to pull her blouse overhead when she noticed the crinkling
papery feel of something underfoot. Upon the floor was a yellow
sticky-backed note that seemed to have been hidden within her
clothing somewhere, perhaps in the waistband of her skirt. It was
crumpled and damp from having been so close against her skin
throughout that night, and the ink was a bit smudged and blotted
from its choice of hiding places, but the words scrawled upon it
were quite legible. She began to read it aloud to herself in a
murmur.

“Unto you, my blood, my body, and my life.
Arise, alive and new,” Raina read from the note. She read it to
herself again, stopping halfway through the brief message as it
finally sank in. “Oh … no. Oh, God … Jesus, no.”

She looked again at the marks upon her right
arm. She looked now and saw them for what they were. The Duke
hadn’t bitten her after managing to subdue her. He hadn’t
anesthetized her for the sake of feeding upon her or raping her …
or at least not only for those reasons. Rather, he had given her a
measure of his own blood from the very tubes she had drawn from him
just moments before. That explained his question about blood types;
the only blood a Type O Negative recipient can receive is that from
another person with Type O Negative blood.

Raina looked at herself again in the mirror,
horrified. She was going to die soon. Raina Caron Delgado, only
twenty-eight years old, unmarried and childless, would soon be
dead; arising in her place, “alive and new,” would be a monster
formed in her own visage, a humanoid parasite whose life depended
upon the consumption of others’ lives. She would soon become the
very thing she had sworn to never become, the very monster about
which she’d had so many nightmares as a child, and the very
creature that had caused the death of her own parents. Raina stared
at her reflection, focusing upon her own eyes, as she realized she
was witnessing the simultaneous death of herself and the birth of a
vampire.
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Under the steady downpour of a cool shower,
shrouded in the comforting darkness of the barely-lit bathroom,
Raina leaned against the side wall of Brenna’s corner shower and
did the best she could to stifle her sobs. The light had been too
bright for her to bear for very long, as her eyes seemed to refuse
to adjust. There seemed no point in trying to conceal her misery
from her friend – she would discover the truth soon enough, anyhow
– but she nevertheless struggled to keep hold of her emotions. It
took everything within her to keep her thoughts away from the
regrets of her shortcomings, the sorrow for what she had already
lost and had yet to lose, and the fears she held for her own
so-called future. She had to force herself to concentrate on what
mattered most, digging her nails into her palms until she felt that
they would bleed, just to distract herself from thinking about
anything but the present. She needed to be rational, not emotional.
Falling apart now would do nothing but waste time. Now, she had to
be strong, to think, and to act. Later, there would be time to
indulge and wallow in her own misery … as long as all of this
didn’t wind up killing her soon, of course.

Adjusting the water temperature until it was
running fully from the cold side – which, at any time but the dead
of Arizona’s winter months, was still tepid – she finally managed
to somewhat alleviate the terrible feverish temperature of her own
body, and her dizziness had finally begun to subside. She still
ached from head to toe, however, not only with every little
movement but with a strange twitching, throbbing sort of feel in
her muscles, like thousands of needles were poking at her from
within.

Her immediate concern was that of the initial
Change, itself. For one, she wasn’t sure how long she had before it
would really come into effect … that was, of course, assuming that
the dilation of her pupils and her earlier sickness weren’t already
the first stages. It had been a few hours since her exposure – how
many, exactly? The Change was vastly different for everyone,
dependent upon an almost countless number of factors. She had heard
that, in some odd cases, it took as long as a full month for the
Change to be fully completed, whereas it might only take a week for
some. She had known Brenna long enough to remember her as a human,
and she had heard all of the gory details of her Change at its
worst – the tooth loss, the wild muscle spasms, the skin
irritation, the cramps, the way her navel had filled in and
essentially vanished, and even a full-blown seizure at one point.
The worst of it had lasted three days, but it had taken two weeks
for Brenna’s body to completely stabilize. Realizing that her own
Change had only just begun and that she had a lot of suffering
ahead, Raina already had her doubts as to whether she could survive
this, both physically and emotionally.

She had plenty of vacation time available
from her job, and she could always claim a personal crisis as
grounds for time off, but … would they want her back? Was the
hospital willing (and legally able) to keep a vampire on their
payroll? The irony of being a vampire and a phlebotomist would,
without a doubt, be enough to terrify the majority of her patients.
If she was lucky, they might still let her work in the lab, perhaps
on a night shift. Assuming that she could find a way around having
to appear for work during daylight hours, or at least to avoid
burning alive during the noontime commute, was there any chance at
all that she could keep her new identity a secret? If she was only
a Commoner like Brenna, it would almost be a possibility. She had
heard of vampires masquerading as humans successfully for years,
but…

“Raina? Hey, babe … you okay in there?” she
barely heard Brenna call to her from outside the bathroom.

She didn’t trust her own voice enough to
answer. The obvious response would be to insist that she was okay,
but she was a horrible liar … especially when she was already
crying. Raina heard the door open, and so she immediately turned
off the water. She was as clean and cooled off as she was going to
get, and she’d only be running up her friend’s water bill by
lingering any longer.

“Raina, my sweet?”

She swallowed down the choking lump in her
throat, and barely managed to answer, “Yeah?”

“Why are you taking a shower at three in the
morning … in the dark?” Brenna asked almost worriedly.

“I ... I just … I needed to cool off.”

“How are you feeling?”

There were perhaps a thousand different
things she could have said in response to that query that would
apply, but she settled for the most generic: “Like I’m dying.”

“You still throwing up?”

“No.”

“Dizzy?”

“No, not anymore,” she replied. “I’m just …
hung over.”

“After two drinks?” There was a long pause.
Finally, Brenna let out a heavy sigh. “Look, I … I already know
what’s going on. You don’t have to try to lie about it with me. I
know what he did to you, and you don’t have any reason to be
ashamed. I’ve been there, myself. I know exactly what it’s like.”
She paused. “C’mon out. I promise, I won’t look.”

In the darkness of the bathroom, backlit only
by the dim blue nightlight at the end of the long vanity sink
countertop, she could barely make out the distorted silhouette of
Brenna’s image through the frosted glass door of the shower. She
saw her friend hold up a large towel, spread out and ready for her.
Reluctantly, biting firmly upon her quivering lower lip, she slid
the door open slowly. Seeing that Brenna was, in fact, facing away
from her with her eyes squeezed shut, she elected to emerge from
the shower. Truthfully, giving Brenna a free show was the last
thing she was worried about; she just didn’t know how to broach the
subject of her Change without risking another wild fit of
sobbing.

As she came close enough to touch the towel
with the front of her body and she began to accept it from her,
Brenna gently wrapped the beach-sized linen around her and embraced
her tightly. She kissed her temple and reassuringly caressed her
back and shoulders.

“It’s okay. I’ve been there, myself,” Brenna
told her again as Raina almost reluctantly returned the embrace.
“Someone raped me once.”

“But … he didn’t…”

“Shhh. It’s okay. I understand,” she
interrupted. “Even if he didn’t, like … have intercourse with you …
I know he touched you. I saw that he took off your underwear. He
did something to you while you were out of it, and that’s why you
were … y’know.”

“Squishy?”

“Yeah.”

“It wasn’t … I mean … I don’t think that’s
what it was.”

“Are you sure it wasn’t … y’know …
semen…?”

Raina hesitated. “I don’t know.”

“Look … even if it was … so what? Okay?
Nobody wants to admit to it. Not right away, at least. It’s
embarrassing, I know, because nobody wants to be a victim. I know
what it’s like to go through what you’re feeling right now. I know
exactly how you feel, my sweet. You don’t have to play it off like
it’s something that it’s not. He did what he did to you, and you
can’t just pretend it didn’t happen.”

“But … but I’m not lying to you, though! He
just…”

“Shhh, Raina, honey. Don’t talk. Just listen,
okay? I’m telling you, I know exactly what it’s like,” Brenna went
on. She seemed almost consumed with the need to get this issue
aired out. “I haven’t been straight with you these past couple
years about what happened to me … y’know, with my Change.”

Brenna took a deep breath, paused, and then
finally said, “Remember how I always said that I’d wanted to be a
vampire all along, that I just hooked up with the first dude that
was willing to be my Maker and that I just had a one-night stand
with him? Well, that was all bullshit. Truth is, I never really
wanted to be what I am, now. I got a little too drunk one night
when I was in a club in Scottsdale, so some vampire offered me a
ride home. I was really zonked, so I passed out while he was
driving. Might’ve been drugs, might’ve just been the booze, I don’t
know.” She held Raina just a bit more tightly. “Next thing I know,
we’re parking in a back alley behind a grocery store, and this
dude’s just … just fucking me in the back of his SUV. I woke up
right in the middle of it, I totally wigged out, and I tried to
fight him off, but that just pissed him off. He hit me hard enough
to knock me out again, and then he bit my neck while I was out. And
I don’t just mean he bit me, like he left two neat little holes.
This dude just tore into me, ripped into my neck with all his teeth
and tore at me, like he was a fucking pit bull. And then I guess he
figured I was dead at that point, because when he was done getting
his fill, he threw me in a dumpster behind the store and took
off.”

“Jesus,” Raina murmured.

“Not quite as romantic as a one-night stand,
huh?” she chuckled bitterly. “Anyway, I got lucky. He didn’t get my
jugular vein or any arteries, so I didn’t bleed out. I mean, he
sure fucked me up, and I lost a lot of blood, but obviously not
enough to kill me. I flagged down a cop and got a ride to the
nearest hospital. I only stayed there long enough for them to
stitch me up and pump some blood back into me and make sure I
wasn’t going to die, and then the next morning I acted like I was
going outside to have a smoke and then I took off. I didn’t have
any ID on me, and I gave ‘em a fake name … y’know, my stripper
name, Raven Blackwater. Nobody really knew who I was.”

“But … why?”

“Same reason as you,” she said. “I didn’t
want anyone to know what happened to me. I was ashamed. I felt like
such an idiot … and a slut. I mean, seriously, what kind of a moron
trusts a vampire to take them home, even when they’re drunk off
their ass? Basic human common sense should tell you it’s a stupid
fucking idea. What can I say? I guess I kinda wanted to see what it
was like to do it with a vampire. So, in a roundabout way I did get
what I asked for, and I paid the price for it … and then I made up
that whole spiel about the one-night stand, and me begging some
random vamp to be my Maker. I just had to accept the fact that I’m
a vampire now, because I have to accept responsibility for my own
actions. I was the idiot that got drunk and let a vampire give me a
ride, and even though he took advantage of me, damn near killed me,
and then left me for dead in a fucking Dumpster, it was still
partly my fault for giving him the opportunity. I didn’t want
anyone else to know what a complete idiot I was for doing that. It
was just so … God, just so stupid … and beyond humiliating.”

“But … look, he didn’t bite me, okay?” Raina
insisted firmly. She held up her arm and backed away enough to show
her the wounds, holding the towel in place with her other arm.
“Look! This isn’t a bite mark, Brenna. They’re the spots where he
stuck me.”

Brenna just stared at her in the darkness for
a few moments, then looked at her friend’s arm. “He drew from you
with a needle?”

“No! He injected me.”

“Injected you? With what? Heroin? Meth?”

“His own blood,” she finally confessed.
“That’s why I’ve been sick all night.”

Visibly shocked, but still appearing
doubtful, Brenna asked, “Why would he inject you with it
twice?”

“He missed my vein the first time. That’s why
I’ve got this big bruise around it. It’s blood under the skin … a
hematoma. He either missed the first time, or he pushed it in too
fast and blew the vein,” she explained. “That’s why I’ve been
having all this nausea and fever and these aches and cramps and …
y’know, everything. My body’s freaking out because I guess my
immune system is reacting to what he injected into me.”

“But … how do you know for sure? I mean, if
you were knocked out the whole time this happened, then how do
you…”

Raina almost angrily snatched up the yellow
sticky-back note from the sink countertop and held it up in front
of Brenna’s face. “He wrote me this and stuck it in my clothes. I
just found it a few minutes ago.”

Brenna leaned over and held it close to the
glow of the nightlight. Vampires had exceptional low-light vision,
but even then, it was still a challenge to try to read in the dark
without at least a small bit of lighting aid. The rough condition
of the note was not helping things, either.

“It’s the vow for the Communion of Blood,”
Brenna commented.

“I know what it is!” Raina snapped. She hated
the sound of herself, immediately regretting it. Speaking much more
softly as she wrapped herself more securely with the towel, she
said, “I’m sorry. I just … I know what it is.”

“Then … you’re going through the Change,” her
friend said gently as she faced her.

“Yeah.”

“And Duke Sebastian Fallamhain … Duvessa
Fallamhain’s consort … is your Maker.”

Raina let out a sigh and sniffed back her
tears, nodding. “Yeah. Looks like it.”

“Oh … my … God, Raina!” Brenna gasped, firmly
taking hold of her bare, wet shoulders. “Do you have any idea what
this means?”

“I’m gonna be a High Court vampire. Yeah, I
know.”

“Not just that,” she said, “but we’ve gotta
hide your ass so that nobody finds out.”

Raina blinked at her. “What?”

“You’re the last bloodspawn of the Grand
Duchess. If the Countess finds out who you are … and what you are …
then she’ll come looking to kill you.” Brenna hugged her dear
friend again, now so tightly that it almost hurt. “Oh, my sweet …
God … baby, I’m so, so sorry.”

Thereafter, toweled dry and less than
comfortably back into her sweat-dampened clothes, Raina’s theme of
the night became that of priorities. First on her list was the need
for fresh clothes and a full meal, as her stomach now growled with
hunger in the wake of her earlier purging. Within minutes, her
hunger grew from a light urge to something bordering upon ravenous.
Her intention had been to wait until she had arrived home before
raiding the cupboards and refrigerator for something satisfying,
but as soon as she was behind the wheel of her car, she decided to
seek out an all-night diner. She and Brenna settled into a booth at
a tiny café just a few blocks east of the border into Pinal County
and ordered coffee. She knew that it was probably a bad idea to
indulge in a diuretic beverage at that point, having already lost
so many fluids in so many ways that night, but she desperately
needed the caffeine. Time was not on her side, and she could not
afford the luxury of sleep until the conditions of her Change
forced it upon her.

As they both sipped at their coffee and
awaited the delivery of their meals, Brenna began to feed her the
must-know details of her introduction to life as a vampire – what
to do, what to avoid, what was and was not safe to eat, and so
forth. The things that should have seemed to be quite minor losses
or inconveniences seemed almost impossible for Raina to live
without; she loved garlic, almost all of her family heirloom
jewelry was silver-based, and she had never been comfortable with
online banking and shopping because of identity thieves.

There was no one else in the diner at that
twilight hour, but they still kept their conversation as hushed as
possible. Although the populace of Apache Junction was primarily
that of elderly retirees and lower-middle-class families, they both
thought it best not to publicly discuss the matter of Raina’s Maker
… although the thought of it all pressed at her consciousness
incessantly with a thousand questions. The last thing they needed
was someone with a keen ear or big nose to start the rumor mill
about the new bloodspawn of a High Court vampire who had, only
hours ago, been slain in front of live national news cameras. The
longer they could keep the matter under wraps, the more wisely
Raina could plan for the inevitable time at which the nature of her
new race would be impossible to conceal.

It marked the first time that Raina had ever
been able to finish an entire breakfast at that diner – two eggs,
four pancakes, sausages, toast, and four cups of coffee. Though she
was positively stuffed by the meal’s end, Brenna reassured her that
in about an hour or so, she would feel as though she were starving
again. Her metabolism was in hyper-drive, she explained, and it was
pulling from every resource it could for energy and raw
tissue-building materials as the viral genetic nature of the
vampiric blood in her veins began to take over her body at a
cellular level. A fourth of her entire DNA code was being
overwritten as she sat there in the diner, still perspiring and
somewhat dizzy with a fever that refused to fully break. Her body’s
temperature seemed to be completely out of control, as she found
herself sweating with a stifling inner heat one moment, and then
shivering with the chill of her perspiration in the next. The diner
was not excessively lit, yet she still found it necessary to put on
the prescription-lens sunglasses she normally wore for driving
during broad daylight hours. Her insides seemed to have settled
down for the time being, but every muscle in her body still ached
and lightly spasmed incessantly.

With the faint glow of daybreak looming from
behind the Superstition Mountains as they paid for their meals and
left the diner, Brenna turned to Raina with a tired sigh.

“I hate to be a spoilsport, but unless you
want to see me turn into a baked potato, we’d better get running to
your place. I don’t think we have enough time to make it back to
Gold Canyon before dawn,” she said. She looked a bit embarrassed as
she glanced to Raina from the opposite side of the Lincoln, waiting
for the door to be unlocked. “I normally have a better sense of
time than this. The last thing you wanna do as a vamp is get caught
out at daybreak without any good clothes or sunscreen. Trust me,
it’s a mistake you’ll only make once.”

“It’s okay, you can crash at my…”

Raina’s words trailed off suddenly after she
opened the door of the Town Car and heard the simple electronic
ringtone from within her car. She immediately spotted a small,
flip-open cell phone laying upon the rear seat. Raina gave her
friend a raised eyebrow.

“Yours?”

“Nope,” Brenna said, holding up her own
phone. “I’ve still got this old piece of shit.”

“It’s not mine, either,” Raina replied … and
then it dawned upon her.

With sudden urgency, she unlocked the car’s
doors, yanked open the rear door, and lunged for Duke Sebastian
Fallamhain’s phone as it rang for the fourth time. Upon the
touch-sensitive screen, she saw “Unknown” listed as the incoming
call. Brenna ducked into the car, glanced at the phone as Raina
showed it to her, then gestured for her to answer the call.
Reluctantly, somehow feeling as though she was picking up a live
hand grenade, Raina tapped the green “talk” button and put the
phone to her ear. She remained silent, instead waiting for the
other person to speak first.

A woman’s voice carried over the connection
clearly, her voice as thick with emotion as it was with her British
accent, “Sebastian? Oh, please … please, love, tell me you’re
safe.”

Immediately, not so much from familiarity as
from intuition, Raina knew exactly whom she was hearing on the
other end of the call. Her eyes wide and her throat tight, she
steeled herself for whatever might transpire.

“H-hello?” Raina finally answered.

There was a pause. “Oh, God. Oh … dear God,”
her vampiric ancestor breathed, surely in tears. There was another
long bout of silence. “Kathleen … I just heard. I saw the news. I
was hoping they were mistaken. They’re not showing the video here,
but … seeing as you’re answering, then it must not be as bad as
they make it to be. Surely, there’s been a mistake. He’s hurt, I
know, but … he is alive, isn’t he?”

“I’m sorry, I … I’m not Kathleen,” Raina
confessed shyly.

“But … well, then who is this? Who are you?”
the Grand Duchess demanded. “If you’re with the authorities, then
you should identify yourself properly.”

“This is Raina Delgado.”

Duvessa hesitated. “Are you with the
police?”

“No.”

There was a long pause. “How did you get this
telephone? What business do you have answering this call?”

“The Duke left his phone in my car. I never
knew it was here until you called.”

“Then where is Lady Kathleen?”

Raina hesitated. “I … I think she’s
dead.”

“You think…?”

“It’s all over the local news. Countess
Wilhelmina … killed the two vampires that were with the Duke before
she, ah … defeated him,” she told her as gently as she could
manage. It was the first time she’d ever had to tell a stranger of
a loved one’s death.

There was a very long pause, and Raina had to
glance at the cell phone’s display window to verify that the call
had not been disconnected. At last, hearing her voice break
slightly with sorrow, Duvessa spoke. “I see, then. So … Raina
Delgado … how do you … how did you come into possession of
Sebastian’s telephone?”

“Like I said, he left it in my car after he …
he hired me to draw his blood.”

“Oh. Oh, I see. Of course, then,” the Grand
Duchess finally said with recognition after another pause, sniffing
back her emotions and clearly trying to sound more composed. “So
you … you are The Phlebotomist, then…?”

Great, here we go again with the superhero
title, Raina thought to herself. Settling into a more comfortable
position in the rear seat, she answered, “Yes, ma’am.”

“And I understand that you were successful in
drawing his blood. Correct?” She was regaining clarity and
professionalism in her voice with every passing second. Her courage
was admirable.

“Yes, ma’am.”

“Did he mention any detail as to why he
approached you for this task?”

She hesitated. “Well … sort of.”

“I beg your pardon?”

“He hinted around about it,” Raina admitted,
“but I didn’t really figure out exactly what he was up to until
about an hour and a half ago. He left a note for me.”

“I see. So, shall I assume that you are in
possession of his blood?”

“Umm … sort of.”

Duvessa audibly let out a frustrated sigh.
“Please, dear, don’t be vague. I haven’t the patience for it. Do
you or do you not have in your possession a vial of Duke Sebastian
Fallamhain’s blood?”

Raina squirmed uncomfortably in her seat,
removing her sunglasses to wipe the sweat from her face. “Not … in
my possession, exactly. More like … it’s inside of me.”

“Oh, God,” she gasped, “you didn’t! You … oh,
how dare you! You drank it?”

“No! Ma’am, I swear to you, I did not drink
it!” Raina protested, shrinking down fearfully in her seat. It
dimly occurred to her how odd it was that she was feeling
threatened by a vampire that was thousands of miles away from
her.

Raina had been staring at her opened box of
phlebotomy supplies upon the floor as she spoke with the Grand
Duchess. Her underwear was still there on the floor, twisted around
and turned inside-out and exactly where she had left it the night
before. She kicked it underneath the back of the driver’s seat,
knowing all too well that putting it out of sight would do nothing
to put it out of her own mind.

She bent over and picked up her plastic
sharps container, glanced inside, and immediately saw a single used
syringe inside. Her means of exposure had been theoretical up until
that point, but this confirmed it beyond a doubt as factual. She
never used syringes without a winged collection device attached to
it, and she had never needed to do so (outside of the hospital) for
at least two months. Additionally, she never used a straight needle
attachment on the end of a syringe for blood draws, although she
had nevertheless kept several such large-gauge needles on hand …
but only for use in transferring blood from a syringe into several
smaller tubes.

“Please explain yourself, Ms. Delgado. I
demand to know precisely what has happened here.”

Although it was normally a taboo of safety to
do so, she carefully reached into the container with two fingers
and withdrew the syringe, holding it up for Brenna to see. Her
friend stared at the item with wide eyes of surprise – had she not
believed until that moment?

“Duke Sebastian … your consort,” Raina began,
daring to allow a small measure of bitterness into her words,
“knocked me out with a cloth soaked in something like chloroform,
and then he … well, he…”

“Out with it, already! You’re testing my
patience.”

Raina took a deep breath and sighed, “He
raped me and then injected me with his own blood.”

The Grand Duchess seemed to consider that for
a moment. “Ms. Delgado, if you intend to blackmail me or hold his
blood for ransom, the least you can do is be honest with me about
your intentions.”

“I am being honest!” she protested. “Look, I
drew a tube and a half of blood from the Duke. I gave them to him
after I drew them, and at one point he asked me for a syringe that
he could use for giving an injection. At the time, he wouldn’t say
who or what he was planning on shooting up. Then he knocked me out,
transferred the blood from the tubes into that syringe, injected it
all into my right arm, and then raped me. That, or maybe he raped
me first and then injected me. I don’t know. I was kinda
unconscious at the time, so…”

“Bollocks! You’re speaking rubbish. He did no
such thing.”

“Oh, he most certainly did,” she replied
rather haughtily. She hesitated, then shrugged as she went on to
add, “Y’know, up until this point, I’ve been reluctant to go to the
authorities with this because he insisted that I keep my meeting
with him a secret. But if you want me to go to the hospital and
have them check me…”

“Sebastian would never … he…” There was a
long pause. Raina heard her draw a slow breath, then let it out in
a heavy sigh. “What exactly do you believe that he did to you?
Precisely, and in exact detail, what are you attempting to claim
that my Sebastian did to you?”

Suddenly, her urge to vent upon the Grand
Duchess for her consort’s deeds evaporated. Still frustrated, she
told her, “Y’know what? Really, it doesn’t matter. What do you
care? I’m speaking rubbish, remember?”

“Do not test me, young lady,” Duvessa warned
her sternly. She paused, then spoke with less vehemence. “Just …
please, tell me. If you intend to convince me of your sincerity,
then I need to know exactly what he did … in detail.”

Sticking with her half-truth, she said,
“Well, for starters, he apparently fed on blood from my inner
thigh.”

“Apparently…?”

“Look, the son of a bitch took off my thong,
went down on me, sliced me, and sucked on my thigh so hard that he
gave me one hell of a hickey.”

Another pause. “You’ll have to forgive me if
I’m not especially familiar with your modern American terms, Ms.
Delgado. I speak English, not … jive.”

“Jive?” Raina echoed. In any other situation,
she would have found that hilarious.

“Well, whatever it is that you Yanks call it
these days. Please, just speak to me in plain English if you can,
because I literally could not understand half of what you just
said.”

“What part?”

“He went down on you…?”

“He … y’know … ate me.”

“You mean he actually consumed your
flesh?”

Raina rolled her eyes. “C’mon, you’re how old
and you don’t know what oral sex is?”

“Yes, of course I do! You needn’t talk down
to me as if I were a child,” the Grand Duchess snapped mildly. “I
am not overly familiar with modern American slang.”

“Sorry. But … well, he did that … and he left
a mark on my inner thigh.”

“A bite?”

“A scratch,” she confirmed, “but probably
from one of his fangs, or something else sharp. And he left a
hickey there … you know, a bruise, from trying to suck blood from
the scratch he made.” She paused. “I guess it was his idea of
foreplay … before … y’know … before he … had his way with me.”

Raina struggled to reign in her emotions yet
again, biting hard upon her lower lip. Out of simple curiosity and
a need to distract herself, she removed the tray from the tackle
box of supplies, looking to see what else had been used. Laid
carefully underneath her plastic bag of cotton balls was the
complete folded bundle of gold-clipped money that she had observed
in the Duke’s possession, earlier – payment delivered as promised.
And considering that the “services” rendered had included more than
mere phlebotomy, Raina felt even worse. He had forced her to be his
whore. Whether she had wanted it or not, he had paid her for sex.
Her breakfast began to creep upward to the back of her throat at
that thought.

She squeezed her temples hard for a moment,
fighting off her nausea as the Grand Duchess replied only with a
long period of silence. Swallowing hard, Raina picked up the money
and held it up for her friend to see. Brenna’s eyes grew even wider
as she handed it off to her. Brenna almost immediately took the
money from the clip and began to count it. Apparently, Brenna
wasn’t making the same mental connection as her – it was just a fat
stack of cash to her – and she seemed utterly perplexed by the look
of misery on Raina’s face.

“As much as I am loathe to admit to it,”
Duvessa finally said, “I suppose that does sound typical of
Sebastian. Or rather, I suppose I should say that it was something
that he did. It was one of his more unsavory guilty pleasures. It’s
something for which I have previously disciplined him.”

“What, knocking chicks out, injecting them
with blood and…”

“Raping the innocent! Yes, you’ve made that
abundantly clear,” the Grand Duchess interrupted frustratedly. “It
is one thing to do so to another bloodline, but to partake of the
sins of the Old Ways is something that I have forbidden for
decades. I have tried to instill in my bloodline the importance of
living harmoniously with humans, but … unfortunately, I was a fool
to place my faith in Sebastian’s sense of restraint. As much as I
loved him, he was weak. And being that he apparently believed that
his death was imminent, he saw no consequence in having his way
with you. It seems that he simply could not control his own urges,
even when I stressed the grave importance of his task.”

“His task?” Raina parroted. “You mean you
told him to do this to me?”

Again, there was a pause. She wasn’t sure if
it was a communication delay from the signal traveling halfway
around the world and back, or if her words had once again struck a
nerve. Given Duvessa’s indignant tone that followed, she assumed it
was the latter.

“Don’t be ridiculous! I most certainly did
not instruct him to rape anyone,” she said immediately. “I ordered
him to select a bloodspawn and bestow the Communion of Blood upon
them. Your name came up a time or two in other discussions, but I
had been given no prior indication that he had been specifically
referring to you when he informed me that he had selected a
candidate. I had hoped that he would have exercised better judgment
than this.”

Raina tried not to be bothered by the subtle
insult. Apparently, the Grand Duchess did not feel that she was
worthy of being a part of her bloodline. She was, after all, just a
random stranger that the Duke had found attractive. Apparently,
Sebastian had been in such a rush to complete his mission that he
hadn’t cared to be picky enough about his bloodspawn of choice to
suit his Maker’s preferences. It was disappointing, but she tried
not to feel personally offended by the implication. These were
aristocratic snobs with whom she was dealing, after all. Their
standards had little or nothing to do with fairness, only their own
selfish motivations.

“You have my sincerest apologies for what has
happened, Raina Delgado, and for my rudeness in addressing you,”
the Grand Duchess told her. “I can assure you that I will do
everything within my power to compensate you for my bloodspawn’s
indiscretion, and to assuage your suffering.”

“I’m not going to sue you, if that’s what
you’re getting at.”

“No. I do not believe in buying a person’s
forgiveness, as it seems to be the custom in today’s world. By
compensation, Ms. Delgado, I mean just that. I will do what I can
to make up for my consort’s offenses against you,” she said very
politely. “As I suppose I am now obligated to assume my consort’s
personal responsibilities, my greater concern at this time is
ensuring that you are kept safe. Have you experienced the first
symptoms of your Change, yet?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“Please, dear, call me Duvessa. You needn’t
be so formal with me in private conversations, unless otherwise
asked, Ms. Delgado.”

“Thank you,” she said, “and the name’s Raina.
My high school gym teacher always used to call me Ms. Delgado.”

“Very well, then, Raina. Does anyone else
know that your Change has begun?”

“Just my friend, Brenna.”

“And who is Brenna? Will her knowledge of
this complicate things for us?”

With money in hand, Brenna waved to Raina in
an excited, almost silly manner. “No, she’s cool. She’s a
vampire.”

“A Commoner?”

“Yeah.”

“How well do you trust her?”

“More than anyone else I know.”

“Excellent.” She wondered how the Grand
Duchess might have reacted if she had told her otherwise, such as
if Lisa had been the first to know. “Under no circumstances are you
to let anyone at all know of your condition. You must do everything
within your ability to remain out of sight from everyone else,
especially once the Change begins to affect your appearance. Tell
your employer, your friends, and your family that you are very
sick. Tell them that what you have is very contagious.”

“Like, tell them I have pinkeye or
something?”

“Tell them whatever they will be most likely
to believe, just so long as it will keep them away. It should
afford us enough time so that I may arrange to see that you are
properly escorted to safety.”

She actually jumped at the thought. “Wait,
you mean … you’re having someone pick me up?”

“Yes, of course. I cannot afford to leave you
there, alone and unprotected. You will soon be a part of the High
Court. It is imperative that you be here with me.”

“You mean … over there? All the way over
there?”

“Silly girl,” Duvessa responded softly with
an amused sound. “Yes, of course. You must be properly introduced
to the Council, and I shall personally see to all of your needs
here in London. I must prepare you as best I can for your role, as
the House of Fallamhain cannot afford to end with my death, if
Countess Wilhelmina succeeds in her plans.”

Raina was filled with a strange tingling
sensation, much like that of falling. “But … I have a job here …
and friends…”

“Not anymore. Your friends are human, I’m
sure, as is your employer. Once your Change is completed, I can
certainly assure you that they will no longer be friendly toward
you at all,” Duvessa informed her flatly. “Employment is not an
issue. Your role as a part of the High Court will make that
irrelevant, and I shall see to your financial needs. If you are to
be protected, then you must be surrounded by those of your own
bloodline.”

“In other words,” Raina sighed, “I can’t
trust anyone without fangs.”

“For your own given situation, it would be
best to trust no one that is not a part of the House of Fallamhain.
Unless their blood already flows through your veins, or your own in
theirs, you cannot afford to guarantee that anyone’s motivations
are not without greed or malice. Our enemies far outnumber our
allies at this time.”

“So … that pretty much narrows it down to
you. I can’t trust anyone but you, huh,” she said, more than
asked.

The Grand Duchess paused. “I have many loyal
associates, some of whom I have trusted with my life in the past.
But for the sake of your own safety, it would perhaps be wise for
you to keep your Commoner friend close for the duration of your
Change.”

“You mean Brenna?” Raina asked, and her
friend’s eyes flared with light surprise.

“Yes. As a vampire, I’m sure that she would
be more sympathetic to your situation than any human,” she replied.
“As vampires, we have all been there, ourselves, at the beginning
of a Second Life. Surely, she understands what you must be going
through right now.”

“I’m sure she does,” Raina agreed, meeting
her friend’s gaze directly.

“Keep your phone within reach at all times,
but do not use it to place a call to anyone. I will contact you
again, soon. May God be with you, dear,” Duvessa told her, and then
disconnected the call abruptly.

Raina sat in silence for a few moments, her
heart thundering in her chest and her pulse filling her ears.
Brenna’s sudden but hushed chuckle startled her.

“Holy fucking shit, Raina,” she said with a
fang-flashing grin, “do you know how much cash that guy left
you?”

She blinked at her, feeling numbed with her
excitement. “What?”

“There’s almost five grand here!” she
answered excitedly, waving the stack of hundreds. “Feel like doing
some shopping?”

“Forget it. We’re not spending it,” Raina
said, taking back the tubes. “I’m giving it back to the Grand
Duchess.”

“What? Why?”

“Because I … I don’t feel right keeping
it.”

“Come again? Raina, this is five fucking
grand in cash. It’s not like he wrote you a check that’s gonna
bounce. And considering what you’ve been through, I’d say you
deserve at least a little something in return.”

Raina shook her head. “I don’t want to even
look at it. I don’t want to think about how I wound up with
it.”

“Well, if you don’t want it, then…” Brenna
began to slip the money between her breasts to conceal it.

“Hey! No! Forget it, okay?” Raina said,
snapping her fingers and pointing at her. “Just put it away. I
don’t want the Grand Duchess to find out I wound up with a bunch of
her dead consort’s money, and then have her think that I’m just
taking advantage of the situation.”

“Kinda like how the Duke took advantage of
you?” Brenna pressed with a frown. “Don’t be naïve, my sweet. He
was an asshole, he used you, and now he’s dead, so good fucking
riddance. So what if he left you a little something behind? What,
you think it’s your responsibility or something to give this wad of
cash back to his Maker just because you feel guilty about it?”

“I’m not going to let him make me his whore,
Brenna,” Raina insisted, looking into her friend’s eyes. “He raped
me, drank from me, tossed me a wad of cash, and left me laying in
here with my underwear around my ankles. If I accept that money,
then I’m just accepting the fact that he used me. Do you understand
what I’m getting at? I am not okay with the idea of being a
prostitute.”

There was a long pause as they stared at one
another solidly, each trying to read the other’s thoughts merely by
sight. Brenna shook her head ever so slightly.

“Haven’t you ever heard of making the best of
a bad situation?” her friend asked.

Raina was stunned. “Haven’t you ever heard of
personal standards?”

“Apparently, mine are a lot lower than yours,
honey,” she answered, “because quite frankly, I’ve done a lot of
questionable things in the past for money. And I do mean a lot of
things.”

“Like what?” Raina asked.

She immediately regretted the question as
soon as it left her lips. Brenna tilted her head and narrowed her
eyes slightly. Brenna did have a totally different set of standards
than Raina. Brenna wasn’t a slut, but she certainly was much more
sexually liberal and open-minded. And she didn’t have the same
neurotic hang-ups that Raina did, either.

“Do you really want me to go into details?”
Brenna asked. “Because I will, girlfriend. And I won’t even bat a
fucking eyelash doing it, either, because I’m not ashamed. I’ve
done a lot of things I’m not especially proud of having done, and I
don’t go around advertising it to the world. But I’m not going to
pretend that I never did them, and I’m not going to lie to myself
or to anyone else about the fact that I did them voluntarily.”

Raina looked away sheepishly. “You’re right.
I’m sorry.”

“Yeah? Well, I’m not!” she said. There was
another long, awkward pause between them. “Listen … Raina, my sweet
… this fucker used you, and you’re not okay with using his money
because you’re worried about what someone else might think? Fuck
that!”

“Fine. If you want it, then just keep it,”
Raina said softly. “Otherwise, I’m giving it back. I don’t want it.
I don’t like what it represents.”

Brenna let out an exasperated sigh, rolling
her eyes. She tossed the money back towards Raina so that it
skidded and spun across the roof of the Lincoln.

“Fine. Fuck it. Do it your way,” she growled.
“How are you gonna give it to her, anyway? Wire the money to
her?”

“I’ll give this to her in person,” Raina
replied as she picked it up. “She’s sending someone to pick me up
and bring me to her, anyway.”

“No shit?”

“No shit,” she confirmed with a nod. Raina
sighed as she looked to the Superstition Mountains and the
threatening glow of dawn behind them. “This isn’t quite what I
meant when I told you the other night that I needed a
vacation.”
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She was in a semi-panicked rush to secure a
proper environment for Brenna once they reached Raina’s home. Her
single-width manufactured home was not terribly populated with
windows, but the sole window of her bedroom was quite large.
Light-proofing the room for her vampiric friend’s safety proved to
be something of a challenge to complete on short notice. The cheap
plastic blinds still allowed a significant amount of light to enter
the room. The huge gap under the bedroom door was a threat all on
its own, as it allowed a great deal of glare in from the larger of
two kitchen windows. The screw-in compact fluorescent lights of her
bathroom and bedroom were bright enough to almost cause physical
pain to Brenna, and positively blinding to Raina when she turned
them on. Her friend hid under the sheets of her bed while Raina
went about the hurried task of applying sheets of aluminum foil to
the window with tape, her eyes narrowed to slits against the
worsening brightness of dawn even while wearing sunglasses. A
large, rolled-up bath towel solved the issue of the door gap.
Removing half of the pairs of light bulbs from the bathroom and
bedroom light fixtures reduced the glare enough to a
semi-comfortable level for the both of them.

“It’s ghetto, but it’ll work for now,” Raina
finally said as she sat beside Brenna upon the edge of her bed. She
turned to the shadowy person-shaped lump under her covers. “It’s
safe to come out now. I promise, you won’t turn into a pile of
ash.”

“Do I have to come out? I was just starting
to get comfy here,” Brenna said with a yawn as she threw down the
top half of the sheets. “God, I’m friggin’ beat. You sure it’s cool
if I crash here?”

“Why wouldn’t it be okay?”

“Because I’m in your bed.”

“So?”

“Doesn’t that bug you?”

“No. Why should it?”

“Because,” she said with a smirk that was
barely visible in the darkness, “I thought you didn’t like the idea
of sleeping with other girls.”

Raina chuckled. “As long as it’s just
sleeping, I’m okay. Besides, who said I was gonna be sleeping right
now, anyway? I’ve got a mile-long list of crap I’ve gotta get done
today. You said so, yourself.”

“I know, but … I meant … like, later on,” she
said with a strange reluctance.

“Later on?”

“While you’re going through your Change, I
mean. You’re already getting sensitive to light, so you’re gonna
have to sleep in here later on,” Brenna explained. “I mean, unless
you go and make your whole house into one big cave, which would
make it a little obvious to your neighbors that something’s up with
you.”

She shrugged. “If they get nosey enough to
ask, I’ll just tell them I’ve started working the night shift at
the hospital. They won’t care. My neighbors almost never talk to me
at all, anyway. The only time I see or hear from the park manager
is when I’m paying my rent, or when they yell at me to pull the
weeds in my yard.”

“Oh.” There was another long pause. “So … you
don’t mind sleeping with me?”

“No, of course not,” Raina laughed. “What, am
I supposed to throw a fit about it?”

“Maybe.”

“Why would I? It wouldn’t be the first time
we’ve shared a bed,” Raina waited for an answer, feeling her own
smile disappear as she received none. “What’s wrong?”

“I just don’t want to weird you out or
anything.”

“What’re you talking about?”

“Well, for one thing … I don’t know if I’ve
already told you this before, but I usually can’t sleep with a lot
of clothes on. I’m a vampire, my sweet. My body temperature tends
to run a lot hotter than yours. I still like to snuggle up under
the blankies when I can, but it’s usually too hot if I’m wearing
anything.”

“So, you’re saying that you always sleep
naked…?”

“Well, except for a pair of undies and
sometimes a bra, yeah. I’m sure as hell not gonna sleep with this
corset on, that’s for damned sure.”

“Yeah, but I can loan you a T-shirt or
something…?”

“Sorry. That won’t work. Shirts get tangled
up when I sleep. I toss and turn a lot, and I wind up feeling like
I’m being strangled.”

“So, you’ve gotta be buck-naked to
sleep?”

“Not totally, but … mostly, yeah.”

“You’ve never done that when we’ve shared a
bed before.”

“I didn’t want to weird you out. But just for
future reference, if I kick off my clothes in my sleep and you wake
up next to a naked chick, don’t say I never warned you.” She
shrugged. “Sorry, my sweet, but that’s just the way I roll.”

Raina shook her head and rolled her eyes. She
wasn’t going to judge her friend for having weird sleeping habits.
Of all the strange and usually perverse things that she knew about
Brenna, this was hardly a surprising detail.

Brenna grinned. “I know, I’m a freak.”

“Am I supposed to have a problem with that?”
Raina asked with a shrug.

“I dunno. Is it a problem?”

“Not really, no. Why?”

Brenna shrugged. “I just figured that might
bug you. Especially since I … y’know … I like you.”

She raised an eyebrow at that and shook her
head. “I guess I don’t see the connection.”

“Huh?”

“You being almost naked, and you being
bisexual. I don’t see how they’re related.”

“You mean, the idea doesn’t bother you?”

“Which part?”

“I dunno … both? A bisexual chick being naked
in bed with you?”

Raina considered that for a moment, then
said, “Well … as long as you don’t try to grope me or anything,
then I don’t see why it should matter. I mean, I know you’re not
like that. You’ve had plenty of opportunities to do worse things
than that to me, before. If you wanna sleep naked, then … whatever.
Just stay on your side of the bed, okay?”

“Seriously?”

“Yeah. I mean, jeez, I’ve already seen you
naked quite a few times in the past and I didn’t go blind. I have
seen you at your job a few times, remember?” She turned to face her
more directly in the artificial gloom of the room. “Why are you so
worried lately about me being some kind of homophobe, anyway?”
Raina waited for an answer, but only received a shrug in response.
“No, seriously. What’s the deal? If you’re getting at something,
then quit beating around the bush and just say what’s on your
mind.”

There was a long pause of silence between
them. Brenna threw aside the covers and got up from the bed with a
heavy sigh. Raina watched her dark image walk across the room and
into the bathroom where she leaned upon the sink with both hands
and bowed her head. Barely visible by the blue-tinted glow of a
nightlight next to the sink, Raina watched her for a few moments
and waited. Her friend was acting strangely, to say the least. She
had a feeling that she knew exactly what it was Brenna had on her
mind, but as always before, she tried to rationalize it away as
being outlandish and exaggerated. Almost all of the signs were
there, but she knew better than to go jumping to conclusions.

Brenna valued their friendship, and she was
honest and straight enough to respect the unspoken (and spoken)
boundaries they had set betwixt one another long ago. After all,
she’d already proven that with the “Halloween Incident”; if Brenna
had truly meant to seduce her or take advantage of her, she
couldn’t have arranged for a better opportunity than that night.
No, the only love between Raina and Brenna was that of a sisterly
form, and that was soon to be more literal than ever with the
coming of Raina’s Change – blood-sucking siblings of a different
Maker. Risking their friendship for the sake of an seemingly
insatiable libido was something that even Brenna seemed unwilling
to do.

Raina walked over to where Brenna stood in
the bathroom and gently laid a hand upon her shoulder. “Hey. C’mon.
I’m the one that’s going through the Change, here. I’m the one
that’s supposed to be getting all emotional right now. Right?”

“I know, I know,” she said with a nod. After
a moment, she turned and embraced Raina tightly, laying her head
upon her friend’s shoulder. “I’m sorry. I’m just totally freaked
out about how this is … y’know … how it’s gonna change things for
us.”

“Well, at least we’ll be on the same sleep
schedule again,” Raina laughed softly. “Seriously, though, I can
guarantee that I’m totally way more scared by this whole thing than
you. I mean … well, let’s face it. For all I know, the Change could
kill me. Y’know?”

“No, it won’t.”

“You don’t know that for sure, though. It’s
happened to other people before.”

“You’ll be fine. I won’t let it come to
that.” She hesitated for just a moment as she tightened her hug. “I
love you too much to let anything bad happen to you.”

“Well … thank you,” Raina replied, feeling
her cheeks flush. “Really, I’m so glad you’re here. I mean, it’s
just blind luck that this all happened to come up when you and I
both had the same night off, for once, and…”

“Raina, I mean it. I love you,” Brenna said
again, giving her another firm squeeze. Raina felt her friend’s
lips gently graze the side of her neck with the lightest of kisses.
“God, I love you so much.”

“I’m … sorry.” Raina tried to move away from
her enough to meet her gaze, but Brenna held herself close. “Look,
I love you, too, but … I mean…”

“I know,” she said, “I know. You don’t have
to say it. You don’t love me like that. I know … and I’m okay with
that. Really, I am. I’ve already come to terms with that. But I’m
in love with you, Raina … totally. And I just … I just want you to
know that.”

She hesitated. “Why?”

“Because it’s been tearing me apart for
months now, trying to keep it in. I’m sorry if it makes you
uncomfortable, but I just … I can’t take it, anymore. I can’t keep
pretending that I don’t feel what I do. I know what I feel, and I
know what you feel, and … and I know those are two very, very
different things. And that’s fine. I’m cool with that.” Brenna
finally moved away enough to look directly into Raina’s eyes in the
soft blue glow of the bathroom and gently moved a few soft,
straight strands of Raina’s dark brunette hair over her ear. “I’m
sorry that I ever lied to you. I’ve been straight with you about
everything else for so long … well, almost everything … but the
guilt’s been killing me. I don’t ever want to lie to you about
anything ever again … especially now.”

Raina just stared at her for a few moments.
She was filled with an inner sense of weightlessness, freefalling
within herself, as she realized with a terrible dread that she had
foreseen this moment for quite some time, now. She had hoped that
she might have been wrong, that perhaps she was only half-right, at
worst. It had been fairly obvious to her for quite awhile, perhaps
even within the first month that she’d known her, that Brenna’s
interests in her went beyond mere friendship.

Until the past few months, however, she had
been thoroughly convinced that Brenna’s attraction to her was
strictly sexual, because her friend had been openly dating (or at
least sleeping with) other females and males ever since she had
become a vampire. When the attraction had seemed purely physical,
it was virtually a non-issue because there was an unspoken line of
respect between them that was never crossed. It had long ago been
decided and declared that Raina would never have sex with Brenna,
and Brenna would never force herself upon her friend in any way.
They were just friends – close, stable, and honest – and what
either of them did behind closed doors was of no concern … although
Brenna still delighted in talking about it in graphic detail, of
course.

However, Brenna had been acting increasingly
“weird” since the infamous “Halloween Incident.” It was hard to
explain, but it was apparent now that Brenna had been dropping
hints about her true feelings for Raina ever since that night –
some verbal, but mostly physical. There were a lot more hugs now,
and other seemingly innocent contacts. The flirtation had become
more intense, and her roving gaze was just barely restrained. The
arms’ length sphere of comfort between them had gradually shrunk as
Brenna had carefully begun to test Raina’s tolerance for closeness
more and more. Years ago, when they had first met, the subtle kiss
on the neck Brenna had just given her a moment ago would have been
a big deal, but now, Raina hardly even gave it much thought. Of
course, now that Brenna was essentially laying her heart out at her
friend’s feet, that little kiss suddenly had a whole new
connotation … and so did countless other subtle clues that she’d
been giving her over time, though she was only now getting the gist
of them.

It was enough of a surprise for Brenna to
drop this bombshell on her friend, especially at a time like this.
But the idea that she was admitting now that she had flat-out lied
to her, no matter what it was about, brought a sense of violation
to Raina that went beyond what the Duke had done to her while she
was unconscious and dead to the world. She had always trusted
Brenna, totally and completely. The very suggestion that Brenna had
been anything less than completely open and honest with her
automatically triggered something very unpleasant within Raina. She
felt the first trickle of anger seeping into her, but she managed
not to let herself jump to conclusions just yet.

“Exactly what did you lie about?” Raina asked
slowly, lowering her chin.

“Us … you and me,” Brenna replied. “I’ve been
saying it for ages, that we’re just friends, that I only love you
like a friend, that whenever I act like I’m hitting on you, it’s
just me playing around and … y’know, acting like a pervert or
whatever. I’ve always led you to just take that all at face value,
but … to me, it’s real. The flirting is real. Whenever you think
I’m pretending that I’m hitting on you, just to be funny … I really
have been. It’s stupid, I know, but … I can’t help it.”

“Well, frankly, that much hasn’t ever really
been a secret to me,” Raina acknowledged, “because I know you like
women as much as you like guys.”

“Maybe so. But I know you’ve heard me say a
thousand times that I love you, and … whether or not you already
knew this, I just want you to know … that I’ve always meant it …
and more than you could ever imagine.”

“Well … I guess I can see that pretty well,
now, too.”

Hearing the way she’d said it, Brenna looked
worried. “You’re not mad at me, are you?”

“No,” Raina replied immediately, shaking her
head, “I’m not mad. I wouldn’t call it that.”

“Then … what?”

“I don’t know. Really. I don’t know what to
say. I don’t even know how to feel about it,” Raina sighed, turning
her head to look away. She did know a phrase to describe how she
felt, but she wasn’t going to use it: mighty damned
uncomfortable.

“You’re not happy about it, though. I know
you’re not. I know that I’d feel pretty upset if I were in your
shoes right now,” she told her, rubbing her shoulders gently. “I
mean, this is got to be the shittiest bit of timing in the world
for me to dump this on you right now. I didn’t mean for it to be,
though, I swear.”

“I know.” Raina swallowed hard to move down
the lump in her throat that was choking her. “I mean, if I’d have
known I was gonna get attacked like I was tonight, I would’ve never
gone out there alone. I would’ve had you come along.”

“You mean, you’d still trust me like
that?”

She shrugged. “Why shouldn’t I? I know you’d
try to protect me. You’ve done it before. Y’know, with Maximus,
that one night…?”

“Oh, that? That was kinda different, though,”
Brenna admitted with a chuckle. “I’d been waiting for an excuse to
kick Max’s ass for a long time. Someone needed to put that asshole
in his place before he got so used to getting away with being pushy
that he’d wind up really hurting or killing someone.” She paused.
“But … yeah, you’re right. I’ve always liked being able to look
after you. I don’t wanna be the butch chick here or anything. I’m
not a diesel dyke. It doesn’t have anything to do with that. It’s
just … I’ve always kinda liked being the one to stick up for you.
You know … to protect you … kinda like a big sister. And not just
because I’m taller and older than you, either.”

Raina gave her a brief sideways glance,
saying, “I’ve been taking martial arts lessons since I was a
teenager, y’know. I’m not exactly helpless.”

“Right, and … well, no offense, but you’re
still a human.”

“Yeah,” Raina sighed, “for the moment, at
least.”

“Well, I’m sorry to point out the obvious,
but all that martial arts voodoo didn’t stop Duke Sebastian from
doing what he did to you. I’m not saying you’re helpless, but … I
really feel responsible for what happened. I could have stopped
that from happening. I could’ve protected you.”

Raina shook her head sadly. “Hindsight is
twenty-twenty.”

“Still doesn’t make it hurt any less,” Brenna
insisted. “I really feel like I failed you.”

There was a long pause as Brenna finally let
go of her to seat herself upon the edge of the countertop, resting
a foot on the side of the nearby toilet’s seat. Raina had an urge
to turn and walk out of the bathroom then, but she felt that it
would have seemed too much like she was running away from Brenna.
She wanted her to know that she was not intimidated by her or her
feelings … although she wasn’t exactly sure why it mattered whether
she was or not, really.

“And then there’s the Halloween thing,”
Brenna finally said.

Raina waited for a moment. “What about
it?”

Brenna hesitated for several seconds, visibly
struggling to force her own words out.

“It was bullshit,” she finally said. “I was
setting you up.”

“What, with Steve? We’ve already covered
that.”

“No,” she insisted, “with me. The whole plan
was that I was trying to get you drunk so you’d sleep with me,
instead.”

Raina stared at her for several long moments
of silence before finally saying, “You’re shitting me.”

“No, I’m not.”

“No, really. You’re friggin’ kidding me,
right?”

“I wish I were.”

“Because it’s not funny.”

“You’re right. It’s not.”

Raina gaped at her, shaking her head. “That …
is the lowest … thing … ever, Brenna.”

“I know, it really was. I’ve always felt like
I was a total shit for it, too,” Brenna acknowledged with a nod,
staring at the floor. “I mean … not to try to justify it or
anything, but I wasn’t going to try to force myself on you. It
wasn’t like that. I was just hoping that maybe there was a chance
that you were feeling the same thing I felt for you, but you were
so uptight about it and so shy that you’d never act on it. And
after that one night you were being all kissy with me with when you
were kind of hammered, I just thought … y’know, maybe you might …
kinda feel the same way or something, so…”

“So, you figured that getting me totally
drunk would make me throw myself at you?”

“No, but … well, I thought it would help
loosen you up enough that…”

“Enough that I wouldn’t care if you started
putting the moves on me,” Raina said for her, feeling her emotions
quickly beginning to sour. “Oh, now that is just messed up! Jesus!
Seriously? Is that what you think of me? Is that the only reason
you’ve been my friend all this time? Hoping that I was just a
closet lesbian, waiting for you to help me come out? Have you just
been faking it all this time, just pretending to be my friend until
I’d just randomly decide to turn gay?”

“No! No, baby, of course not!”

Brenna slid off the counter and drew close to
her, but Raina backed away from her until she was against the
curtain of the shower behind her. She nearly fell over backward
into the shower, barely managing to throw a hand out in time to
catch the edge of the doorway and hold herself up. Brenna reached
to help her forward again, but Raina slapped her hand away
forcefully.

“Don’t touch me!” Raina snapped, pointing a
finger in Brenna’s face.

“I was just gonna help…”

“Don’t, okay? Don’t help me,” she responded
angrily.

“Raina … Jesus, you’re acting like I was
about to grab your tits or something. I’m just talking to you,
okay? I’m not trying to molest you, for Christ’s sake! You know I’m
not like that.”

“No … no, I’m not so sure that I do know you!
Hell, I don’t know what to think about anything, anymore!” She held
her gaze for a moment, then had to look away again. She felt the
pressure of her outburst welling up within her long before she
began to turn it loose. It was a struggle for her not to scream.
“God … dammit, Brenna! Why do you have to come out with this now?
Why? Of all the worst times to go throwing something like this at
me, why now?”

“Because I’m scared, okay? I’m fucking scared
shitless right now! Because for all either of us knows, you could
be dead by tomorrow, and that fucking scares me to death!” Brenna
replied forcefully in a near-shout, her voice quickly becoming
strangled by emotion.

That unexpected venting countered Raina’s own
anger well enough to quell its fury instantly. It wasn’t just that
Brenna was physically imposing in her presence, standing several
inches taller than her (even without her boots) and baring her
fangs as she spoke, although it did add to the effect. Rather, it
was the very idea that Brenna could ever be scared of anything. For
as long as she’d known her, Raina had never once seen her friend
show a hint of fear about much of anything, and she certainly had
never heard her openly admit to anything that could cause her
fright. Just as the nature of their relationship had changed
abruptly, so too had Raina’s view of Brenna as an invincible,
indestructible, elemental force in her life. She had never seen
Brenna cry before, either – not since her Change, at least – and to
see and hear her, a Commoner vampire of her personality, becoming
choked up with emotion over her love for her was beyond shocking to
Raina.

“So, what do you want me to say? Huh? What am
I supposed to do?” Brenna demanded, carefully wiping tears from her
eyes with her thumb, trying not to smear her heavy mascara. “Would
you rather I go back to pretending we’re just friends? Would you
rather I just keep lying about it all again?”

Raina said nothing in reply. She had to hold
onto the edge of the doorway to keep her balance as she leaned away
from her again over the edge of the tub, until she suddenly spun
away from her with a sigh. Brenna slammed down the lid of the
toilet and sat down with a huff, burying her face in her hands. She
wasn’t giving into her tears entirely, not yet. She was clearly
doing everything she could to hold back, even as she let everything
else within her heart come right out. Raina didn’t know which
unsettled her more: Brenna’s words or behavior.

“I can’t do that, anymore. I can’t keep lying
to you like I have been. I’ve wanted you for so long, Raina, so
goddamned long that it’s absolutely fucking killing me!” she told
her, her voice thickened and unsteady with emotion. “And, yeah.
Yeah, it was just about sex at first. At first, I just wanted to
get with you, just because … but not for long, and especially not
after Halloween. I had a chance to have you that night, and I gave
it away. I couldn’t go through with it because I realized then that
it wasn’t how I really wanted you. And, yeah, a lot of the reason
why I didn’t do it was because I didn’t want to ruin our
friendship. But … it was more than that. I backed out because I
realized that I loved you … that I really, truly, seriously loved
you. If I’d gone through with what I’d been planning, you would’ve
only slept with me because I’d tricked you into doing it … and not
because you really wanted me. And then you would’ve shut me out,
and … and that would’ve been it.”

Brenna yanked a small length of toilet paper
from the nearby roll and dabbed at her eyes with it, cursing
herself under her breath. Raina could not help feeling compelled to
come to her, to touch her and reassure her. She only allowed
herself to go so far as to take a step towards her, placing herself
within arms’ reach but not daring to do more. She didn’t know how
Brenna would react. She didn’t even know how she would react,
herself.

After blowing her nose, wadding the tissue,
and throwing it forcefully into the nearby trash, Brenna quickly
seemed to regain her composure. She took in a deep breath, let it
out in a heavy sigh, and then stood up. She was close enough to
Raina in that single, fluid motion of rising that their bodies were
almost touching. Raina had to force herself not to back away this
time. If she loved Brenna, even if only as a friend, she should
have enough respect not to act as though she were afraid of her.
She had to trust her, even though their trust had been somewhat
tarnished by Brenna’s confessions. And she had to let her finish,
for this rare moment of blunt and raw emotional honesty from Brenna
was the most intimate view into her heart that Raina had ever been
afforded.

“I just want us both to know the truth about
everything,” Brenna told her. “I want us both to know exactly where
we stand with each other. I don’t want any more lies. No more
pretending, no more beating around the bush, and no more bullshit.
I’m scared to death of losing you, Raina … and not just because of
what happened to you tonight. I only want you to love me as much as
I love you. But I’m not going to risk losing what we have, just so
I can have that. We’ve always had a really good thing going here,
you and me. I don’t want to fuck it up for either of us.” She
hesitated. “I mean … unless I already have…?”

Raina considered that for a moment. She
closed her eyes, bowed her head, and sighed, “No. You haven’t.”

“Oh. Good.” There was a long, uncomfortable
pause. “So, like … are we still cool?”

“Yeah,” she confirmed with a nod, “we’re
cool.”

“You gonna freak out if I hug you?”

Raina hesitated for just a moment before
shaking her head. “No, I … I’m okay with that.”

Brenna embraced her tightly once again,
pressing Raina’s cheek to her shoulder. The scent of her filled
Raina’s mind – fruity perfume, clove cigars, and clean, warm skin –
and she felt Brenna innocently and affectionately kiss the top of
her head. She returned the embrace tightly. There was no one else
in this world to who she felt closer, no one else to whom she could
open up so completely – not even Lisa – and she, too, valued their
friendship far too much to let this revelation cause a rift between
them. Raina loved her, and although the nature of her love was far
different than Brenna’s, it was no less important to her. She held
her dear friend yet again that morning, already forgiving Brenna
for her prior dishonesty and transgressions. In the bigger picture
of things, it was almost completely forgettable.

“So, then,” Raina asked after a moment, “now
what?”

“Now,” Brenna replied with a sigh, “you need
to go make the most of the time you have left to walk around in
daylight without a shitload of clothing and heavy sunscreen.”

“And what about you?”

“I’m gonna go ahead and do what I said I
would before I got us sidetracked with all that,” Brenna replied.
She managed to smile. “I’m gonna get naked and sleep in your bed
while you’re gone.”
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Being quite honest with herself, Raina could
admit that she was not entirely happy with the conditions of her
job. For one, she had never truly been a “people person,” or at
least not the sort that a customer service-oriented type of job
would prefer. She was not difficult to get along with; rather, it
was the general public, as a whole, that was nearly impossible to
please, no matter how far she went out of her way to do so. The
medical field was not entirely so different than any of the
low-paying, entry-level retail jobs that she’d held in her years
before delving into phlebotomy. Put bluntly, she had never been
comfortable with (or skilled at) kissing ass, especially when
dealing with selfish, ungrateful, impatient, and unbearably rude
individuals. Standing half-bent to draw from bedridden patients all
day caused considerable and constant pain for her lower back,
perhaps as a symptom of her scoliosis. And perhaps most annoying of
all was that only a third of her patients could speak or even
understand much (if any) English. It annoyed her to no end that
people would take note of her Hispanic features and automatically
assume that she was Mexican and/or fluent in Spanish. It was
details such as these that made her decision that morning a bit
easier to make. Of course, given the fact that she was apparently
about to become a High Court vampire and get whisked away to
another continent by the unofficial queen of all vampires, it
wasn’t like she really had a choice, anyhow.

In spite of her willingness to let go of her
job so readily, she had a good deal of friendship going with the
vast majority of her co-workers. They could be a bit dysfunctional
at times while going about their daily job duties, but they
nevertheless got along well enough to almost be a family of sorts
to her. In the absence of having any actual siblings, familiar
cousins, aunts, or uncles, nor any surviving parents or
grandparents, Raina almost felt that the nature of their
association was quite literal; true family members did not always
get along perfectly, but they did not necessarily have a choice in
the matter of their relation, so they generally accepted the whole
arrangement as a necessity with more benefits than drawbacks.

So familial in nature were her co-workers,
the closest to a true sister that Raina had ever known was her
other dear friend, Lisa. No longer having the convenient pleasure
of working with her from day to day was the hardest fact of all
that she faced as she walked down the long squared tunnel ramp that
led to the basement level of the hospital, a common back entrance
that most of the lab workers utilized. Sure, over the years they
had bumped heads on a few issues, even snapped at each other over
trivial day-to-day work details, but it was certainly nothing worse
than the kind of behavior a true pair of sisters might exhibit. She
would miss Lisa dearly. Over and over again, she promised herself
that she would not cry today, that she would do this as calmly and
casually as possible. She would not make a scene. She would not be
a drama queen. Period or not, Change be damned, she would be a sane
and mature human being about this … while she could still
rightfully call herself human for these last few hours, at
least.

Smelling strongly of coconuts from an overly
liberal application of sunscreen, feeling smothered by the need to
wear a long-sleeved shirt in spite of the heat, and repeatedly
pushing up her prescription sunglasses that kept slipping out of
place, she felt like a fool to be giving up a less comfortable life
in favor of this new and terrible existence. If she could deny
having had any choice in the matter, she would not despise herself
for the consequences of her actions. Nobody had forced her to be
alone with the Duke in the first place, after all. Just the same,
the decision she had made to come to this place, presumably for the
last time ever, had also been entirely her own. She only hoped that
Lisa would understand without feeling hurt or resentful about it.
Most importantly, she hoped her friend would not ask too many
questions. In her present state, deprived of sleep, aching from
head to toe, buzzing with caffeine, and still afflicted with a
terrible fever that stubbornly refused to fully break, she could
not trust her own sense of judgment enough to keep her mouth shut
about what was going on.

The electrical snap of a small insect meeting
its fate at a bug-zapping light near the entrance made Raina jump
with a gasp. She was already on edge, but the fact that her sense
of hearing seemed to be growing keener by the hour was not helping
things. She clutched her tiny black PVC purse tightly in one hand,
and the wad of her business effects in the other – lab keys, ID
badge, and a note to her manager. The path of the seemingly endless
waxed concrete walkway extended past other halls and doors that led
to Central Sterile, Food Service, the Morgue, and the Powerhouse.
With remarkable timing, the door leading into the morgue opened as
she was only a few yards away, and a familiar face emerged. Mike
glanced at her once, giving an almost automatic friendly smirk,
then looked again as he recognized her.

“Oh, hey, Raina!” he greeted her with a grin,
twirling a set of keys upon a finger. He glanced at his watch. “You
coming in early for work or something?”

“Not exactly. Just had to talk with the
boss,” she answered as nicely but vaguely as possible.

He hesitated to continue on his direction
back to the laboratory as she stepped closer. “Don’t think I’ve
ever seen you with your hair down before. Looks really nice.”

“Thanks.”

Raina didn’t mean to seem rude or dismissive,
but she began to walk past him without slowing. She wanted to get
this over with as quickly and relatively painlessly as
possible.

Mike was an all-around nice guy. Tall,
slender, handsome, and well meaning, he was the kind of guy that
Raina often had wished she could be lucky enough to meet outside of
the hospital. Unfortunately, Mike had already been seeing someone
for quite awhile, now – a wedding was even in the works – and Raina
had a self-imposed policy to never date anyone with whom she
worked, anyway. He had always been a bit flirtatious with her,
although it had always just been playful and nothing truly serious.
As she’d been told, he had even admitted to others that if he were
not already seeing someone, he’d have been inclined to date her.
Someone had even told her that she might’ve had a chance with him
early on, but because she apparently put off a vibe that told most
guys she neither available nor interested, and he had decided
against asking her out. Somewhere along the line, she had
apparently missed a very good opportunity to be with a very good
man. Such was the way her life worked.

“Hey, did you hear about our dead celebrity
in the fridge?”

That stopped her. She spun on a heel to face
him. The movement was so abrupt, atop the slight dizziness of her
fever, she stumbled a single step aside before she caught herself.
Mike seemed to notice, but he didn’t comment on her imbalance.

“You saw that whole vampire sword fight thing
in Tempe on TV last night, didn’t you?” he asked.

Raina’s stomach dropped. “I, ah … I didn’t
see it, but I heard about it. Why?”

“You’ll never guess who we’ve got zipped up
in a bag back there,” he told her with a smile, jerking his thumb
back toward the morgue office.

“You mean … Duke Sebastian? The Grand
Duchess’s consort?” She was suddenly all the more grateful for the
sunglasses she wore, as she felt her eyes growing wide with
shock.

“Bingo!”

“Really?”

“Yeah, it’s him and the other two vamps that
one chick took out at the same time,” Mike informed her, almost
proudly. “Well, what’s left of them, anyway…”

“No kidding?”

With one latex-gloved hand, he held up the
long clear plastic bar with the key ring on one end, offering her
the key to the morgue. “See for yourself. Just make sure you put
the key back in the drawer in Processing. I’ve gotta run and do a
couple of STAT draws before the floor nurses upstairs get their
panties in a wad and go crying to the boss again.”

She accepted the key and just stood there for
a moment, stunned. “Are you sure they’re in there? Or is that just
what someone else said?”

“Oh, they’re definitely in there,” he
confirmed with a nod. “I mean, you can’t really see anything with
them all zipped up in bags like they are, but they’ve got ID tags
on the outside. It’s got their names on there, and a big ‘V’ for
‘vampire’ next to where it says ‘race.’ Pretty wild, huh?”

“Very.”

“Just make sure you put the keys back in the
drawer when you’re done, okay?”

“No problem.”

Mike turned and walked on back to the lab
with his usual broad strides and almost hurried pace, his white lab
coat billowing out behind him like an albino version of Dracula’s
cape. He had a bit of a ghoulish sense of curiosity and humor at
times when it came to the macabre. Mike was always the first to
volunteer to carry amputated limbs from the lab to the morgue with
a strange enthusiasm, and he always seemed endlessly fascinated by
the various specimens that came down from the operating room.
Whenever that certain light and bell went off in the lab, he always
sprang for the Operating Room dumbwaiter’s delivery immediately,
almost like a kid on Christmas morning. Most everyone else in the
lab thought he was a little bit gross or twisted for these things,
except for Raina. She couldn’t fault him for it, for she was almost
exactly the same way, herself. It was just another reason why she
got along with him so well.

However, this instance was starkly different
than any other. There was nothing fun or exciting about the idea of
seeing her Maker’s cadaver. There was a grim and almost masochistic
draw to the morgue that morning, however. The timing of it all, the
coincidence of her being an employee of the very county hospital
where the body of Duke Sebastian Fallamhain had been sent, just a
short walk from her regular place of daily work … to say it was
eerie was a terrible understatement. The fine hairs upon her body
were standing on end as she turned the key in the morgue office
door and stepped inside.

There was a beeping alarm that sounded while
the door was open, but it shut off as soon as the spring-hinged
door slammed shut behind her. She laid her purse and other items
upon the office desk, clipped her hospital ID onto her collar, and
faced the cooler door of the storage room with a heavy feeling of
dread that weighed like a lead balloon in her stomach. Raina was
almost half convinced that she would find, upon opening that heavy
white steel door, Duke Sebastian standing right before her, a
gaping hole in his chest where Countess Wilhelmina had reached
within to manually liberate him of his heart. Her insides were
knotted once again in an anxious clench, her legs felt unsteady
beneath her, and her hand trembled as she reached for the cold
steel door lever.

She gave it a jerk and slowly pulled the door
open. There was a rush of cool air and the immediate but subtle and
unnamable smell that was unique to the morgue cooler, but no undead
vampires standing before her. As always, the room was filled with a
series of wheeled gurneys. The one nearest the door, to her
immediate right, had a series of clear plastic snap-lid containers
that contained various gruesome details – organs, small
amputations, or miscarried fetuses, presumably. There were two
empty gurneys, then three bagged cadavers in a row, separate from
the other two on the far end of the cooler. She let the door pull
itself almost fully closed behind her, but made sure that it came
to rest just short of latching shut. There was a release handle on
the inside, of course, but she had a strange feeling of paranoia
that she might somehow become locked in that cooler with these
bodies, simultaneously freezing to death and going stark raving mad
with terror.

Raina’s life had been all too friendly with
the subject of death. Her literal crash-course introduction to
mortality had not begun until just after her eighteenth birthday,
but the education thereafter had been intense and thorough. Over
the past ten years, she had attended the funerals of both of her
parents, her best friend since grade school (Robin), and three of
her co-workers. A time or two, she had even driven by the gory
scenes of fatal accidents on the Loop 202 on her way to or from
work. To be confronted with a situation involving a cadaver was
actually not all too uncommon in the course of her job, usually in
the manner of drop-off visits to the morgue, such as what Mike had
just done. A stranger’s body was just a body and of no emotional
significance to her, at all; to see the remains of someone that she
had personally known, however, somehow made the exact same
situation an entirely different matter, altogether. A corpse was
still a corpse, but it was a bit difficult sometimes for Raina to
fully grasp and accept that transition a person made from a living,
breathing, thinking, and dreaming person into a lifeless, limp
(usually), and slowly decaying pile of flesh and bones. To consider
the simple fact that, in death, a human was only so much meat was
strangely dehumanizing to the point where her conscience fought
itself from one extreme to another – regarding people as things, or
looking upon the dead as eternally sleeping people.

Raina faced the middle of the trio of bagged
bodies and, drawing a deep breath and holding it, she checked the
white tag that dangled from a string tied to the bottom loop. She
had somehow expected that their bodies would have been laid there
in a sort of somewhat ceremonious manner, the member of royalty
flanked by his two guards, but that proved not to be the case.
Before her lay the body of one Lady Kathleen Fallamhain – not a
High Court vampire, but officially a keeper of its House, a
servant. The body of the other Commoner to her left, Lord
Christopher Fallamhain, was easy enough to identify without
checking his tag, for his severed head was in a separate sealed
black bag upon the same gurney, laid in the vague vicinity of where
it normally would have otherwise been located above his
shoulders.

Verified by process of elimination and the
tag at the foot of his bag, Duke Sebastian Fallamhain lay to her
right, closest to the door. The last to be rolled in, presumably,
and the first to be rolled out. While it was unusual for the bodies
of any deceased human that had not died within the hospital to be
deposited in their morgue, as long as they had already been
identified, it had been a rather common practice for deceased
vampires to wind up in the county hospital, first. As she had been
told, the reasoning was that vampires never died of natural causes
– their lifespan was theoretically infinite – and because the cause
of death was more often than not a matter of violence, common law
dictated that they should undergo an autopsy by the Medical
Examiner’s Office. It seemed a rather thin justification for an
otherwise lame excuse to give doctors and scientists free reign to
poke and prod at vampires at their leisure in a safe, controlled
environment that they were rarely afforded while the vamps still
drew breath. Unless these three bodies were claimed soon, then Duke
Sebastian would soon become a subject of high-level clinical
dissection and scientific study, as those of the High Court had
allowed almost no opportunities whatsoever for their race to be
examined in detail. It sickened her to know that the Duke would
likely be sliced apart and spread out like a formaldehyde-soaked
frog, his once wonderfully sculpted body unceremoniously butchered
for the sake of human curiosity.

She stood there in silence for a few moments
and let out a heavy sigh, only then realizing she had been holding
her breath for so long. So, this was her Maker. This was the man …
or rather, this was the vampire that had bestowed upon her both a
noble blessing and a terrible curse. There were those throughout
the world that would have literally killed for the opportunity to
become a High Court vampire, rather than a mere Commoner. She had
not asked to become any race of vampire, at all. Beyond that, she
could admit that she had found Duke Sebastian to be attractive, but
knowing how he had taken advantage of her, she managed not to feel
quite as saddened as she otherwise would have felt for his
death.

To her understanding, Duke Sebastian had been
a loyal and loving husband to his wife, so to speak, and he had
been for perhaps three times her own age – stunning, considering
that so many others in this day and age could not manage even five
years. The Grand Duchess was mourning the loss of him quite deeply,
enough that she had dared (by her standards) to allow herself to
show such raw emotion to a complete stranger … even if only over a
phone connection. The true extent of Duvessa’s loss was
unimaginable.

Raina was familiar enough with the publicly
known details of the House of Fallamhain to know that Duke
Sebastian Fallamhain had been the eldest and most beloved of her
consorts. She knew how much it hurt to lose someone that she loved,
but she had never yet lost anyone with whom she was in love. The
death of one lover was surely close to the feeling of losing one’s
entire family. Duvessa had experienced this feeling of loss four
times over now, and in less than a week. How could she survive? How
could she bear to keep living? Worst of all, how could she bring
herself to fight for her life when the Countess would inevitably
challenge her? The answer was obvious, and the ideology behind
Countess Wilhelmina’s strategy was only then quite clear. Slain by
sorrow, Grand Duchess Duvessa Fallamhain would be dead before her
heart ever ceased to beat, killed by misery and loss, rather than
solely by an enemy’s blade. An opponent whose will was broken
before the fight even began would hardly be a challenge, even for a
novice swordsman. The Countess wasn’t simply destroying Duvessa’s
legacy; she was also trying to destroy her spirit, hoping their
final battle would be less like a duel and more like a mercy
killing.

Raina was not entirely sure what it was that
she sought from this final moment alone with Duke Sebastian
Fallamhain. Did his soul still lie within his body, did he watch
from above, or had he already moved on? Did he care, at all, that
she was there? Was it true what the Roman Catholic Church would
have so many believe, that the soul of any vampire was truly
damned, and that they were every bit as much the undead
(theologically speaking) as their legends of yore had indicated for
centuries? Raina’s sense of religion had no true name, no official
denomination or set system of beliefs, although they did sway
toward that of the Catholic faith from her upbringing. She did
believe in God, Jesus, angels, demons, Satan, and the concepts of
everlasting life, eternal damnation, and the existence of a soul.
But still, in spite of the events that had claimed both of her
parents’ lives, she did not know what to think of the consequences
of being a vampire. If she was, in fact, damned by default, then
should she hate Duke Sebastian for the Change that was slowly
corrupting her from within, consuming her humanity cell by cell? Or
should she instead feel pity for him, as well as for his widowed
Maker and lover?

She looked down upon the nearest part of the
body bag. The zipper ended at the top end of the unglamorous modern
death shroud, opposite her end of the gurney and far beyond her
reach. Though she was not sure why, she felt a need to look upon
him one last time, to truly see him. She had never done so before,
of course. She had never dared to take a peek at a body – those
that died in the hospital usually were deposited here with a sheet
over them, not a zippered bag – but she knew exactly what she would
find. The Duke would look somewhat greasy and pasty, his eyes
probably half-open and his mouth slightly agape. Did she want to
remember him like that? … or would she have preferred her true
final memory of him, looking guilty and apologizing repeatedly as
he’d forced that soaked cloth upon her? She had known him in person
for less than an hour of her life, yet she would dare not forget
him for the rest of her days … or rather, her nights.

There would be no funeral for him, not of the
usual variety that any human might expect or desire. There would be
no wake, no open casket with a line of mourners passing by for a
final glimpse. This, right there in a chilly, bland morgue cooler
room of the county hospital, was the official final viewing of Duke
Sebastian Fallamhain. This was how a century-old vampire of noble
descent was to be remembered. This was as good as it would get.
Some random young woman, soon to become his bloodspawn against her
will, perhaps illegally catching a glimpse of him as he lay in
state for an audience of one in a room slightly above a freezing
temperature. In death, a High Court was truly no more glorious than
any Commoner, nor any more special in treatment than, say, an
elderly human that had simply keeled over from heart failure. She
wondered how long it would be before it became her turn to lay upon
a gurney in a cheap body bag, waiting to be split open and
documented piece by piece, just another interesting piece of
meat…

The sound of the morgue office door opening
drew a gasp from her. Somehow suddenly more afraid of being locked
within the cooler than being caught in her curiosity, Raina lunged
for the heavy door and shoved it open. Her heart lurched within her
chest. A security guard and two members of the Medical Examiner’s
Office were filing into the office with a gurney of their own. To
her relief, the guard did not draw his weapon and commence to
arrest her; he recognized Raina and simply gave a friendly smile
and casual greeting. He knew that she worked in the lab, and he
knew (or assumed, anyway) that she was only there on official
business, by chance. Raina picked up her things from the desk and
stepped aside, holding open the door as the two ME’s Office workers
entered the cooler.

“Hey there! I was … just dropping something
off,” Raina lied to the officer, without being asked.

“Right on. You saw our guest of honor in
there, didn’t you?” Jim asked.

She forced a smile as she nodded. “Yeah, I
heard. Are they taking him away?”

“Nah, they’re leaving the High Court guy here
for now,” he replied. “They just came for the two Commoners. The ME
wants to do his thing with them first, since they’re supposedly
waiting for someone to claim the Big Cheese. He doesn’t wanna cause
a big PR nightmare by stepping in before the body’s claimed by
someone who’s got legal first dibs.”

Raina watched the two workers, a male and a
female, set the brake on their gurney and transfer the body of Lady
Kathleen Fallamhain from one to the other. She asked, “Is there a
time limit on how long they have before someone can claim the
body?”

“Yeah. I think it’s either twenty-four or
forty-eight hours. I’m not sure,” he said with a shrug. Jim looked
at her with a grin. “Why? You wanna sell his leftovers on the
Internet, or something?”

“That’s horrible.”

“Yeah, I know … but someone out there will
probably do it,” he insisted. “You know, there’s gotta be some
greedy sucker out there that wants to make a buck off this
mess.”

“What if the Grand Duchess claims his body
first?”

He chuckled at that. “Yeah, like she could
hop a plane and get over here that quick. I don’t see it happening.
Isn’t she over in, like, Ireland or something?”

“Britain, I think.”

“Oh. Well, either way, that’s a long flight.
I doubt she’ll get over here in time. She might get someone else to
claim the body in her absence, but it’d have to be someone
official, y’know? And the only two people I figure she had in town
that could’ve taken custody are right there in the cooler with that
dude, too.”

Raina stood aside as they wheeled Lady
Kathleen out of the cooler and then out of the office. “It’s kind
of sad, isn’t it?”

Jim shrugged, saying, “Yeah, a little. But,
y’know … shit happens. It comes with the territory. I mean, once
you make that stupid decision to go sprouting fangs like these
folks did, you kinda give up the right to whine about how the old
rules don’t always apply.” He glanced back to Duke Sebastian’s
body. “Besides, that dude was filthy rich. I dunno who’s gonna wind
up with all of his estate, or if the government gets to claim it
all, but whoever does wind up with it is gonna be one happy son of
a bitch.”

“Doesn’t it all belong to the Grand
Duchess?”

“Nah. From what the Medical Examiner folks
were telling me on the way down here about that guy in there,” Jim
said with a nod toward the cooler, “he was plenty rich on his own.
I mean, that Grand Duchess chick has some big bucks, but he was
kind of the brains of the whole operation when it came to money. He
had his own pile of gold on the side, too, y’know? I guess he ran
things over here in the States and his wife or whatever took care
of things over in Europe. It’s all over the news and stuff right
now.” He looked at Raina with a raised eyebrow. “Hey, aren’t you
here kinda early today?”

She clutched her purse and work things
tightly at her waist as she nodded, saying, “I had to come in to
talk with my boss about something … and then, y’know, while I was
here, they had me run something over here because they were too
squeamish to do it themselves.”

“Oh? What was in the goodie bag, today?” Jim
asked with a ghoulish grin, leaning past her to glance at the
nearest gurney with its collection of random human pieces.

Raina shrugged. “I dunno. All I know is
nobody in Processing wanted to deal with it. Probably an arm or a
foot again, I guess. I didn’t care to look.”

“Just as long as it ain’t yours, huh?”

“Yeah, pretty much.” She began to step away
from him. “I’d better get going…”

“Whoa, wait. Here,” he said, holding up a
clipboard that she hadn’t noticed him holding. “Can I get you to
sign off for these guys? They need a witness besides just me.
Y’know how they made a huge deal about that last big mix-up a
couple of weeks ago…”

“Oh, you mean the guy with three arms?” Raina
asked with a smirk, accepting the clipboard.

She had almost been blamed for that mess. A
severed arm from a trauma patient had been sent down, and Raina had
taken it to the morgue. The same patient had later died, but
somehow, the arm had mistakenly been packed in with the body of a
different individual when a funeral home runner had picked it up.
One body with three arms, the other with one, and a whole lot of
finger pointing and paperwork had ensued. Raina had done nothing
wrong, since she had never actually been involved with the bodies
(just the amputated limb), but because she had been the last to
handle the arm, they had somehow initially tried to pin the blame
on her. Extra checks and balances were now being put into place to
hopefully ensure that it never happened again, hence the reason she
had to print and sign her name below Jim’s on the form.

With her name and signature upon the form,
she handed the clipboard back to Jim with a friendly smirk and bid
him farewell. Her time with Duke Sebastian was over. She was not
sure what sense of closure or resolution she had hoped to gain from
her brief time with the deceased High Court vampire, but her
opportunity for it had certainly expired. Surely, she already knew,
she would look back upon this moment with regret for something she
had failed to do, to say, or to observe … but that was, of course,
assuming that she would ever live long enough to have an
opportunity in the future for reflection upon her past moments. In
hindsight, considering what he had done to her, Raina probably
would have only regretted missing the opportunity to uncover his
face and spit upon it, anyway.

Raina departed the morgue office and walked
briskly to the lab. As was the usual case when she entered the lab
specimen processing area, the whole department was a swarm of
people in white lab coats moving about with an almost fevered pace,
multiple phones ringing incessantly, and employees cursing under
their breath at the understandably human inability to multitask to
a degree that the job seemed to demand. Those that noticed her
presence smiled and greeted her, but were far too busy with their
tasks of answering phones, sorting specimens, placing calls to
nurses and doctors on the upper floors, and entering data into
their computer terminals. No one had time to stop and chat. She
didn’t mind. It was expected. To drop everything and devote one’s
attention solely to the task of holding a conversation with anyone
in the processing area was essentially the same as abandoning one’s
duties, altogether. There was simply too much going on at one time
in that main area for anyone to really have time to do more than
smile and say hello. Times for conversation and the like didn’t
come until after eight o’clock in the evening, or upon weekends,
when the steady flood of specimens coming down from the upper
floors and from outpatient visits was reduced to a slow
trickle.

Raina inconspicuously stepped over to her
manager’s office nearby, peeked into the doorway, and saw no one
within the office. The door was open, the light was on, but her
boss was not there. Probably another one of the countless meetings
that she had throughout the week – a euphemism for very, very long
lunch breaks shared with other supervisors. It was honestly quite a
relief, as this was something she had been counting upon before she
had arrived. Raina laid her keys, identification badge, and neatly
folded notice of resignation upon her supervisor’s desk with a
sigh. She stood there for a moment or two, simply staring at the
physical incarnation of her reluctant but irrevocable decision, and
she told herself over and over that this was the right thing to do.
The Duke had made this decision for her when he’d chosen to sedate
her and become her Maker against her will. She could only accept
the inevitability of her situation. What had been done was done,
and what must be done would be done, plain and simple.
Realistically, it was highly unlikely that a county hospital, a
government-funded health institution, would ever approve of a
vampire being on their payroll as a healthcare provider in any
form. Everyone had always joked that phlebotomists were
“professional vampires,” but to literally be one would most likely
not have gone over well with most folks.

Raina’s intent had been to slip into the
office and then nonchalantly walk right back out of the lab without
the slightest bit of fanfare or notice whatsoever. She would let
the natures of rumor, gossip, and general word-of-mouth take its
course in her absence. There was no need for her to give a
teary-eyed farewell to everyone with whom she worked. As much as
she may have considered them to be a family, she was quite certain
that the sentiment was not universally mutual. People frequently
came and went in this line of work. The turnover rate, especially
in the Specimen Processing area of the laboratory, was almost as
high as that of a fast-food business. If anyone expressed an overly
sincere sense of loss for her departure, for whatever reason, it
would likely have been out of over-done politeness and cordiality.
People might ask questions, but nobody truly cared about the
answers they received. To say that her reasons for leaving were
simply “personal” was both honest and sufficiently vague enough to
satisfy the passing curiosity of nearly all of her coworkers … save
for one. And it was she that, as fate would have it, just then
happened to be passing by as she stepped out of her supervisor’s
office.

“Hey, you!” Lisa greeted her as she halted in
her footsteps, a printout of some random report in her hands.
“What’re you doing here this early?”

“I just had to drop off some paperwork,”
Raina immediately replied. “I was just about to leave again,
actually. I’ve got an awful lot to do today.”

“So, you’re not working tonight? I thought
you said you were working a one-to-nine-thirty again…?” Lisa asked
with a raised eyebrow.

Raina faced her only other true friend in the
world with a reluctant sigh, standing with her in front of the
humming centrifuges nearby. Lisa knew her well enough that even if
she had been skilled at deceit, Raina’s dishonesty would have been
immediately obvious. She was well aware of the fact that her
survival depended upon the anonymity of her future identity as a
High Court vampire, and she had hoped that this chance encounter
would not have occurred. She should have known better; Lisa worked
mornings and Raina was an evening shifter, so the odds of running
into her on this day were almost inevitable. And she knew better
than to try to keep a secret from her friend – not simply for the
sake of morality, but simply because she was a terrible liar. Raina
glanced about, making sure that nobody else was within earshot, and
she leaned a bit closer to her friend.

“Do you have a minute? I really don’t want to
talk about this here,” she said in as much of a hushed voice as she
could manage over the hum of the centrifuges and the low roar of
the nearby ventilation fans.

“What’s up? You got a hot date tonight?”

“Who, me? Are you friggin’ kidding? I haven’t
been on a date in forever.”

“Well then, what’s the deal? Are you calling
off work today?” Lisa pressed. She narrowed her eyes at her. “You
don’t look too perky. Are you sick?”

“Is it that obvious?”

Lisa shrugged. “Well, your eyes are
bloodshot, your hair’s all damp and frizzy-looking like you just
hopped out of a shower in a hurry, and you’re moving kinda like you
just crawled out of bed. Are you actually sick, or just hung
over?”

“Umm, kinda both, I guess,” Raina answered
impatiently. “Can you take a break real quick or something?”

“Sure. I was just about to head for lunch in
a couple of minutes, anyway.” Lisa looked at her for a moment or
two, still suspicious. “Is something wrong?”

“Yeah … very wrong,” Raina admitted with a
nod. “I’ll tell you about it in a bit. Can you just meet me by the
lockers, or something?”

“Absolutely.”

Raina watched her friend regard her with deep
concern in those caring dark brown eyes of hers, and she went off
to her place of work for the day in the hematology department.
Raina waited impatiently outside of her own locker. She made sure
that her space remained unlocked, as indicated in her note of
resignation, and she double-checked for anything that remained
within that she might have wished to keep. She did not tend to keep
much in her locker, aside from a fresh lab coat, a few spare pens,
and her purse, if she was on duty at that moment. Perhaps she had
been waiting for quite some time for the moment when she could
resign from her position, even on a subconscious level, because she
seemed to be the only employee in the laboratory that did not keep
a huge collection of irrelevant items stored within her locker. She
kept no makeup items, no pictures of loved ones or celebrity
crushes, no candy or junk food, and no miniature libraries of books
within her locker at all times, as opposed to the others whom she
worked. As much as she loathed her need to leave, it was certainly
a convenient matter, in the overall scheme of things.

Raina waited for perhaps fifteen minutes,
pacing back and forth nervously. Perhaps because the brand of soap
in Brenna’s shower was too drying for her skin, possibly a slight
allergic reaction, Raina found herself quickly developing an
overall itchiness of nightmarish compulsiveness. It wasn’t
localized to any one particular area, and as soon as she scratched
at one part of her body, another began to bother her. Just as she
was about to reach for an itch near her groin that was driving her
mad, Lisa finally passed through the self-opening door leading out
of the lab area, free of her usual white lab coat. Rather than
waiting for Lisa to begin asking questions, she gestured for her to
follow as Raina began to walk out to the main hall and back toward
the ramp leading up and out of the lower level.

“So, what’s the deal? Are you pregnant or
something?” Lisa joked.

“Don’t be ridiculous,” Raina sighed, “I
haven’t have a date with a guy in months.”

“It doesn’t take a date to get knocked
up.”

Raina frowned at her. “I haven’t gotten laid
since last Halloween, okay? If that got me pregnant, I would’ve
found out a long time ago.”

“Well, then … what’s wrong?”

Raina glanced over to her friend, hesitating
to make the decision to include her in the overall mess of her new
life. “How long have you known me, Lisa?”

She blinked at her and halted in her tracks.
“Since … grade school, I guess. Why? What’s wrong?”

“If I told you something totally secret … and
I mean, absolutely and totally confidential … like, if you told
someone about it, you’d have to kill them,” Raina began, “would you
totally keep it a secret?”

Lisa folded her arms and cocked her hips. “Is
this about you and that Brenna person?”

“Well, no, but…” Raina hesitated. “Well,
actually … technically speaking, she’s kind of involved, but not …
not like you think.”

“Look,” Lisa said, stepping forth and placing
her hands upon Raina’s shoulders, “I know she’s been hitting on you
for ages, now, and I know you’ve always been into that whole gothy,
fetishy, vampy scene for a long time, but … if this is about you
and her, then…”

“No!” Raina immediately spouted. And then, a
moment later, itching her forearm as she said with less intensity,
“Well, not really, it isn’t…”

Lisa sighed, running her fingers through her
lustrous, shoulder-length jet-black hair, “Look, you know I care
about you, and I’ll support you in whatever you do … but if you’re
about to tell me that you’ve turned gay for a vampire chick,
then…”

“What? No! God, no!” Raina cried. “Jesus,
Lisa! What the hell?”

“Well, isn’t that what you’re getting at?”
Lisa immediately shot back with a shrug. “I mean, I can read the
writing on the walls as well as anyone else. Everyone knows you’ve
been hanging out with her, and anyone that’s met her already knows
what she’s like. They might give you crap about it, but I don’t.
It’s none of my business, and it’s none of theirs, either. I mean,
you are who you are, and if that’s what you’re into, then I’m not
going to judge you for it…”

“Stop it, already! For Pete’s sake, just stop
with it! What the hell is wrong with everyone, lately? I’m not
fucking gay!” Raina exclaimed, throwing her hands in the air. “Good
God, I just had this conversation with Brenna earlier this morning,
and now I’ve gotta hear it from you, too? Do I have ‘I am a
lesbian’ tattooed on my forehead, or something? Do I look like a
friggin’ lesbo or something?”

“No, no, of course not. I just…”

“All I wanted to do was tell you that I’m
quitting my job, dammit!”

Lisa just stared at her for a few moments in
complete silence, her elegant Asian features contorted into an
unusual expression of shock and regret. “You’re quitting? Are you
serious?”

“Yes, I’m serious! I just dropped a note on
Gretchen’s desk a minute ago and turned in my locker keys,” Raina
declared with an exasperated sigh, rubbing another random itch at
her waistline.

“But … why? I mean, just the other day, you
were talking about how you’re so glad to be out of retail, and how
you’re thinking about going back to school to be a med tech…?”

“Yeah, well, that was before my world went
down the toilet,” she sighed as she unbuttoned her cuff and rolled
up the sleeve of her blouse to show the two subtle marks at the
bend of her right elbow.

Her own eyes grew wide at the sight. There
were no longer any marks to show, aside from a very slight reddish
discoloration that remained of the once horrid-looking purple
bruise. However, what she lacked in evidence of her injection was
more than offset by the disturbing discovery that the very fine,
light hairs of her forearm were shedding at an alarming rate. Even
as she raked her nails over the surface of her skin, a slight snow
of tiny hairs fell from her arm.

“Oh, now, that’s attractive,” Raina muttered
under her breath.

Lisa grabbed her arm and looked closely at
the remaining bruise and then the loosening of her hair. She knew
enough about the medical aspects of vampirism to come to an
immediate conclusion, drawing away from her abruptly with a
gasp.

“Oh, my God,” she cried, touching her fingers
to her lips as she regarded her friend with something akin to
terror. “Raina … seriously? You’re taking on the Change?”

As quickly and concisely as she could manage,
Raina gave Lisa the most honest version of the prior night’s events
that she could offer. So much for the Grand Duchess’s request to
trust no one and keep her Change a secret. Lisa seemed to regard
her with a thinly masked reaction of skepticism, folding her arms
under her breasts and cocking her hips slightly. She quickly picked
up on her disbelief, and ended her pitch abruptly.

“Please, Lisa, don’t give me that look,”
Raina sighed as she buttoned the cuff of her sleeve again.

Her friend blinked as though she’d been
caught dozing. “What look?”

“That look you always give people when you
think they’re feeding you a line of crap. I’ve seen you use it on
salesmen before,” she said. Raina paused, then backed away from her
a full step, holding up her hands. “Look, I shouldn’t even be
telling you any of this in the first place, okay? The less you know
about this mess, the better. I thought I’d tell you, myself,
because I figured that I owed it to you as my friend. But if you’re
just going to stand there and tell me that I’m full of shit…”

“I never said that, Raina.”

“You didn’t have to say it,” she countered.
“That look you were giving me was more than enough.”

Lisa opened her mouth to say something, and
then stopped herself. She reconsidered her words, then finally
said, “Well … it just seems too … convenient, I guess.”

“Convenient? Are you freakin’ kidding me? As
of right now, I’m officially unemployed! I’m losing everything that
I’ve got and getting flown off to God-knows-where by people I don’t
even know! Hell, I’m even going to be losing my fucking navel, for
Christ’s sake!” Raina exclaimed, scratching at the small of her
back. “Hell, I’ll probably even be losing my head to Countess
Wilhelmina before too long. Does that sound convenient to you? Do
you honestly think I wanted to get mixed up in this kind of drama?
Seriously, do you really even give a shit?”

Lisa seemed to immediately back away from the
position she’d begun to take against Raina, waving her hands as she
said, “Raina, please, just … chill! Okay? I’m not trying to call
you a liar.”

Raina gave her a raised eyebrow. “Then …
what?”

“I … I’m not sure.” She paused, rubbing her
temples as though she suddenly had a headache, while Raina began
itching at her own stomach. “This is just … really, really
weird.”

“And the award for Understatement of the Year
goes to…”

“I mean, again, I’m not calling you a liar,
Raina … but…”

“But if it sounds like a duck and quacks like
a duck…?” Raina said immediately, rolling her eyes and letting her
arms flop to her sides. “Jesus, if I thought you were going to be
like this about it…”

“Hang on, wait. Look … look at me a second,”
Lisa demanded, spinning her friend back around with a tug upon her
arm. The motion made Raina’s slightly dizzied condition only worse,
enough that Lisa had to catch her before she could fall. “God, are
you all right?”

As soon as she regained her balance, Raina
shrugged Lisa’s hands away. “No! No, I’m not all right! I’m pretty
fucking far from all right!” And, too late to stop them, Raina felt
tears spilling from her eyes as her throat constricted. “Look, just
… just forget it. You’re gonna draw your own conclusions about this
no matter what I say, so why even bother? I’ll just say goodbye
right now, and if I wind up dead tonight or whenever, then …
whatever. It was nice knowing you.”

She turned and began to make her way towards
the ramp leading outside. Lisa hesitated for a moment or two before
she hurried along to walk beside her.

“Listen,” she said after a few seconds, “if
you’re really serious about all of this, then at least let me help
you.”

Removing her sunglasses to wipe away her
tears as she continued walking, Raina answered, “I appreciate it,
but really … it’d be better if you didn’t. I don’t want you to get
tangled up in this. I never wanted anything to do with this whole
High Court thing, either, but look what’s happened to me
already!”

“I can help you with your Change,” she
offered. “I know it takes a lot out of a person when they go
through it. You’re already starting yours right now, so you
probably shouldn’t be driving, anyway.”

“Why not?”

“Well … c’mon, look at yourself! You can
barely even walk straight. You’re dizzy, sweating, shedding,
itching, and…” Lisa laid the back of her hand against Raina’s damp
forehead. “…God, you’re burning up! You’ve got a fever going on.
You do not need to be behind the wheel of a car right now.”

“I drove myself down here, didn’t I?” Raina
replied with a shrug.

“Probably not the smartest thing to do,
though. And you did say something about being hung over from last
night, too,” she responded. “Do you want to add a drunk-driving
conviction to the list of stuff you’ve already got to deal with
right now?”

“I’m not drunk, I’m just sick, okay?” Feeling
a foul, bitter taste in her mouth that had only become worse since
she’d arrived, she began to rummage through her purse. “Do you
have, like, a piece of gum or something? I’ve got some serious butt
breath going on…”

Immediately, Lisa whipped out a pack of
chewing gum from her pocket and handed it to her friend. “C’mon, at
least let me give you a ride, for crying out loud. You’re obviously
going through the Change way faster than normal. Who knows what
kind of symptoms you might start developing while you’re at it? I
mean, what if you start having a seizure while you’re on the
highway?”

“Then I’ll just drive without my seatbelt
on,” Raina answered. “That way if I do have a seizure, I’ll drive
into a light pole, take a nose-dive through the windshield, and die
instantly. Problem solved.”

She unwrapped the stick of gum and slid it
between her lips, wadding the wrapper quickly before dropping it
into her purse with the twenty or so other foil wrappers. It was
one of those types of super-minty gum with those flavor crystal
things in it, she noted, as she felt a bit of crunching as she
began to chew it. She was about to say something else when she felt
something warm and juicy in her mouth that felt like it came from
the gum itself. That was, of course, until she bit down one last
time, felt a really hard crunch, and felt other things in her mouth
turn loose in the same instant. She halted abruptly in her tracks
and winced with the surprise of pain, covering her mouth as she
fought the urge to immediately spit out her gum.

“What’s wrong?” Lisa asked, watching as Raina
took her hand away from her lips and found them heavily smeared
with blood. “Oh, wow…”

Raina stood with panicked indecision for a
moment, looking around for something to spit into – a wastebasket,
a box, a cup, or whatever would suffice. The hallway was as empty
as ever. Rather than doubling back to make a run for the lab, where
she would surely cause a big scene and alert everyone in the world
to her condition, she half-ran to the ramp and made her way up it
as quickly as possible. She couldn’t quite run, though she would
have if she weren’t otherwise so dizzy. As it was, she already
found herself practically bouncing off the concrete walls as she
hurried into the heat of the early day’s sunlight, smearing a few
bloody handprints upon the wall as she made her final exit from the
hospital. Lisa finally took her arm to help her along as they
rushed for the end of the ramp that met up with the south parking
lot area. At the end of the ramp, Raina grabbed hold of the trash
barrel that was chained to the railing of the sidewalk parallel to
the ramp, yanked off the lid, and bent over it as she spat the
contents of her mouth into her hand. The amount of blood and saliva
she expelled wasn’t truly a lot, but its bright red crimson color
in the almost blinding light of the sun, as well as the sight of
two of her adult teeth in her hand, was enough to suddenly make her
dizzy with horror.

“Wow. See, kids?” Raina said almost drunkenly
as she stared at her lost molars, seeing spots of color before her
eyes again. “Candy really will rot your teeth out.”

“Oh God, Raina,” Lisa gasped with horror.
“How far along are you?”

“I told you, I’m not pregnant!”

“No, dammit! Your Change! How long ago did it
start?”

“I … I dunno.”

“When did you say you took the Com— … uh … I
mean, when do you think it started?” she asked, obviously
refraining from blurting what she still suspected had happened.
“How many days ago were you exposed?”

Raina spat another bloody mouthful of saliva
into the trash, feeling quite unladylike. “Last night.”

“What?”

“Last night,” she repeated, just as her legs
began to give out. She clung to the rim of the metal trash barrel
to hold herself up as she fell to her knees, banging her chin upon
the edge as she buckled. The impact made another crunch in her
mouth, and she felt more things turning loose. She hoped that
nobody was watching.

“This is insane, Raina. We’ve gotta get you
to the ER,” Lisa said as she began to help her friend back to her
feet. Raina leaned over the trashcan again, paused to spit more
teeth out into her hand, and then waved her friend off.

“Forget it. I can’t. They’ll kill me.”

“Don’t be ridiculous! This is our hospital!
They know who you are, and the ER is right there,” Lisa insisted,
pointing to the entrance up the sidewalk and across the helipad
near where a helicopter crew was preparing to take off. “Let me
walk you over there, and…”

“Not them!” she insisted, straining to hang
onto her consciousness. “The others! The crazy chick and … and her
friends … and stuff…”

“Raina…”

“Please! Please, just … take me home,” she
pleaded, grabbing Lisa’s shoulder as firmly as she could with her
left (and un-bloodied) hand. Her speech was horribly slurred by the
strange new feel of the inside of her mouth and its sudden loss of
a few teeth. “Just, like … call a cab for me. Something. I don’t
care. Just let me get outta here. But don’t … don’t tell anyone.
Please. Don’t let anyone know about this.”

Lisa hesitated for a moment, let out a
reluctant sigh, and then reached into the canvas bag still slung
over her shoulder. She unscrewed the cap on a bottle of water and
handed it to her friend as Raina leaned against the sidewalk
railing, still covering her mouth with her hand.

Begrudgingly, she said, “Look, I’m parked
pretty close to here. Just wait right here, and I’ll come pick you
up. Okay?”

Raina sat down upon the warm concrete curb of
the sidewalk next to the trash bin, opened the bottle of water with
her clean hand, and poured a bit over her other hand to rinse away
some of the blood. She wiped her face clean as best she could,
although she didn’t have a mirror on hand to see whether it had
made things any better or worse, and she swished a bit around in
her mouth to try to rid herself of the oral carnage.

The taste of her own blood was strange, not
at all what she remembered it having been like in the past, such as
when she accidentally had bitten the inside of her cheek about a
week ago. The coppery, rusty sort of metallic flavor was there as
ever before, but there was not the usual bitterness and alarming
instinctive fright that came with the taste and/or scent of blood.
Perhaps it was because of the chewing gum, she figured, because the
already cool water felt positively icy upon her tongue as she held
that mouthful for a few lingering moments with almost drunken
bewilderment. She glanced around to see that nobody nearby had yet
noticed her unusual behavior, so she turned her head and spat the
blood-flavored mouthful of water upon the gravel area near the
trash bin. The splash of water was a strange orange-pink color.

Closing her eyes, she took a quick oral
inventory with her tongue and found that she had lost three teeth –
her upper and lower rear-most molars – and that several of her
other teeth felt sickeningly loose, as well. She had noticed the
ache in her teeth some time ago, but had never suspected that it
might be related to the impending development of her vampiric
dental structure. There was no way, no way at all, that she could
have already begun to grow a new full set of teeth in just the past
few hours. The physiology of it didn’t even make sense. It just
couldn’t happen that fast. But then, perhaps it didn’t need to. Her
body, having had a new string of DNA forcibly spliced into her
natural gene sequence, was regarding certain features of her body
as being foreign objects, or evolutionary waste, and it was
shrugging them off as quickly as possible because they were
“wrong.” Out with the old, in with the new.

Raina knew enough about the Change in the
past, especially after Brenna’s description the previous night of
what to expect, to know that these things did not happen overnight.
True, the Change took place at a phenomenal rate, causing things to
grow that normally would take weeks or months (or longer) in just a
few days’ time. But her exposure to vampirism had only been … what,
twelve to fourteen hours ago? The sort of symptoms that she was
experiencing should not have begun to take place until at least the
second or third day into the Change. To say that her loss of bodily
hair and the loosening of her teeth at that point were alarming
would be a gross understatement; as she paused to consider this,
her head dizzy now with stress as well as her fever, Raina found
true panic creeping in around the edges of her psyche.

How could her body just manufacture a new set
of permanent, adult-sized teeth on such short notice? How could her
internal organs cope with the assault of what was essentially a
super-powerful pathogen attacking almost every system of her body
at once? Everything within her was receiving a new set of
directives, a new list of priorities. For all she knew, her insides
were literally shuffling about inside of her torso like a bunch of
small creatures playing Musical Chairs in slow-motion. As much as
her stomach growled and other things cramped and clenched, that
vision very well could have been true. Who was paying the bill for
this remodeling project? Where was her body going to get the
resources it needed for the Change? What if she went over budget?
Would the Grim Reaper show up to repossess her life for lack of
payment?

She already knew the answers to those
unspoken and delirious questions. Unless she fed herself with
everything she would need, as quickly and plentifully as possible,
her body would begin to cannibalize itself in order to get the
nutrients and organic building blocks that it needed to conduct the
Change. This was how people died. This was how bloodlust began. If
she failed to feed the initial demand of her body’s hungers, she
would literally shrink in upon herself and die of malnourishment in
a short period of time. If she consumed just enough to avoid death,
but not enough to satisfy her physical needs, it was possible that
the Change would alter her mental state to an instinctive default
mode, and she would violently fling herself upon the first person
(or creature) within reach.

True, she could not tear open anyone’s neck
with fangs that she had not yet developed, but nobody with a gun
would likely hesitate to shoot her in self-defense in such a
scenario, either. A vampire possessed by uncontrolled bloodlust was
legally considered to have gone rogue and, thus, was perfectly
legal to shoot on sight. And if such a condition overtook her after
she had been given sufficient time to develop her fangs, as well as
her other vampiric predatory traits, there was no way at all that
she could possibly cope with the emotional aftermath of coming to
her senses to find that she had killed someone in a fit of
bloodlust.

Just the same, no jury would ever take
sympathy upon a vampire for murdering an innocent human being. Her
defense could not simply rely upon the simple statement, “I just
couldn’t control myself.” It had been tried in the past, and in
more than one instance, always with the same result: a swift guilty
verdict, and an even swifter execution of the condemned vampire.
There was no such thing as a fair trial for vampires – not really.
Vampires were never called upon to serve for jury duty, and it
would be nearly impossible to expect any group of people to
exonerate a monster for being forced to commit an act due to a
condition that could not truly be fathomed by any human.

Before she was even aware of her return,
Raina felt Lisa almost forcefully dragging her to her feet. How
long had she been sitting there? She felt that she had only just
closed her eyes but a moment ago. Had she dozed off? Or would it
have been closer to the truth to say that she had blacked out? It
wasn’t good, either way. She had things to do, loose ends to tie up
before her world truly began to collapse all around her … or was it
already over?

“My car is right over there. See it?” Lisa
asked her softly, nodding toward her fairly new, clean white Toyota
about twenty feet away. “Can you walk that far?”

“Sure, sure,” Raina insisted, trying
unsuccessfully to shoo away her friend’s assistance.

Lisa began to lead her along the sidewalk
with an arm around her waist. “You’re looking worse by the minute.
How do you feel?”

“Like my body’s falling apart.”

“Are you nauseous?”

“Yeah.”

“Dizzy?”

“Totally.”

“Cramps?”

“God, yes.”

“What else?”

The light of the morning sun bore down upon
Raina with a heat that was almost a physical weight. “I hope your
car still has good air. I’m starting to feel like a French fry
under a heat lamp.”

Lisa opened the passenger-side door, helped
her inside, and hurried around into the driver’s seat. The interior
of the Toyota was oven-like, so stifling with the intensity of its
heat that Raina actually found it difficult to breathe. Thankfully,
Lisa switched the air-conditioning on full-tilt without being
asked. The initial blast of air from the vents was a
mildew-scented, steamy assault on the senses that made Raina groan
and wince, but it quickly faded and turned into a soothing,
reassuring, blessedly cool breeze. She aimed one vent at her face
and the other at her chest, lay back in the seat, and closed her
eyes as Lisa drove them out of the hospital parking lot.
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Raina gasped as Lisa shook her by her
shoulder to wake her. “Hey. Hang in there, okay? I’ll be right
back. I need to run in and get you some stuff. I’ll leave the car
running so you can keep the air on, okay?”

“Cool beans,” she replied as nonchalantly as
she could.

Raina tried not to be frightened by the fact
that they had seemingly teleported from the parking lot of a
hospital to that of a pharmacy and convenience store. Had she
blacked out again? Maybe she was more tired than she’d really felt.
More than anything, she was physically exhausted, feeling as though
she had been running through an obstacle course of some insane
degree for the past twenty-four hours. Every muscle in her body
ached. Her stomach growled and suddenly sent a sharp pang of hunger
through her that made her wince and double over slightly. She
needed to eat something, and soon. Another check of her mouth with
her tongue revealed that nearly all of her teeth were fairly loose,
some to a point that they almost felt as though they were merely
laying inside of her mouth like so many odd-shaped pieces of hard
candy. She didn’t try to wiggle any of them out, though. She wanted
to keep them as long as she could. It strangely reminded her of
when she was a young girl, losing the last of her baby teeth. She
hadn’t wanted grown-up teeth. She hadn’t wanted those big,
goofy-looking things in her mouth that would look totally
unfamiliar in her smile. Then, as now, she had liked her old teeth.
She knew them. They worked. They were just fine. Why fix something
that wasn’t broken?

Though she was positively dripping with
perspiration, she became aware of the fact that she was now so cold
that the beads of sweat upon her skin felt like bits of ice. She
reached over to the center of the dashboard to switch off the air
conditioner, but couldn’t quite make sense of how the controls on
Lisa’s car worked. She didn’t like these new cars with their fancy
automatic climate controls and whatnot. She had to deal with
computers enough at work, as it was … or rather, as it had been,
since she dimly remembered that she had just quit her job.
Frustrated and confused by the weird symbols and buttons of her
friend’s car, she switched off the air conditioning in the only
sure-fire manner that she knew. A weak-handed turn of the ignition
key brought the engine to a halt and the arctic breeze from the
dashboard vents abruptly ceased. Raina slumped back in her leather
seat with a sigh of relief, and let her head loll over until her
forehead bumped against the window of her door.

Again, Lisa drew a gasp of alarm from her as
Raina felt herself being shaken by her shoulder, although this time
she choked upon something wet and warm in her mouth. Covering her
mouth with her already bloodstained right hand as she coughed, she
barely managed not to spray blood all over the inside of Lisa’s
car. However, the same could not be said for her clothing; as soon
as Raina cleared her throat, she discovered that she had been
drooling blood and saliva upon her own chest during her
unconsciousness. She had blacked out yet again, and more teeth had
freed themselves from her gums in that time. She opened the door of
the car with her clean hand, leaned out, and ejected a small splash
of crimson upon the blacktop, catching the lost teeth in her hand
along with the other three teeth she was still holding.

“Jesus, Raina, I thought you were dead!” Lisa
gasped.

“Not yet,” she replied, shutting the door.
“Working on it, though. Gimmie another hour or two.”

“Here.” Lisa got into the car and began
digging into one of the two large plastic bags of items she’d
purchased in the store. “I don’t know what all you’ll need,
exactly, but I figured this would help you out a little for right
now.”

Lisa unscrewed the cap of a large bottle of
water and handed it to Raina. The previous, smaller bottle had
fallen to the floor at her feet at some point that she could not
remember. As before, Raina used the water to cleanse the inside of
her mouth, opening the door again and expectorating upon the
ground. Thankfully, the blood did not show as anything but general
wetness upon the blacktop surface. This time, she did take a long,
hearty drink from the bottle, submitting to the need to fill her
stomach with something, anything. For such a large bottle of water,
it certainly didn’t seem to last very long at all.

Lisa started the car again, resurrecting the
chilling winds of an artificial Alaska, and Raina was suddenly
thankful for it, as she was once again feeling as though she were
inside of a convection oven. Lisa handed her ridiculous doses of
supplements, vitamins, and other pills, and Raina downed all of
them with reckless abandon, washing them down with a large can of a
rather gross-tasting energy drink. It didn’t satisfy her hunger
completely, but it was enough to have something in her stomach for
the time being, as Lisa finally put the remaining items into the
back seat, fastened her seat belt, and drove them away from the
pharmacy.

She managed to stay awake for at least half
of the ride home. During that time, Lisa used her cell phone to
call back to the hospital and notify them that she would be late in
returning from her lunch break, as she was dealing with a family
emergency. A moment later, Raina felt her door being opened as her
friend helped her out of the car, half-carrying her from the
driveway and up the few stairs to her front door. It was not
without difficulty, but Raina did manage to produce the correct key
to her own house and open the front door with it, unassisted.

“Home sweet hell,” she muttered as she
practically fell through the doorway into her living room, holding
herself aloft by clinging to the doorknob and Lisa’s shoulder.

Lisa began to lead her across the living
room, slinging one of Raina’s limp arms over her shoulders and
putting an arm about her waist. It was a bit funny, since Lisa was
even smaller than Raina, and she was barely strong enough for the
task, but she was giving everything she had to help her friend. Her
voice was strained as she said, “We need to get you into bed.”

Raina suddenly remembered why the bedroom
door was closed as they approached it, and she dug in her heels,
almost causing Lisa to drop her.

“What’s wrong?”

“You don’t wanna go in there.”

“Why not?”

“Because … you’ll freak out,” Raina said,
having to concentrate very hard to form her words and keep her legs
underneath herself.

“Over what?” Lisa asked. “What’s the deal?”
There was a pause. “Look, I’m not gonna stand here and hold you up
all day.”

The door of her bedroom opened slightly, as
though moved by an unseen force, but it was quickly and immediately
slammed shut.

“What the hell?”

“Brenna’s still here,” Raina explained. “She
was … helping me … after last night.”

“Helping you?” Raina didn’t have to see the
look on Lisa’s face to know that she didn’t believe that.

“Just … forget it. You won’t believe me,
anyway.”

Lisa said nothing in reply to that. She moved
closer to the bedroom with her, and then paused at the end of the
hallway to knock upon the door.

“All right, already! Hang on a second, would
you?” Brenna exclaimed from the other side of the door. “Let me get
some damned clothes on…”

“She sleeps naked,” Raina explained before
Lisa could ask. “I know … it sounds bad, but … she wasn’t naked
while I was here.”

“You don’t have to explain. It’s none of my
business,” Lisa said flatly. To Brenna, she said, “Hurry up in
there, would you?”

“Fuckin’ patience is a virtue, y’know!” There
were some sounds of movement on the other side, and finally
Brenna’s voice, slightly muffled now, said, “Okay, I’m cool
now.”

“Not like you’re hiding anything the whole
world hasn’t already seen, anyway,” Lisa commented as she opened
the door and helped Raina inside.

A large lump under the sheets of Raina’s bed
replied, “Yeah, well, I wasn’t keen on getting an instant sunburn
when you opened the door.”

Raina was able to move away from Lisa toward
the bed, shoving her vampire friend through the covers. Brenna
moved over a bit, and Raina collapsed across the top of the bed.
Lisa closed the door behind herself, explaining that she was going
back out to retrieve the items she’d bought from the pharmacy. As
soon as she heard the door close again, Brenna peeked out from
under the covers.

“What the hell happened?” she demanded. There
was a pause, and then she suddenly moved close to her friend as she
saw her condition. “Holy shit! What the fuck happened to you?”

“Shit happened,” was Raina’s mumbled reply.
She lazily explained how her body had begun to rebel against itself
at the hospital. She held up the handful of teeth that she’d been
clutching for some time. “Tooth Fairy’s coming. Bitch owes me a
fortune.”

Lisa opened the door to the bedroom quite
suddenly as she returned. Brenna let out a yelp of alarm and ducked
under the covers again.

“Dammit! Warn me when you’re gonna do that!”
Brenna cried out from under the sheets. “You wanna turn me into a
French fry?”

“It was worth a try,” Lisa replied quite
coldly as she shut the door. She hadn’t ever truly been comfortable
with the idea of Brenna (a vampire) being one of Raina’s friends,
but now she suddenly seemed downright hostile towards her.

Brenna poked her head out from underneath the
covers again, her raven hair looking quite frazzled, her makeup
long ago washed away, and her eyes looking weary with lack of
sleep. Raina saw the unfriendly gaze she cast in Lisa’s direction
and wanted to say something to soothe them both, but she was
already preoccupied with simply clinging to consciousness.

“So, you’re going to be taking care of her
while she goes through the Change,” she said more than asked of
Brenna, placing the bags of items upon the floor.

“That’s the plan, yeah,” Brenna answered
confidently. “Why?”

Lisa shrugged her thin shoulders as she
folded her arms under her small breasts and leaned back against the
dresser behind her. “Just wondered. I guess it’s only right though.
I mean, it probably wouldn’t be kosher if someone like me was
helping out.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?” she asked as
she tossed aside the covers and sat upright. She was wearing only
her panties under a T-shirt that she had apparently borrowed from
Raina’s dresser in a hurry.

Lisa shrugged again. “Isn’t that how it’s
supposed to work? I mean, I’m not all totally up on how the whole
vampire Code thing works, but isn’t a Maker supposed to take care
of their bloodspawn?”

“What’re you talking about? I’m not her
Maker.”

“Oh, yeah. Okay. Whatever,” Lisa quipped
bitterly, rolling her eyes.

“Hey … fuck you, all right?” Brenna snarled.
“I just told you, I’m not her fuckin’ Maker.”

“Then who is? Oh, wait, that’s right. It was
that one guy, that High Court vampire, right?” Lisa replied,
snapping her fingers as she pretended to jog her own memory.
“Something Fallamhain…”

“What the fuck is your problem?” Brenna
demanded. When she got up from the bed to stand before Lisa, she
positively towered over her. “Look, you wanna talk shit to me,
that’s fine, I don’t care, because I’ve never cared for your tiny
little flat-chested bitch ass in the first place. But don’t you
fucking dare call Raina a liar!”

“Who said anything about lying? I’m just
going by what I’ve heard so far…”

“Which, for your information, is exactly what
happened,” Brenna said for her. “I was there, all right? I’m the
one that found her slumped over in the back of her own car. Look,
it might not mean shit to you, but our friend over there is dealing
with a lot of hard emotions right now, and you’re acting like a
self-righteous snob. That fucker, Duke Sebastian, knocked her out,
raped her, and then took a needle and…”

“Raped?”

“What? Yeah, raped.” Brenna apparently wasn’t
used to having her tirades interrupted.

“Sure, tell the whole world about it,” Raina
protested weakly from where she lay upon the bed.

“What? She already knows about the Duke. I
thought you already filled her in on the rest…?”

“Are you serious?” Lisa interrupted, turning
to Raina. “Did he … were you really…?”

“I don’t know for sure.”

“She was,” Brenna insisted.

“How can you not know?” Lisa asked.

Brenna let out an exasperated sigh. “Look, if
some guy knocked you out and you woke up in the back of your own
car feeling wet and finding your underwear pulled off, wouldn’t you
assume…?”

“God dammit, Brenna,” Raina groaned, “enough
with the details.”

“All right! Fine! But it was fucking rape,
okay?” Brenna argued. She was gesturing a lot with her hands at
that point, which was usually a sure sign that she was on the edge
of getting physical. She turned toward Lisa abruptly. “The point
is, you’re so busy being selfish about this, you can’t even stop
and consider what’s really important here.”

Lisa’s voice was softer now as she asked,
“How am I being selfish?”

“Oh, gee, I don’t know. Maybe getting all
butt-hurt because she didn’t come to you first?”

“God, would you two quit it, already?” Raina
groaned, rubbing her temples. “If you’re gonna fight … do it
somewhere else. You’re making my headache worse.”

Lisa and Brenna glared at one another for a
moment or two in silence before Brenna finally broke the stare. She
reached down and snatched up one of the bags of items from the
floor, actually making Lisa flinch. Brenna saw this and smiled at
her.

“Relax, sweetie. If I was gonna do something
bad to you, I would’ve already done it by now,” she informed her as
she began sifting through the plastic shopping bag. She began
taking things out and lining them up along the dresser. “Nice.
Vitamins, minerals, calcium, iron, protein … just what a growing
girl needs.”

“Like I said, I was just trying to…”

Brenna silenced her with a loud snap of her
fingers, and then pointed the polished nail of her index finger at
Lisa’s face. “Shut it. Okay? Just let it go. I’m done being a bitch
for today, if you are.”

Lisa held up her hands, rolled her eyes, and
turned away. A few seconds of relative silence passed as Brenna
laid out the contents of the bag upon the dresser, doing the same
with the other bag. She took one of the large cans of energy drink
over to Raina, cracked it open as she sat down upon the bed beside
her, and helped pull her up into a sitting position. The rattle of
car keys caught both their attention.

“I’d better get back to work, then. I’ll
check in later to see how you’re doing,” Lisa sighed, running her
fingers through her hair. She looked at Raina for a moment, clearly
worried, before she turned her gaze to Brenna. “Take good care of
her, okay?”

“She’s in good hands,” Brenna replied with a
smirk, putting an arm around Raina. “And hey…”

“Yes?”

“Don’t tell anyone about this,” she added
with uncommon seriousness. “I mean, nobody. No gossip, no secrets
with your hubby, not a soul … got it?”

“Yes, of course,” Lisa agreed with a nod. She
hesitated. “I need to open this door to leave. I’m giving you fair
warning this time.”

“Oh.”

With that, Brenna grabbed the covers nearby,
shielded herself with them, and Lisa opened the door, exiting the
room quietly. Lisa gave her friend one last lingering glance as she
left, surely knowing that it might be the last time that she would
ever see Raina in daylight … or alive, at all, for that matter.

 


* * * *

 



Chapter Twelve

 


 


 


Brenna was being chased by an unknown entity,
something or someone of a shapeless blackness that pursued her
through the maze-like corridors of some strange building. She had
been descending a set of stairs and had turned to look back at the
thing that followed her. Her feet, which felt as weak and
ineffective as though she were running through chest-high waters,
were then tripped by something that had then struck at them, and
she had begun to fall. The very instant at which she would have
otherwise landed face-first at the bottom of that staircase, she
awoke with a gasp and sat bolt upright.

Nightmares were something she had come to
accept as being the norm rather than an exception for her, since
she’d undergone the Change. Not everyone experienced them as
regularly as she did, or at least not as many vampires would
readily admit as much, but she experienced them more often than
not. She had learned how to avoid them through a bit of trial and
error.

The key to avoiding nightmares, as a vampire,
was in going to bed happy and having a full day’s rest without any
breaks. For her, this meant that she needed to sate the thirst of
one of her three biggest guilty pleasures: blood, booze, or sex. If
there was any break in her sleep – a ringing phone, a doorbell, a
loud noise, a need to use the bathroom – then she would be forced
to choose between calling an end to her rest for that day or simply
accepting the inevitability of a nightmare-to-come.

Being that she had abstained from satisfying
any of her three “needs” the previous night before retiring for the
day, she would have been more surprised to have dreamt of something
pleasant or, better still, of nothing at all. The
being-chased-by-something dreams were her most frequent brand of
nightmare, but fortunately not the worst; death dreams, on the
other hand, were absolutely the worst, and they usually resulted in
her waking with screams, sobbing, or both. As of yet, she had not
understood what determined the severity of her nightmares, and she
was relieved that great emotional stress did not necessarily equate
to worse dreams, considering the events of her past twenty-four
hours.

It took several seconds for her vision to
fully swim into focus as the swirling colors of her unconsciousness
curled away before she could see that she was in Raina’s bedroom.
And, a second or two later, she became aware of Raina lying beside
her upon that same bed, kicking her legs about in a random, violent
manner. At least that explained why, in her dream, she had felt
someone tripping her.

While Brenna had snuggled her nude self
underneath the covers of her friend’s bed, Raina had elected to
sleep atop the covers in full attire. Or rather, she had crashed
there, as Raina had been both physically and emotionally exhausted
upon her return from the hospital with that Lisa woman. As much as
she disliked that snippety bitch, herself, it was easy for Brenna
to imagine that Lisa was as much to blame for Raina’s weariness as
the Change. It had taken a great deal of self-restraint to refrain
from saying something more harsh or, worse still, physically
lashing out at that stuck-up, self-righteous, arrogant,
holier-than-thou snob that Raina called a friend. What did she see
in that bitch, anyway?

At first, as Brenna paused to rub the sleep
from her eyes, she was led to believe that Raina was either
restless in her sleep or experiencing a nightmare of her own. The
way she kicked her legs about and thrashed upon the bed, she looked
as though she were struggling to free herself from a giant,
invisible spider web.

However, the reality of it suddenly hit her
like a physical blow. She saw that Raina’s eyes were open, wide
open, and the choked, gagging sound escaping her lightly parted
lips was not that of a dreaming person. The way her movements then
changed from a mere thrashing into something much worse, a spastic
sort of cramping that made the fingers of her hands contort in ways
that seemed double-jointed and surely painful. While it looked as
though a phantom spirit of some manner were strangling her, Brenna
knew immediately what she was observing. Raina was in the throes of
a full-body vampiric seizure. And, knowing what that malady usually
precluded, she realized with heart-stopping terror that her dear
friend was quite literally on the verge of death.

Brenna threw aside the covers and sprang from
the bed, hurrying to find the items that Lisa had brought along
with Raina upon her return. The nutritional demands of Raina’s
Change were far, far greater than she had supplied. Usually, this
sort of condition was preceded by an intense, ravenous, almost
rabid state of bloodlust that usually resulted in the commission of
unthinkably brutal, barbaric crimes against others. Usually, it
took a lot to reach a state of bloodlust. Severe injury, extreme
psychological trauma … even several days’ worth of starvation were
necessary for a vampire to be pushed so far over the edge by the
drive of their physiological needs that they fell into true
bloodlust, whereupon they would seek nourishment from the nearest
available (and usually unwilling) donor.

The severity of Raina’s malnutrition was so
great that she had either bypassed that state completely, or it had
made her so weak that she had been completely unable to act upon
those primal vampiric urges of bloodshed and/or lust. Having been
there, herself, Brenna was well aware that failing to help Raina at
this point meant that she could very well die of starvation if she
didn’t acquire some sort of nutrition very soon.

“Hang on, babe,” she said, perhaps more to
herself than to Raina, “I’ll get you fixed up.”

She started yanking things from the bag of
items and lining them up in a row along the surface of the bedroom
dresser. Four cans of energy drinks, several bottles of various
vitamin supplements, a bag of marshmallows, a large can of
protein-enriched powdered shake mix, and two bottles of potent
liquid cold-and-flu medicine were in the bag. Carbohydrates and
nutrients were what the girl needed, and Lisa had actually done a
fair job of scoring a worthwhile gift-pack of goodies for her
formerly human friend.

Brenna wasn’t going to stop to ponder how it
was, exactly, that Lisa had known exactly what to get. Rather, she
preoccupied herself with the frantic task of opening each of the
bottles of vitamins and spilling out a handful of each onto the
counter. There was no need to measure these things out. More than
likely, assuming she could even get Raina to ingest these things,
there was a good chance that she could wind up purging them before
her body had a good chance to absorb what it could from them. In
its bid to rid itself of all things human, the Change had a
tendency to turn the digestive system from a lazy, winding,
Sunday-drive side street into a speeding straightaway on the
Autobahn … with an occasional urge to suddenly and completely
reverse the flow of traffic.

Popping open the tabs of the energy drink
sodas was the most difficult part. The length of her fingernails
was sometimes more of a burden than they were worth in allure, as
she could never open cans without the aid of something else like a
nail file or her car keys. She managed to find success with a
quarter that she liberated from Raina’s nearby purse.

At last, when she turned to face Raina, she
was alarmed to see that she had stopped moving almost completely.
Was she dead? Was this it? Had she waited too long? Had she missed
her chance to help her friend by snoozing away the day, when she
should have been all but force-feeding Raina the things she now had
lined up on the dresser? Brenna dropped to her knees beside the bed
and let panic get the best of her for a few moments.

“Raina? Raina, honey?” she called to her as
gently as she could, shaking her half-human friend by the
shoulders. “Can you hear me, baby? It’s me, Brenna. I’m here, okay?
I’m here with you. Everything’s gonna be cool. All right? Can you
hear me?”

Raina’s gaze was fixed unblinkingly at the
ceiling, even as strands of her own dark brown hair laid directly
upon her eyes in a way that should have bothered any conscious
person. She was breathing, shallow and rapid, and her body felt as
taut and rigid as though almost every muscle in her body were being
clenched tight as Brenna lifted her and placed a pillow back under
her head. She was frozen in a horrifyingly casket-like position
with her arms folded across her chest, although her hands cupped
her own breasts rather than grasping her own shoulders or laying
neatly atop one another. Brenna had no idea at all if anything that
she said could really be heard and/or understood by her friend, but
she was willing to err on the side of positive thinking. She had to
assume that hope still remained. If she accepted the idea that
Raina was beyond any form of communication, she may as well have
accepted the possibility that she was too far along towards death
to ever be brought back.

“Listen, we gotta get you something to eat,
okay? You’ve gotta get some stuff in you before you start
shriveling up like a raisin,” Brenna told her as she retrieved one
of the opened drinks and a handful of marshmallows from the
dresser. She held them up for Raina to see. “I know this ain’t
cheese and wine, but it’s gonna hafta work for now. All I need you
to do is just open up and say, ‘Ahhh,’ and start wolfing this stuff
down. Can you do that?”

Brenna watched for a few seconds as Raina
continued to focus her unblinking stare upon nothing at all. This
was not going to be easy. In fact, she wasn’t even sure that this
was going to work at all. They hadn’t taught her anything like this
in the phlebotomy class that she’d attended with Raina. She knew
how to draw blood, label tubes, and check in specimens that came to
a lab. She didn’t know the first thing about feeding a catatonic
person that was halfway through the Change and so far gone that
they couldn’t even blink. As far as she knew, the only way to get a
person in this sort of condition back to health was through an
intravenous drip, and maybe even by means of inserting a tube down
her throat. Did they make IV drips for Red Bull and melted
marshmallows?

She tried pressing a marshmallow to Raina’s
visibly dry, chapped, blood-smeared lips. “C’mon, you love these. I
know you do. I had to take that bag away from you before you ate
the whole thing when we were making crispy treats that one time.”
She waved the marshmallow under her friend’s nose. “See? Good
stuff. Yummy num-num naughty food. C’mon. Take it. Open up.
Ohm-nom-nom-nom-nom.”

Brenna was aware that her admittedly lame
humor was not entirely meant for Raina, but rather to try to keep
her own spirits up. She was a hair away from true, full panic. Her
hands were trembling terribly. She felt her lower lip quivering.
Her throat was tight, and her eyes welled with tears that
threatened to spill as she tried to lure her beloved Raina back
from near-death with a white sponge-like piece of sugary fluff.

Giving up on the marshmallow for now, Brenna
stifled a sob and just popped the thing into her own mouth. Chewing
on it with angry chomps, furious with herself for being so helpless
to save her friend … to save her love from death, she could taste
just a hint of something coppery and tangy with it that didn’t
quite belong. She must have picked up a bit of the blood from
Raina’s lips as she’d tried to feed the morsel to her.

Dimly, she realized that this was the first
time she had been afforded the opportunity to taste Raina’s blood.
As she picked up on that thought, then dwelled upon it, she then
feared that this would be the last time she would ever be afforded
such a carnal knowledge of the woman she loved. After all, she had
long wished to drink of Raina, even if only just to have but a
taste of her … but she had never dared to take that from her
without invitation. Not only was it illegal for a vampire to drink
from an unwilling human, but it went against her own feelings of
respect for Raina. Brenna had fantasized on countless occasions of
how she wished to first taste her, how she wished for it to be a
mutual event of affection and love. Instead, this was it, a faint
hint of her life’s essence laced with the chewy, mushy,
sugary-sweet mass of a marshmallow as she lay dying before her,
slowly shedding her mortal coil as Brenna sat idly and dumbly
without any proper knowledge or means of saving her. She barely
managed to swallow the sacred treat without gagging upon it as her
emotions finally overwhelmed her, and she choked back a few sobs
while hot tears finally trailed down her cheeks.

Brenna was about to attempt to pour a measure
of energy drink from the can directly into Raina’s mouth, holding
her bloodied lips apart with her left hand, when suddenly a loud
electronic bell-ringing sound began to sound from somewhere behind
her in the room. She was so startled that she fumbled about to
avoid dropping the can of soda completely, splashing a bit of it
here and there upon Raina and herself in the process. It took her a
second or two, but she recognized the ring tone as being that of
Duke Sebastian’s cellular phone. By the third ring, she had managed
to locate the phone in Raina’s purse. Still holding the can of Red
Bull as she flipped open the phone and pressed a button to answer
the call, she did her best to try to sound nonchalant as she
spoke.

“Whoever you are, this had better be pretty
fucking important,” Brenna said bitterly, although the sniffle that
followed those words and her otherwise stern tone rather diminished
her attempt to sound tough.

“Raina? Is this Raina Delgado?” a female
asked on the other end of the line.

“That depends on who’s asking.”

“Who is this?”

“Excuse me, but who the fuck are you? You
called me, lady.”

“Who I am is of no concern to you. If you
were Raina, then you would not need to ask,” Grand Duchess Duvessa
Fallamhain snapped, “nor would you dare to address me in such a
tone, if you valued your own blood.”

Brenna suddenly felt about as small as a
flea. Her anger vanished in a blink, replaced with reverent awe. “I
… I-I’m sorry … your highness…”

“Your grace,” the Grand Duchess corrected her
coldly.

“Your grace, I … I-I didn’t know that
you…”

“Identify yourself, please.”

After a second’s hesitation, she replied,
“Brenna Douglass.”

“You are the Commoner of whom Raina spoke
earlier. Correct?”

“Yes, your grace,” Brenna replied formally,
almost feeling a need to bow to the voice in her ear.

“As a daughter of our Great Mother Lilith,”
the Grand Duchess chastised her, “I would hope that you would know
to communicate as a lady of civility, rather than speaking in the
tongue of harlots.”

Wow, Brenna thought, what a royal bitch.
Nevertheless, she tried to let it go.

“I am very sorry, your grace. It’s just
that…”

“Where is Raina?” she interrupted
impatiently.

“She’s, ah … unavailable right now.”

“What do you mean, unavailable?”

“I mean … she’s, umm … not … able to talk on
the phone right now.”

“And why not? She was expecting my call. I
made it clear that I would need to contact her again. She assured
me that she would make herself available.”

Brenna had never been the best at hiding her
anger, especially when it came to dealing with rude people.
Already, she had just about reached her limit in dealing with this
regal snot. Grand Duchess or not, she was only willing and able to
sustain so much attitude before surrendering to the need to dish
out some of her own in return.

“I’m sorry, your grace, but she’s in the
middle of having a full-blown seizure, right now,” Brenna answered
with enough false sweetness that it could have gagged her. “If
you’d like to leave a message, I’m sure she’ll be happy to call you
right back, as long as she isn’t dead…”

The lengthy pause was enough to make Brenna
fear for a moment that the Grand Duchess had ended the call.
Without a trace of anger now, clearly more concerned now, she
asked, “What do you mean, she’s having a seizure?”

“She’s just all clenched up, just laying
there all scrunched up like she’s having one of those hardcore
bloodlust seizures,” Brenna replied, trying not to let panic creep
back into her once more. “She’s staring off into space. I don’t
think she can hear or see anything, at all. It’s almost like
she’s…”

“She’s going under. Oh, dear God,” the Grand
Duchess murmured. “Did you not tell her to prepare for the Change
at all? She was depending upon you to guide her through this, Miss
Douglass! You were to be her Rebirth Guide. Did she not eat as she
should have?”

“She started to, but it all went faster than
we expected,” Brenna protested. “I mean, when I went through the
Change, it took a couple of weeks to finish. But here, it’s only
been a few hours, and she’s already almost halfway through the
Change!”

“Of course! The Change of a High Court is the
most dangerous and intense of all races,” the Grand Duchess
replied. “The Change of a High Court is begun only by taking the
blood of another directly into one’s veins, not merely by drink or
by lust. Not only must a candidate be of a compatible blood type,
they must also be strong enough to survive such an intense Change.
That is why there are so very few of us in the world. And that is
why she was depending upon you to keep her alive. But if she has
been allowed to go this far into bloodlust, then it would seem that
she made a rather poor choice in selecting her Rebirth Guide…”

Brenna felt like screaming at the Grand
Duchess. Barely, she managed to contain herself. Instead, with
emotion making her voice unsteady again, she asked, “How do I save
her … your grace? She’s dying. I know enough about vampirism to
know that she’s in some serious sh— … uh, trouble.”

“Has she tasted blood yet?”

“Other than her own? No, I don’t think
so.”

“Her own?”

“Yeah,” Brenna confirmed, remembering the
unpleasant sight of watching Raina spit several of her teeth out in
the bathroom sink. “She’s already lost all of her human teeth, I
think.”

“My word. She has progressed even faster than
I could have ever hoped,” the Grand Duchess marveled. “So you have
not offered your own blood to her?”

“Um … no, I haven’t.”

“And why not? Must I again remind you that
you are her Rebirth Guide? You owe her your blood! It is your fault
that her condition has deteriorated to this point! Why have not yet
fed her from your veins? Do you not feel she is worthy of a
Commoner’s blood?”

“I just … didn’t think she’d go for it. I
didn’t want to weird her out.”

“You’ll have to forgive me if I don’t
understand what that phrase means.”

“Raina’s a homophobe. She knows I love her,
and she probably would have thought that sucking my blood would
have crossed the line.”

“What line?”

“The one between being friends and being
lovers. Like I said, she’s a homophobe. She doesn’t want to do the
girl-on-girl thing.”

“I see.” The Grand Duchess let out a
frustrated sigh. She said more than asked, “Then I would hope that,
for the sake of her survival, you might know of another way to shed
your own blood … one that does not involve the act of biting.”

“Well … yeah, but…”

“Then collect as much blood of your own that
you can reasonably spare, and instruct her to drink it,” she
replied, as though it made perfect sense. “If I were not a thousand
miles away, I would gladly perform the task, myself. She is my
bloodspawn. I intend to care for her as any mother would care for
her own daughter. But in lieu of my presence, I must entrust her
survival to you. You do love her, do you not?”

“Oh God, yes,” Brenna replied with a nod,
sniffing back her emotions again as she looked at Raina, seeing
that her eyes were closed now but she still was breathing. “I would
die for that girl.”

“Then I trust you will do everything you can
to see to keep her alive until I may see to her safety, myself,”
she stated proudly.

“I will.” And with those two words, in a way,
Brenna felt the same weight of importance as if she had just taken
a vow of marriage.

“Excellent! I will see to it that you will be
justly rewarded for your efforts, Ms. Douglass,” the Grand Duchess
said. “In the meantime, I have made arrangements for someone to
keep watch over her. I have dispatched the closest of my remaining
personal guard that are nearest your location. Their job will be to
keep Raina safe from Countess Wilhelmina and her minions until my
arrival. Your job will be to do the same, until my people arrive to
relieve you of your duties. I pray that it will not be difficult
for them to find you.”

“Well, if you need the address where we’re
at…”

“No! Don’t say it!” Duvessa interrupted
urgently. “Our conversation might be overheard, and I do not wish
to save the Countess the trouble of tracking you down first on her
own. My escorts are bound to me by blood, and I have such faith in
their abilities that I would entrust them with my own life. God
willing, they will find the two of you sooner than the Countess.
For now, I will ask that you see to Raina’s care immediately. Do
everything in your power to keep her well, no matter what the cost.
I will call again soon. I will expect to hear news of improvement
in her condition.”

Brenna almost literally had to bite her
tongue to resist the need to say something regrettable. Instead,
she managed to force out a polite but strained, “As you wish, your
grace.”

“Thank you,” she said, “and may God be with
you.”

“Um … thanks,” Brenna replied, for lack of a
better response.

It wasn’t until she clapped the phone shut to
end the call that she realized that she had conducted her very
first conversation ever with the Grand Duchess of the IVC entirely
in the nude. There she had been, conducting a life-or-death phone
conversation with a world-famous celebrity, wearing nothing but a
smile … or, well, not even that much. At any other time, she might
have found it to be hilarious. Perhaps in hindsight, it still would
be. That was, of course, assuming that she and Raina would both
even be alive to laugh about it together in the coming nights.
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Brenna was in such a panic to do something,
anything, to help save Raina that it wasn’t until she dropped the
plastic-wrapped syringe a third time that she realized just how
badly her hands were shaking. She closed her eyes, balled her hands
up into fists at her sides, and tightened every muscle in her body
for a few seconds as she forced herself to calm down a bit, even if
only physically. She managed to find Raina’s gathering of medical
supplies in her office room on the opposite end of the house,
thankful that sundown had come before this time so that she could
safely venture out of the bedroom. Although everything she needed
was present and available, she nevertheless had a great deal of
difficulty in selecting the items she would need to perform this
impromptu small-scale surgical procedure.

Only by rehearsing the act quickly,
pantomiming the actions she would soon be performing, was she able
to remember and grab each of the items that she would require. It
had been awhile since she had drawn blood from anyone with a
needle, let alone one that was connected to a syringe. She and
Raina had, after all, worked out an agreement where Raina would
draw the blood of any voluntary subject that Brenna brought before
her, and in return Brenna would cover Raina’s bar tab for the
night. As such, Brenna’s venipuncture skills had grown a bit rusty
with time, to say the least.

However, even at her best, Brenna had never
done something like this before. In fact, she was quite sure that
this sort of thing was a ridiculously bad idea, probably something
that would cause Raina more harm than good. But a bad idea was
perhaps better than no idea at all. If she tried, there was a
chance for success, however small it might be; if she did nothing
and simply sat in idle helplessness, then Raina’s death would be
certain.

Raina needed professional medical help.
Brenna had been a medical professional of sorts, herself, but only
in the past, and not at all of the kind that was trained or
certified to perform a blood transfusion. Any other time, with
anyone else, in any other situation, she would have long ago just
grabbed her cell phone and summoned an ambulance. A trip to the ER
would have saved Raina perhaps an hour or two beforehand. However,
at this point, unless Brenna stabilized her immediately, Raina
would surely be dead by the time she was transported to the ER and
whenever they felt like getting around to treating her. After all,
hospitals run by humans didn’t exactly go out of their way to save
dying vampires or humans that were in the process of becoming
vampires.

The Grand Duchess had instructed her to give
Raina her blood to drink, but Brenna had not been afforded much of
an opportunity to explain to her that Raina was in no condition to
drink anything, at all. She knew that it wasn’t possible for people
to go mixing blood types, when it came to blood transfusions.
However, her own blood type as a Commoner vampire, Type V Negative,
was compatible with any human blood type – were it not, then
vampires would have had a much more difficult time in creating
their bloodspawn. In their phlebotomy class, they had been told
about the existence of a few cases where people had become infected
with vampirism after light exposure to Type V Negative blood,
plasma, or serum, making it transmissible almost the same as any
viral blood borne pathogen such as HIV or hepatitis. Thus, her
half-baked plan to transfuse her own blood into her dying friend
would have to work. It simply had to work. It had to.

Even if Countess Wilhelmina did not already
know that Raina was becoming a part of the Fallamhain bloodline,
she would not need any secretive or seemingly omniscient resources
to learn as much if Raina was admitted to a hospital emergency
room. The local media would do all of the work for her. It was rare
enough that someone would be admitted to an emergency room with the
kinds of symptoms from which Raina was suffering, such an extreme
case of nutritional anemia as a result of a hyper-fast Change. As
soon as the hospital staff figured out that she was no Commoner but
was, in fact, a High Court vampire, word would inevitably and
quickly spread to the media in a matter of minutes. The local news
agencies would gladly point out Raina’s location to the Countess
with a late-breaking story, and Raina would only have a few hours
left to live before surely meeting her death at the edge of the
very sword that had also slain her Maker. Countess Wilhelmina would
walk right in, kill her, and walk right back out, and nobody would
lift a finger to stop her. Why? Because who the hell cared if one
vampire killed another? Far as any human was concerned, it would
just be one less pair of fangs roaming the Valley. Their only gripe
would be about the bloody mess left behind.

That was all, of course, dependent upon
Brenna choosing to take her to a hospital … something that really
wasn’t even a valid option. So, in her mind, it wasn’t even a
matter of choice now. She knew what needed to be done. The only
question remaining was whether or not she could actually do it
without screwing it up.

She hurried back into the bedroom with
Raina’s usual tackle box of supplies and a small armload of other
items, dropping them to the floor as she knelt beside the bed. To
say that this was going to be a weird procedure would have been
putting it mildly. She had never drawn blood from herself before,
so the mechanics of it were entirely different. She had performed
phlebotomy with one hand many times before, perhaps more often than
not, but not in the sort of manner that she was going to try. She
only knew how to take the red stuff out, not how to put it back
in.

For one, there was the problem of the
tourniquet. Looping it around her bicep and cinching it tight was
easy enough with the type of clip-release band Raina used, but
there was the question of how she was going to release it when she
had her only free hand preoccupied with a needle. Then there was
the question of how she was going to swap tubes with only one hand,
without letting the needle lay at an angle that would ruin her vein
or fall out of her arm completely.

She came to decide upon using a winged
collection device, or butterfly needle, which had just long enough
of a line between the needle and the hub that she would be able to
change tubes and still hold the needle steady. She selected the
largest-bore butterfly that Raina had, a 16-gauge, and grabbed a
handful of tubes from the tackle box, making sure to avoid using
any tubes with a clot-activating additive – she needed whole blood,
not serum or plasma.

The draw went surprisingly swift and much
more easy than she’d expected. She had always had good veins, as
had Raina. It was something that had helped to lead the two of them
to buddy up in their phlebotomy class together, in fact, as it made
their practice draws that much easier … aside from the fact that
there had been a strangely intimate feeling to the act, anyhow. She
cleansed the site with an alcohol pad, made an easy puncture into
her median cubital vein, and drew ten seven-milliliter green-topped
tubes. Brenna didn’t want to risk allowing the blood to clot, hence
the use of heparin-treated tubes, but she also worried that
introducing an anticoagulant into her bloodstream could cause other
problems that she could not foresee. With the last tube filling,
she awkwardly managed to release the tourniquet by biting its
release button, and then hooking its fabric upon one of her fangs
to pull it clear of the puncture site. Finally, she withdrew the
needle with an exhale of relief, sheathed it, and slapped a square
of cotton gauze over the small dot of blood that began to well up
from the puncture wound. She knew that it would clot almost
immediately, but it was simply a matter of habit to apply pressure
to a draw site with gauze.

Brenna gathered the tubes up in both hands,
inverted them a few times, and then held one up to examine it. She
had never noticed before, but her vampiric blood was much, much
darker in color than she remembered it having been in her human
years – very rich in hemoglobin.

“Now for the hard part,” she murmured to
herself as she tossed aside the piece of gauze she’d been holding
to her arm.

Raina’s arms were still folded across her
chest, but her muscles were no longer taut with the strain of her
earlier seizure. She was still breathing in that rapid, shallow
manner that she had been, earlier, but aside from that, her body
was completely limp. Brenna had expected the hardest part of this
to be in fighting to pry one of Raina’s arms into a suitable
position without hurting her. Instead, the most difficult part
would reveal itself to be in finding a usable vein anywhere.

Raina’s body was rapidly beginning to consume
itself now, so much that her face was beginning to appear gaunt,
her cheeks hollowed, and her eyes slightly sunken. Her blood
pressure had to be dangerously low at that point. The veins that
were readily visible were only the thin, spidery veins that trailed
along closely to the surface of her skin, which looked paper-thin
and a sickly grayish color. If she hadn’t still been breathing,
Raina could have easily been mistaken for a corpse.

With a bit of effort, Brenna did manage to
find a solid vein in Raina’s left arm, although it was the cephalic
vein closest to the inside of her elbow. It would be harder to
anchor the vein and, assuming that Raina could even feel it, it
would hurt more. Brenna hoped that it would be resilient enough to
support the needle that she intended to use. She was tempted to
employ a 23-gauge needle but, remembering her phlebotomy training,
she realized that doing so might damage the red blood cells in such
a way that it would make the whole transfusion a wasted effort. She
opted for an 18-gauge needle, withdrew it from the package … and
then had to stop as she struggled to control her emotions once
again as her hands began to shake terribly.

This isn’t going to work. I’m going to kill
her. I’m just going to fuck this up, and it’s going to kill her,
Brenna silently cursed herself over and over again. She hated to
delay, but she had to calm herself enough to function, or she would
be better off simply giving up and calling for an ambulance. Not
knowing why, she got up and hurriedly clothed herself in her
garments from the previous night as she once again contemplated
exactly how she was going to go about doing this odd procedure.
Thankfully, by the time she had finished throwing her clothes back
on and wolfing down several marshmallows, hoping some sugar
carbohydrates would calm her nerves, she had worked out a plan that
sounded better than her initial method.

Originally, she had intended to draw the
blood from each tube into a syringe, puncture Raina’s vein, inject
it, withdraw, and repeat. However, given the sordid condition of
Raina’s vascular system – actually, the weary state of her body, as
a whole – Brenna realized that there was no way she could
reasonably expect to find more than a couple of useful veins, at
all. She had to make as few sticks as possible, and she had to make
them count. If Raina hadn’t stocked her equipment as thoroughly as
she had, Brenna would have found it impossible to do what she
needed to get her own blood into her.

With Raina’s left arm dangling limply over
the side of the bed while Brenna knelt upon the floor, she cleansed
the site, double- and triple-checked the arrangement of items upon
the floor, and finally made her stick with an 18-guage butterfly
needle, rather than a straight syringe. It was not a direct hit.
She had to chase Raina’s vein briefly as it kept rolling off to the
left, away from the point of the needle. Not surprisingly, Raina
didn’t even wince from what should have otherwise been a very
uncomfortable experience. At last, she felt that ever-so-soft “pop”
as the needle pierced her vein and a flash of her blood appeared in
the first inch of tubing on the butterfly needle. She inhaled
sharply and let out a mild sigh of relief, unaware that she had
been holding her breath the entire time.

Carefully, Brenna taped the needle down into
place so that it would not accidentally become dislodged during the
rest of her actions. She used a small 5-milliliter syringe to draw
Raina’s blood out far enough that it took the air out of the line,
and then adhered the syringe to her forearm with a four-inch strip
of surgical tape to free both of her hands. She screwed a transfer
device onto the hub of the 10-milliliter syringe, drew the blood
from the tube into the syringe, disconnected the tube, and set it
aside before unscrewing the transfer device. It was a backwards use
from what the items were originally designed, but for the most
part, it worked. The last third of the tube’s contents could not be
drawn out, due to the length of the needle that protruded through
the rubber cap of the tube, but Brenna had drawn about a pint’s
worth of tubes – hopefully enough to at least give Raina a nudge
away from the brink of death. If she could have devised any other
way of safely transferring a larger quantity of fluid, or if there
had at least been more tubes available, she would have drawn more
blood. She would give Raina as much as she could spare. She would
have given her everything, all of it, every last drop, just so long
as it meant that Raina could live on.

Carefully but quickly, Brenna unscrewed the
tubing line’s hub from the small syringe she had taped to Raina’s
forearm, and then screwed it onto the end of the blood-filled
syringe. She inverted the syringe, drew the plunger back a bit to
hopefully remove any air that may have become trapped in the line
during that exchange, and then laid her thumb over the plunger.

“Unto you, my blood, my body, and my life,”
Brenna said as she began to push her own blood into Raina’s vein,
very slowly and gently. “I love you, my sweet.”

The process seemed to take forever. As soon
as she had finished injecting as much of the syringe’s contents as
she dared, keeping a watchful eye on the tubing for any sign of air
bubbles, she removed the large syringe, transferred the line back
to the small one to prevent it from leaking everywhere, and began
to refill the syringe with another tube. Being that she was using
the items in ways they had never been intended, things soon became
messy. Every time she disconnected one device and began to transfer
it to another, it seeped a bit of blood. The fingers of her naked,
ungloved hands became smeared with blood that was both her own and
Raina’s.

“Waste not, want not,” Brenna muttered as she
licked the blood from her fingertips. She was breaking enough
health code rules and regulations that her phlebotomy instructor
would have gone absolutely apeshit, had she attempted to do
something like this in class during practice.

The very taste of blood calmed her almost
immediately, and after doing this several times between syringe
transfers, she had completely lost any trace of the nervous tremors
in her hands. It took at least fifteen minutes to inject the
contents of all ten tubes. She waited. She watched. Somehow, she
had expected Raina’s eyes to pop open and look upon her with
immediate recognition. Her rate of breathing had changed by the
eighth tube. Now, as Brenna finished injecting the tenth tube’s
contents, Raina’s breathing began to slow considerably, almost
suddenly. Her rapid gasps slowed and deepened to a slow panting,
then an almost calm but labored wheezing of sorts.

Oh God, Brenna thought as she held her
would-be lover’s pale, still hand. She’s dying for real, now. I
killed her. I knew it. I knew I’d fuck this up. I probably injected
her with an air bubble. Or maybe I pushed in a clot of blood. She’s
going to stop breathing any second now. She’s going to die because
I killed her. I killed Raina with my blood.

Fearing the worst even as she continued to
hope for the best, Brenna finally removed the needle from Raina’s
vein, sheathed it, and let it drop to the floor as she peeled away
the small syringe she had taped to her forearm. Holding a piece of
gauze over the tiny wound she’d caused, Brenna lifted Raina’s arm
slightly and laid it at her side upon the bed. Her vision blurred
with the threat of fresh tears.

“Raina, I’m so sorry. I’m so, so sorry, my
sweet,” she whispered. “I tried. I really tried. I did everything
that I…”

Something grabbed her arm, jerked her
forward, and a sharp pain suddenly pierced the back of her wrist.
Blinking away her tears, Brenna was alarmed to find Raina’s lips
wrapped around her wrist, biting into her flesh with just the tips
of two newly-developed fangs that were just barely protruding past
the surface of her gums – sharp as a cat’s teeth, but not yet even
half as long. Brenna was surprised by the strength that Raina
exhibited as she struggled to free her wrist from this unforeseen
attack. Raina was only halfway developed as a vampire, perhaps not
even that far along, yet she clung to Brenna’s arm with enough
tenacity that even her own fully-developed vampiric strength as a
Commoner was put to the test. Allowing more damage than she likely
would have endured by letting Raina chew on her with little more
than her gums and two under-developed fangs, Brenna’s surprise and
panic caused her to finally wrench her arm free. Raina flailed her
arms about in the air briefly, her eyes still closed, but she did
not pursue her any more than that. After a few seconds, Raina’s
arms quickly became limp and still at her sides, and she appeared
to return to her sleep-like state of rest.

The momentary manifestation of bloodlust had
left Brenna with two fairly deep gouges in her flesh across the
back of her wrist that bled lightly. Rather than being frightened
or angered by this injury, she instead found herself smiling with
relief. If Raina had the strength to do that much, then she had
been brought a long way away from death. Perhaps, for once, she had
actually done something right. Maybe, just maybe, she really had
succeeded in saving her.

As though on cue, Duke Sebastian’s cell phone
rang again. Answering it by the second ring, Brenna held the phone
to her ear with her shoulder as she held a wad of gauze over the
wound to her wrist. It was the Grand Duchess, again, requesting a
report on Raina’s condition. Brenna explained that Raina’s body
seemed to have calmed down and that she was perfectly mellow now,
aside from the biting incident. This pleased the Grand Duchess
enough to make her only half as bitchy as she had been in their
previous conversation. Raina’s bloodlust, Duvessa explained, was
simply due to her instinctive need to taste blood. Half of a
vampire’s motivations were physical, and the other half were
psychological; even though her body had just received a fair amount
of sustenance, she would not have felt sated until the sharp flavor
of blood had reached her tongue. It didn’t take much, just a taste.
She just needed a quick “fix” to make her settle down.

As Brenna explained to the Grand Duchess that
she had given Raina at least one full measure of her own blood and
that she seemed to be doing better, not specifically going into
detail about how she had managed to do so, she exited the bedroom
and paced into the kitchen area so as not to perhaps disturb
Raina’s resting. Passing by the dining table, Brenna paused in
mid-sentence as she overheard a strange humming, buzzing sound. The
noise seemed to be coming from where Raina had deposited her purse
earlier in the day upon her return. The first thing Brenna
associated with the sound did make sense, technically, but she knew
all too well that Raina was not the type to carry Mr. Purple around
in her purse all day. She dug the cell phone out of Raina’s purse,
flipped it open, and was alarmed to see that Raina had no less than
ten missed calls, three voice mails, and five new text
messages.

“Is there a problem, Ms. Douglass?” the Grand
Duchess asked with genuine concern.

“Yeah, kinda,” she admitted. “Raina is
suddenly Miss Popularity. Her cell phone’s been ringing off the
hook all day, apparently.”

“It would have been best to answer her calls
to avoid arousing anyone’s suspicions.”

“Well, she did have her phone set to
vibrate…”

“Never mind that. Right now, you will need to
create some excuses for her before things become worse,” she said
quickly. “The last thing you need at this point is a concerned
family member notifying the authorities and exacerbating
things.”

Brenna hesitated, raising an eyebrow. “Say
what?”

“I’m sorry?”

“Did you just say … it’s masturbating
things?”

“No, I said exacerbating things.”

“Exactly. ‘It’s masturbating things.’ What
the hell does that mean?” Brenna asked, trying not to laugh. “I
mean, I’m sorry, but I’m not all up on British slang terms…”

“This is hardly the time for humor, Ms.
Douglass.”

Brenna shrugged innocently as she began
scrolling through the list of Raina’s text messages. “What humor?
I’m just trying to understand what you meant when you said it’s
masturbating things. Are you trying to say that if someone calls
the cops, then they’re going to jerk us around or something?”

The Grand Duchess let out an annoyed huff.
“Exacerbating! To make things worse!”

“Oh, you mean exacerbating?”

“Yes! Precisely!” she cried. “Something
you’re doing right now by wasting time with this silliness!”

“I’m sorry, your grace, but it’s this cell
phone. The sound quality is total shit,” Brenna explained as she
pulled it away from her ear momentarily to glance at it. “I mean,
jeez, this phone looks like it’s at least five years old…”

“Are you quite finished?” the Grand Duchess
snapped.

“Finished what?”

“Being difficult?”

Brenna laughed. “If you think I’m being
difficult now, you should try actually getting me pissed off
sometime. I’m being as polite as I can with you right now. And
considering the circumstances, you’d better be damned grateful that
I care as much as I do about Raina, or else I wouldn’t be putting
up with you.”

“Is that so?”

“Yeah, that’s pretty fucking so,” Brenna
replied sourly. “Look, don’t get me wrong. I do respect you because
you are who you are…”

“Well, you certainly have a poor way of
showing it!”

“…and I do appreciate the fact that you’re
apparently going through a lot of trouble to help my friend out,”
she went on. “But don’t think for a second that you can talk down
to me or boss me around like I’m one of your little royal peons.
This isn’t the Dark Ages, lady, and I never signed up to be one of
your servants. I’m an American, okay? Revolutionary War, Boston Tea
Party, George Washington … any of those things ring a bell? We went
to war over this kind of shit a couple hundred years ago.”

“For your information, young lady,” she
snarled, “I am over two hundred years old. You needn’t bother
attempting to give me a lesson in history because I was already a
high-ranking member of the IVC and in the process of writing the
first draft of the Code before your great-great grandmother was
even a wet spot on a bloody mattress!”

That was enough of an unexpected remark to
make Brenna hesitate, although only for a second. “Oh yeah? Well …
yeah! So, then … if you know so much about history, then … like …
you know what it means when you’re dealing with an American. All
right? So, just chill with the bossy attitude, okay?”

Disgusted with her own lack of wit, Brenna
thought, Wow, did I really just say something that stupid? She
usually had far better comebacks than that. She could only chalk it
up to stress, sleep deprivation, and possibly the lingering effects
of the blood she had recently tasted.

“Bossy … attitude?” the Grand Duchess
repeated mockingly. “Little girl, you clearly haven’t the slightest
bloody idea at all with whom you are speaking. I am not merely some
human government authority figure. I am not your schoolteacher. I
am the spring of eternal life from which the blood in your veins
originated. As Grand Duchess of the International Vampiric Council,
and as the eldest surviving member of the High Court, I am your
queen. The human government of Great Britain will not allow me to
bear that title officially, of course. But make no mistake, young
Brenna, I am the supreme authority to which every vampire walking
this world must answer. You became my servant on the same night
that you accepted the Communion of Blood.”

“For your information, your grace,” Brenna
replied with sharp bitterness, “I was fucking raped and left for
dead by a random chump with fangs. All right? I never asked to
become a fucking vampire. The only thing I accepted was the fact
that I can’t change what I’ve become, and that I’m just going to
have to deal with it, the same way I’ve dealt with everything else
in life. So frankly, I don’t owe you shit.”

“Brenna Douglass?”

“That’s my name.”

“Do you wish to die?”

Brenna’s hostility suddenly evaporated.
“What?”

“You do realize that I am well within my
rights as Grand Duchess to strike you down, do you not?”

She was completely floored. “Are you for
real? You’re actually threatening me with death?”

“By law of The Code, Brenna Douglass, I may
take your blood away as quickly and as completely as it was given
to you,” the Grand Duchess informed her flatly.

“Jeez, you sound like my mother,” Brenna
replied with a nervous chuckle. I brought you into this world,
young lady, and I can take you out of it.

“As a matter of fact, as the eldest surviving
vampire in the world with the largest number of bloodline
descendents, it’s entirely possible that I am your mother,” the
High Court vampire informed her.

“Well then, with all those thousands of
kiddies roaming the world, you must rake in an awful lot of child
support.”

“I would love to continue this enlightening
conversation,” the Grand Duchess sighed sarcastically, “but I’m
afraid I have quite a lot of other calls that need to be made, at
the moment. I will be boarding a jet to fly from London to New York
approximately ten hours from now. The flight from there to Phoenix
will last several more hours, and it will be necessary for me to
remain indoors for the remainder of the day upon my arrival. I
expect that you will see to the safety of my bloodspawn during that
time. Just as well, it would be in your best interests for you to
also make use of that time to think of an appropriate and adequate
apology for your rudeness. Depending upon your sincerity, I may
choose to be merciful.”

“You’re serious,” Brenna said more than
asked. “You really would kill me just because you think I’m acting
like a bitch.”

“In the past, I have slain others for far,
far less,” she replied coolly. “If this conversation had taken
place in the flesh, I would have torn your heart from your ribcage
by now with my bare hand.”

Without hesitation or thought, Brenna
immediately replied, “You mean like the Countess did to
Sebastian?”

There was a long, awkward pause.

“I will be seeing you soon, Commoner,”
Duvessa practically growled. “If you’ve any idea at all the sort of
thoughts I am entertaining right now, you will greet me upon your
knees, begging for forgiveness.”

The other end of the line went dead as the
Grand Duchess ended the call. Brenna snapped the phone shut and
closed her eyes, shaking her head.

“Absolute … total … fucking … bitch,” she
muttered with disbelief.

Feeling almost numb from head to toe with a
mix of fear and excitement, Brenna resumed her interrupted task of
browsing through Raina’s messages. All of the text messages were
from Lisa, at almost hourly intervals throughout the day. The last
three messages were close together in time. Brenna read all of the
messages from earliest to latest.

Call me as soon as you get this.

Where are you? Call me.

I’m sorry about this morning. I just wanted
to help.

Your car is still at work. Should I go get
it?

What gives? Did you go to the ER?

This is crazy. Where are you? Are you still
at home?

I’m sorry, but I don’t trust Brenna. Please
let me know you’re OK.

I’m scared. This is serious. Where are you?
I’m worried sick about you.

I can’t take this anymore. Call me NOW.

Police are on the way. Sorry. I just want to
know that you’re OK.

As she read the last text message, Brenna
heard two car doors slamming shut outside. Seconds later, she heard
someone stepping up to the front door.

“Son of a bitch,” Brenna hissed as the
doorbell rang and someone pounded on the front door.

From outside, a man loudly called out,
“Sheriff’s Office!”

Tossing Raina’s cell phone back into her
purse, Brenna quickly checked her own appearance. She moistened her
fingers to wipe away the spot of blood that remained at the crook
of her elbow from her blood donation, hurriedly attempted to
straighten her hair, and then hurried over to the sink. She hastily
rinsed off her hands and cleansed the two scratches across her
right wrist from where Raina had bitten her. She yanked the
dishtowel from its place above the sink and brought it with her as
she finally answered the door. Two Maricopa County sheriff’s
deputies stood outside, a tall Hispanic male with an average-sized
but butch-looking blonde female. The female shined a flashlight
almost directly in her face.

“Can I help you?” Brenna asked, wincing at
the brightness as she dried her hands with the black terrycloth
towel.

“Are you Raina Delgado?” the female cop
asked.

“No, but I’m her friend. What’s going
on?”

“Someone called in a report that she might be
having a medical emergency,” the male replied. “We’d just like to
make sure she’s all right.”

“Yeah, she’s fine. She’s just sleeping right
now,” Brenna said. It was easy to lie about it when the full truth
of Raina’s condition was still unknown to her.

“Is it okay if we see her for just a moment?”
asked the woman. “We just want to make sure she’s doing all right,
and then we’ll be on our way.”

Brenna hesitated. She couldn’t help it. The
cops saw it. They looked at each other with a quick, knowing glance
that said everything in a blink. Right away, she knew that this
could only go badly.

“Well … like I said, she’s sleeping right
now,” Brenna insisted as the female cop shined her flashlight past
her into the darkened living room. “I think she’s just got a really
bad case of the flu. She’s been throwing up all day, and I’ve been
taking care of her. Y’know, giving her fluids and stuff so that she
doesn’t dehydrate.”

“Mind if we come inside and see her? We just
want to be sure she’s okay,” the male cop asked. “It’ll only take a
minute.”

Again, Brenna hesitated. She wasn’t simply
worried about what the deputies would think when they saw Raina’s
sorry state of being. Rather, she was more concerned with how Raina
might react to them. Although the Grand Duchess had told her that
Raina’s bloodlust should be sated, now that she had tasted blood
and been “fed,” Brenna feared what might happen if she had been
wrong. What if Raina was still on the edge of bloodlust? If Raina
attacked one of the deputies, they would shoot her to death without
hesitation. Even if they did not, Brenna simply did not want anyone
getting unnecessarily hurt. She didn’t like cops, but she didn’t
wish bodily harm or death upon any of them, either.

The male clicked on his own flashlight and
gave her a quick look-over. “You’re a vampire?”

“Yes,” Brenna answered almost shyly. This,
she knew, was when the cops would cease to be friendly.

“Got your VIC on you?”

“Right here in my purse.” Brenna began to
reach for her purse on the coffee table nearby, when the male
deputy opened the screen door. “Excuse me, but I never said you
could come in.”

“Probable cause,” the female answered for
him, drawing her pistol and holding it at her side. “Just don’t
make any sudden moves, okay?”

“What, like breathing?” Brenna muttered as
she shook her head sadly, retrieving her ID card from her
purse.

The male cop entered first and calmly babbled
some coded number-talk into the shoulder mic of his radio before
requesting a supervisor for backup. While he wandered about the
living room, shining his flashlight every which way, the female cop
kept an armed watch over Brenna. She didn’t aim her pistol at her,
but she looked more than ready and willing to step back and pump a
few rounds into her face if Brenna so much as blinked at her the
wrong way.

The male deputy seemed like an okay guy, but
Brenna could tell that the female was one of those gung-ho dyke
sorts of cops. Rather than getting a lot of tacky tattoos, cursing
a lot, and driving a big rig, this woman was apparently one of
those types that preferred to satisfy her drive to be “one of the
boys” and prove her toughness by getting a short spiky haircut and
acting tough from behind the safety of a badge and a bulletproof
vest. Women like her were one of the reasons Brenna had been so
reluctant to admit to her attraction to other women for so many
years, for fear of being lumped together with the likes of these
types. If anything, she would have considered herself to be more of
a “lipstick lesbo” … well, except for the fact that she still
absolutely loved sex with men. Worse still, she had a weakness for
hot guys that usually turned out to be selfish, immature jerks.
Technically, Brenna was bisexual, but Raina had long preferred to
either call her “indecisive” or “confused.”

Brenna held up her VIC card for the female
deputy to see, holding up her other hand to show that it was empty.
She kept the towel laid over her wrist to hide her wounds, hoping
not to give them cause for any further questions. The male deputy
began searching to the east end of the house, towards the office
and spare room on the opposite end of the house from Raina’s
bedroom.

“Brenna Douglass,” the woman read from the ID
card.

“That’s me.”

“You know, I think I remember you from
someplace.”

“Sorry, I’ve never been a customer of yours
before,” she joked.

“You work at that one club a few blocks from
here, don’t you.”

“Good guess.”

“I recognize your face … your eyes,” she
insisted. “I’ve seen you on the job.”

Oh, great. She’s not going to shoot me, she’s
going to start hitting on me, Brenna thought. I think I’d rather
have her shoot me first.

“Yeah, well … a girl’s gotta make a living
somehow, right?” Brenna replied with a shrug. “Hell of a lot better
than standing on a street corner or cooking up meth, huh?”

“True.” The cop seemed to relax her gun-hand
a bit at her side and gave her a nod to say that she was done
reading her VIC. As Brenna dropped the card back into her purse,
the cop asked, “So, what’s your relationship with Raina?”

The male cop finished looking around the
spare room and began checking out the office.

Brenna shrugged. “We’re friends.”

“Friends, like … how?”

“Y’know … friends.”

“What, like buddies, roommates, co-workers,
life partners…?”

“Raina’s not into girls.”

The way the cop looked at Brenna, there was
an unspoken question left hanging in the air between them: Raina
might not be … but are you? She didn’t feel like answering that
question, and fortunately, the woman wasn’t bold enough to actually
verbalize it. She knew when not to cross that line of
professionalism. The only trouble was, there wasn’t much (if
anything) to stop this cop from dropping by the club on one of
Brenna’s work nights to press on with that line of questioning when
she was off-duty.

“If she’s so sick, is there any reason why
your friend hasn’t gone to see a doctor already?” the male cop
asked from the office.

“Well … you know how it is,” Brenna answered
with a shrug. “I mean, I don’t know about you, but I was never able
to get a doctor to see me the same day I wanted to make an
appointment. Y’know, we’ve still got all these damned old snowbirds
in town that haven’t left for the summer yet, and they’ve all got
heart conditions and arthritis and Alzheimer’s and whatnot, so …
y’know … it’s hard to get ‘em to just squeeze you in for an
appointment on short notice, y’know?”

“She could always go to the ER,” the cop
suggested as he exited the office and peeked in the spare bathroom.
“According to her other friend, she seemed to have a really big
reason not to go there, earlier today.”

“Well, duh,” Brenna scoffed, “of course she
didn’t want to mess with an ER visit! I mean, think about it. Just
walking in the door costs, what, fifteen hundred bucks? Then you’ve
gotta sit around and wait for like eight hours before anyone will
even so much as look at you. Even then, there’s no guarantee that
they’ll even do anything for you. They’d just tell her she’s got a
really bad cold, or a case of the flu, give her some ibuprofen that
costs like twenty bucks a pill, and then send her right back out
the door.”

“How about a really bad case of vampirism?”
the dyke cop asked pointedly. Brenna tried not to react to that
visibly. “How about you just cut the act and tell us what’s really
going on?”

Brenna met the woman’s gaze squarely for
several long seconds. “She’ll be fine, okay? She went through a lot
the other night, she’s had a hell of a rough day, and she’s feeling
pretty miserable right now, but she’s gonna be fine.”

“Is she dead?”

“No, of course not! I already told you, she’s
sleeping in the other room!”

“No, I’m not.”

Brenna gasped as she spun to look down the
hall, hoping the female cop wouldn’t shoot her for moving so
suddenly. Raina stood in the doorway of the bedroom, leaning lazily
upon the door. Her hair was wild and visibly damp with sweat, her
face glistening with perspiration, and she looked barely able to
hold herself upright, but she was managing to make her appearance.
Brenna wasn’t sure whether to feel elated to see her back on her
feet and somewhat conscious, already, or if she should instead feel
doomed to be persecuted by the cops for how they surely would
interpret Raina’s sorry condition.

“Are you Raina?” the male asked as he
approached her, shining his light directly at her.

Raina held up a hand to block the glare of
his flashlight. “Yeah. What the hell’s going on, Brenna? Why do I
have cops in my house?”

“Someone asked us to check on you. She was
worried that you might be in trouble,” he replied, trying to
visually examine her. “She told us you were going through the
Change, and she was worried about your safety. How are you
feeling?”

“I’ve had better days,” Raina replied with a
shrug. Her words were slurred and mumbled, slightly affected by her
changing dental condition (or lack thereof, at that moment), but
she was at least coherent enough to respond.

The cop noticed the puncture mark on her arm.
“What’s that?”

“What?” Raina looked to where the cop was
pointing the beam of his flashlight. She hesitated. “That … that’s
where I, ah … had some blood work done.”

“What kind of blood work?”

“Transfusion,” Brenna answered for her.

The male cop shined his light at her for just
a moment. “I wasn’t asking you.”

“She’s right,” Raina insisted. “It was …
basically a transfusion … thanks to Duke Sebastian.” She was still
not all there. She wasn’t even referring to the same arm as the one
that Brenna had used for the transfusion.

“How long ago did your Change start?” the cop
asked. As Raina pulled her hair back over her ears, he visibly
jerked back with surprise. “Whoa. That’s different.”

Raina noticed the difference of her ear, as
well, feeling how much longer and more pointed it was at the top.
Looking to Brenna with wide eyes, she murmured, “Holy shit … it’s
really happening.”

“Are you her Maker?” the female cop asked,
holstering her pistol and stepping away from Brenna towards
Raina.

“I’d say it’s pretty obvious I’m not. I mean,
take a look at my ears,” Brenna said, pulling her hair back so they
could see. “I’m just your average everyday Commoner. Raina’s Maker
was a High Court.”

“A High Court vampire?” the dyke gasped.
“Then who’s her Maker?”

Brenna and Raina met each other’s gaze
halfway across the mobile home. Raina’s eyes were wide and full of
panic, almost wild. Things were about to get really tricky. They
couldn’t lie to the police and expect them not to become even more
suspicious. Just the same, they didn’t want to let the cat out of
the bag quite yet. Brenna was absolutely paralyzed. She didn’t want
to go to jail, nor did she want to get Raina in trouble for lying
to the police. But even worse would be to reveal the identity of
Raina’s Maker and, thus, set the gossip train into motion that
would inevitably lead Countess Wilhelmina straight to them. It
would be hard to worm out of this one, being that they had already
figured out that Raina was becoming a High Court vampire, but…

“The Duke … Duke Sebastian … Fallamhain,”
Raina finally confessed, sounding breathless as she staggered
forward a couple of steps. “I am … the Grand Duchess’s … blood …
spawn.”

And, having said that, Raina then collapsed
to the kitchen floor.
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With a sudden gasp, Raina awoke to the sound
of beeping medical equipment, the smell of antiseptics, and the
feel of a body that was entirely alien to her. Every nerve of her
body felt raw and naked, sensitive to the slightest brush of fabric
or the softest shift of temperature in the room’s air. The
deafening sound of white noise faded in and out of her ears,
strongly at first, shrinking back momentarily with the sound of an
electronic beep, fading back in, and then retreating as another
beep sounded.

Raina tried to open her eyes. They felt as
though they had been glued together. She had to contort the muscles
of her face this way and that to help pry her eyelids loose from
one another, as they had somehow adhered themselves together with
the crusty sort of substance she would have otherwise experienced
with a case of pinkeye. Her vision was blurry, burning for the
first few seconds until she could manage to blink away her
slumber.

Her stomach growled loudly, and she felt as
though a thin shaft coated with hot sauce had been inserted between
her legs while she’d been out. She had been catheterized. A
pinching sort of sensation in both of her arms near her elbows drew
her gaze to the IV lines taped to her forearms. Wires trailed
everywhere her body from leads glued all over her upper torso.
Trying to reach for her own face to rub at her eyes, she found her
wrists bound by leather bands and steel chains secured to the rails
of a hospital bed. Her ankles were similarly restrained. From where
she lay, there was very little available to look at, due to the
overly-fluffy pillow under her head that blocked her sight in
either direction. Her view was limited to a fluorescent light
directly overhead, thankfully switched off, and the wall she could
see directly ahead that featured a window covered with a heavy
metal screen. The glass of the window was frosted to obscure any
images from viewing inside or out, but at least she could tell that
it was dark outside.

Her throat burned with thirst, dry and
scratchy as she swallowed a thick paste that hardly qualified
anymore as her own saliva. She parted her lips to moisten them with
her tongue, or at least to attempt to do so, and she felt a painful
tearing sensation. Her lips were so dry that they split painfully
in a couple of places as she yawned, the worst being her lower lip.
Something scraped against her tongue, sharp like a needle, and her
tongue recoiled as she gave a light gasp of surprise. That was when
she first noticed the fangs.

Two of them, located where her upper canine
teeth once were, the fangs felt entirely natural in placement, yet
their tips were both smooth and sharp in a way that assured her
they were perfectly new – like those of a young kitten, she idly
mused. The rest of her teeth even felt strange and alien. They were
new and completely unfamiliar to her, as though someone had
implanted them in her jaws during her unconsciousness, yet they
were so perfectly aligned and comfortable that they should have
felt as though she’d already possessed them for her entire life.
They were all sharp, though not in the same way as her fangs.
Whereas her upper canines were like two small stilettos, the rest
of her teeth were like edged like organic razorblades. Her molars
were shaped somewhat like her human teeth, but they felt much
simpler in form, somewhat flat with an outer edge that was ever so
slightly serrated. These were the teeth of a humanoid carnivore.
These teeth were not made to do much chewing of plant-like
substances, but rather to help tear away flesh and cut it into
pieces that could be swallowed.

These were the teeth of a vampire … and they
were now hers.

A sharp, bittersweet flavor reached her
tongue, unfamiliar to her memory but nevertheless registering with
instant recognition in her genes. Warm and wet, she ran her tongue
over its source, a painful split in her lower lip near the center.
The pain was there, but she dug her tongue into it anyway. The
blood, the delicious, sweet blood was little more than a taste, an
essence of the feeding that she truly desired, but it was not
enough. And then the taste faded, dwindling as the wound closed and
gelled over. The sharp pain of the split skin faded to a dull ache
in less than a minute. She could still run her tongue over that
spot, trying to encourage that deliciousness to return, and she
could feel the small bump of the gel-scab, but the yummy treat
would not return as she wished it, for it was sealed.

She was consciously aware of her own inner
motivations, this perverse appreciation for the taste of her own
blood. It repulsed her, fascinated her, and frightened her all at
once. Was this bloodlust? Or was this merely thirst? Was this how a
vampire always felt, always miserably burning with thirst and
craving another taste of that coppery delight? Or did she only feel
this way because she only needed blood now?

There was nothing sexy or romantic or in any
other way appealing with regard to the way she felt, tied down to
that hospital bed with more tubes and wires coming out of her than
the engine of her Lincoln Town Car. This was nothing to envy,
nothing any sane person should ever desire. In the past, had she
seriously entertained a desire to willingly become this creature,
this thing of misery? How could anyone stand to live like this?
This was awful. This was beyond terrible. It was something that
only a mad person would consider to be a sane option, and something
that would drive a sane person mad.

It had to get better than this. There had to
be some kind of merit, some kind of light at the end of the tunnel.
There had to be some way to justify living in this kind of a
horrible, sorry state of existence. If not, then there would not be
as many vampires roaming the world as there were. Unless, of
course, the world was full of more fools than she’d ever thought
there to be. Fools that were foolish in such a foolish way that
Raina had foolishly never before expected or believed she could be
fooled into believing something so otherwise foolish. Or something.
And stuff. Umm, yeah. And it was right about then that she realized
there were probably some seriously hardcore painkilling drugs in
her IV drip.

The beeping returned. It had stopped for a
minute or so during the distracting experience of rediscovering her
oral anatomy. It seemed louder now, obnoxiously so, as if whatever
was beeping had become frustrated that its previous calls had gone
unanswered. It wanted attention. Raina wanted attention, too. She
had questions … and lots of them.

There were sounds of movement and a sigh of
frustration to her left. The beeping was halted abruptly as a woman
muttered something in Spanish under her breath.

“Hey,” Raina managed to say on the fourth
try, the first three emerging only as choked whispers. “Hey, you …
lady.”

The room seemed relatively well-lit in spite
of the total lack of any lighting. Raina could see the woman’s face
quite easily as she moved to stand near the left side of the bed.
Dressed in scrubs and wearing a clipped-on ID badge, she was
clearly there to help out, but she didn’t dare to lean over the
rail or otherwise seem willing to actually do much of anything for
her. The woman clearly was afraid of her, as made obvious by the
look of uncertainty upon her face and the way she stood there
uneasily, apparently ready to take off running at any moment.

“Are you … a nurse?” she asked the short,
chubby, older Hispanic woman.

The woman babbled something softly in her
native tongue, apparently a response to Raina’s question. Was she
even in Arizona anymore? Had Brenna somehow smuggled her across the
border into Mexico, perhaps to place her under the care of a
physician that would accept cash and render care without asking too
many questions?

“Where am I?”

The woman said something else in Spanish. She
rattled it off so quickly that she didn’t catch it, so Raina asked
her to repeat it. She said it again, only slightly less quickly
than the first time, and she yammered on with something else after
that. Even without a drug-induced haze clouding her mind, the
extent of Raina’s foreign language education was extremely limited.
Constantly harassed by authorities and other people that always
assumed he was Mexican and, by assumption, an illegal immigrant,
her father had deliberately avoided teaching her Spanish, much less
ever using it around her. By the time she’d had an opportunity to
take classes to learn Spanish in high school, Raina was at a point
in her life when she wanted as little as possible to do with
anything that had to do with her father … or her mother, for that
matter. But that was all another matter entirely…

“Where am I?” Raina asked again.

Once more, her question was met with words
that she didn’t even remotely understand.

“Lady … please … I no speak-a the Spanish.
Okay?”

“Oh. Okay.”

“English?”

“A little.”

“Are you a nurse?” Raina asked again.

The woman seemed to take a moment to find her
own voice. “No, I … I just here to … to watch.”

“Can you go get one?”

“Que?”

“Can you please get me one?”

“You … want watch?”

“No, no…”

“Are you … wake up?”

“I dunno. You tell me,” Raina answered
wearily. “If this is a dream, then I hope I wake up soon.”

“Que?”

“Never mind.”

She seemed to know as little English as Raina
knew Spanish. Great. Odds were that someone in Admissions had taken
one look at Raina’s name and specified Spanish as her language on
her chart. Given the demographics of the Phoenix area, it was an
easy enough mistake, an assumption that perhaps even she might have
made herself, had she been a registration specialist instead of a
phlebotomist and lab assistant.

“You want nurse?”

“Yes. Yes, I want nurse. Please. Quickly.
Like … STAT … or something.”

The woman nodded anxiously and stepped out of
sight.

Raina attempted to sit up as best she could
manage, in spite of the restraints upon her wrists. The upper half
of the bed was already elevated, so she was at least able to lift
her head far enough to see over her pillow. She had been confined
to a large room, alone. As with the window directly opposite her
bed, the other two large windows in the room were also frosted and
covered with a heavy-gauge steel wire security screen. The colors
were relatively washed out in the low level of light in the room,
but they were immediately familiar. The air was uncomfortably cold
upon the parts of her body not buried under the blankets that had
been laid over her body. From the hallway outside of the room, she
heard the familiar sound of the metallic clanging and thud of a
security door.

Rather quickly, she realized that her guess
about being taken across the border had been way off. This was
local, a place that Raina knew well. She had been here many times –
almost daily, in fact. But her visits to this place had always been
brief, voluntary, and always for the sake of performing her daytime
job duties as a phlebotomist. She did not particularly like the
clientele. This was the detention wing of the county hospital where
she worked … or rather, where she had worked, until she had
tendered her resignation. The patients in this wing were prisoners
and jail inmates. Convicted murderers, sex offenders, drug dealers,
junkies, hookers, rowdy drunks sleeping off the previous night’s
liquor, and other undesirable members of society were the norm
here, aside from an occasional special-circumstance case here now
and then. Now, she was one of them … although she had no idea why.
Oh, wait! Fangs! That was why! Now it made sense…

Looking around the room, she gradually became
aware of the fact that she was not wearing her eyeglasses, and yet
everything was sharply in perfect focus. She could not recall the
last time in her life when she had been able to see this clearly
without the aid of a rather strong pair of prescription eyeglasses,
and she had never been very comfortable with using contact lenses.
The feeling of seeing so clearly without that blurred border of an
eyeglass frame around the edges of her peripheral vision was
strangely liberating. Had she undergone some kind of corrective eye
surgery while she had been unconscious?

Feeling her wits returning to her and her
alertness beginning to sharpen as a trickle of adrenaline began to
course through her veins, she was only slightly relieved when a
nurse finally did enter the room. The nurse clicked on the
fluorescent lights overhead as she entered with apparent urgency.
Raina winced with anticipation of a blinding amount of light.
Mercifully, this was either one of many of the hospital’s rooms
with faulty overhead lighting that barely worked, or they had
purposefully dimmed the amount of available light. She barely even
needed to narrow her eyes in reaction.

“Raina?” the nurse called to her as she
approached the bed. “Can you hear me?”

“Yeah, I hear you.”

“My name is Kelly. I’m your nurse. How are
you feeling?”

“Great, awesome, wonderful,” Raina lied
impatiently. “What the hell am I doing here in the detention wing?
And why am I all tied up like this?”

“Do you know where you are right now?” Kelly
asked, checking her IV drips and lines.

“Of course. I used to work in this
hospital.”

The nurse halted in her duties to look at
her. “Really? When?”

“Like, a day ago,” she replied. “I used to
come up all the time to do lab draws for you guys in the
evenings.”

She stared at her for a moment, studying her,
then the recognition hit her.

“Oh, wow. I thought your name was familiar,”
Kelly acknowledged almost blandly with a smile before returning to
her functions. “I usually work nights, but I think I remember
seeing you here a couple times at the start of my shift.”

“Yeah, probably.” She waited for a few
seconds while Kelly checked her pulse and IV monitors. “So, uh …
what’s the deal?”

Kelly again gave her a blank, innocent look.
“What do you mean?”

“Why am I here, tied up like a criminals in
the scumbag wing of the hospital?” she asked. “What the hell did I
do?”

“Oh … that,” she said, as though she only
then realized what was going on. “I don’t think you did anything,
really. It’s just for your own safety. You were thrashing around a
lot, and the doctor wanted you to be restrained so you wouldn’t rip
out your IV’s again and … y’know.”

“What?”

“Well…” Kelly hesitated. “They were afraid
you might attack someone.”

“Why? I’m not…” Raina began to say. Once
again, reality settled in. “Oh … yeah.”

“How are you feeling right now? Any nausea,
aches, pains, anything like that?”

She tried to hold up both of her hands to
gesture. Kelly visibly flinched, as though expecting to be
assaulted.

“My nose itches, my eyes have a bunch of crud
in them, and I think I need to pee,” Raina said. “I don’t suppose
you could cut me loose so I could take care of any of that myself,
could you?”

The nurse shook her head sadly. “I’m sorry.
Only the doctor can give permission for me to undo your restraints.
You were having seizures now and then, and then you started being
combative whenever someone would try giving you any kind of
treatment.”

“Well, I’m obviously not having seizures
anymore.”

“This is true.”

“So, then…?” Raina held up her empty but
restrained hands with a hopeful and weary smirk.

“I can’t do that. I’m sorry.”

“Would it help if I promised not to hurt
anyone? I’m not just some blood-sucking, homicidal monster,” Raina
insisted gently. “It’s not like I’m going to hop up and start
biting people the second you turn me loose.”

“I’m sure you wouldn’t mean to hurt anyone,”
Kelly agreed, “but I would get in a lot of trouble if I went
against the doctor’s orders. You know how that is. I could lose my
job over it.”

“Because I want to scratch my nose? And
because I want to go pee like a normal adult person?”

Kelly appeared reluctant to reply. “No, but …
since you’re … y’know…”

“I know, I know,” Raina sighed, closing her
eyes. “I’m a vampire. I’m a monster. I’m a blood-sucking demon from
Hell. I’m untrustworthy by default.”

“You know how it is. I mean, I’m sure you had
to have given it some thought before you became one,” the nurse
said. She blinked at Raina with uncertainty. “Right?”

“Honestly,” she said, “the only time I had to
think about becoming a vampire was after I found out I’d already
been exposed. And it was already too late to do anything about it
by then.”

“Well, you weren’t accidentally exposed, were
you? Like, in the lab or something?” Kelly asked with obvious
doubt. “I mean … if you don’t mind me asking…?”

Raina shook her head. “It wasn’t an accident,
no. But it wasn’t my idea, either. I never asked for this.”

“But … I thought you had to … you know…?”

“What?”

“Do it voluntarily?”

“That’s what I always thought,” Raina
admitted. “Or at least I did, up until this one guy knocked me out
and pumped a syringe full of blood into me … among other
things.”

“A guy did?”

“Yeah, a guy. I mean … not human. It was Duke
Sebastian Fallamhain, actually,” she confirmed with a nod.
“Why?”

Kelly just stared at her with a confused,
almost alarmed look upon her face for several long seconds before
finally saying simply, “Oh.”

“What do you mean, oh?”

“They’ve been saying on the news that some
female vampire is your Maker,” Kelly explained. “They’ve got her in
jail right now because they think she forced the Change on
you.”

Raina’s eyes went wide. “What?”

“I mean, that’s just what they’re saying
right now. They said that the cops were called to your place and
that she had you all drugged up and was using needles to put her
own blood in you, or something like that,” she said, leaning upon
the rail of the hospital bed casually, now. Her fear of Raina was
beginning to ease slightly.

“That’s not what she was doing! She was
helping me! That’s my friend, Brenna! Brenna Douglass!” Raina
cried, beginning to feel panicked now. Only then did she notice
that she’d been tugging firmly at her restraints, as the clanking
of metal upon metal from the chains clattering against the bed
rails caught her attention. “Seriously … Kelly, this is all a big
mistake. I’ve got to talk to the police. She’s not the one they
need to have locked up. Please, can you tell someone I need to talk
with them? Like, one of the guards out there or something?”

“Yes, yes, of course,” Kelly nodded eagerly
as she backed away. “They said they wanted to talk with you as soon
as you woke up. I’ll go let them know you’re awake.”

“Thank you,” Raina said. Just before Kelly
reached the door, something occurred to her. “Whoa, wait up!”

Kelly’s shoes squeaked as she stopped herself
by grabbing the doorframe to look back over her shoulder.
“Yeah?”

“How long have I been … y’know … zonked out?
Unconscious or … comatose? Whatever?”

“A little over a day,” she replied. “They
didn’t know how long you were out before they found you, but you’ve
pretty much been out of it since you came here last night.”

Kelly seemed to interpret Raina’s silence
following her reply as a dismissal, as she then disappeared into
the hallway with hurried footsteps. She had more questions, of
course, but someone else would most likely better know the answers
– someone presently being held in a jail cell.

The nurse returned within a few minutes,
bringing with her two Sheriff’s Office detention officers. Kelly
informed her that the doctor was not in the hospital at the time,
but he was on his way there, and she had been authorized to remove
her restraints in the meantime. The Sheriff, however, did not want
her to leave the detention wing room under any circumstances, and
that he was also on his way to speak with her in person. He had
also stated that under no circumstances should she speak with
anyone in the news media until he had interviewed her. This was of
no consequence to Raina, as she hated the media anyhow.

Raina graciously thanked Kelly and the
officers as they removed her restraints, immediately relieving the
nagging itch of her nose and rubbing the crusty muck from her eyes.
With a bit of persuasion, Raina was allowed some privacy as the
officers agreed to wait just outside of the door while her catheter
was removed and the EKG probes were unclipped from her upper body.
She was a bit dizzy and unsteady on her feet, but she was able to
walk to the nearby toilet on the other end of the room on her own,
with Kelly escorting her to make sure she did not fall. The
stainless steel combination toilet-sink fixture was brutally cold,
and having a relative stranger like Kelly nearby at the time was
terribly awkward, but she was able to relieve herself without
incident. Everything about it just felt so clinical and strange.
Between the pair of IV lines still connected to her, the
strangeness of all of her heightened senses, her unfamiliar anatomy
as a whole, and the way that everyone seemed to look upon her with
awe, she felt like a captured space alien.

She had begun to tremble with anxiety from
the minute she’d learned that Brenna was being held as a suspected
criminal. How could they do something like this to her? If
anything, Brenna should have been lauded as a heroine, not a
criminal. If only she hadn’t been in such a hurry to get up and see
what was going on, she might not have passed out when the cops
came. She could have explained to the police that Brenna was there
to help her through the Change. She could have avoided a whole lot
of unnecessary confusion over nothing, if only she’d just laid
there in bed and not over-exerted herself at a time when she was
barely halfway through her Change.

But why had the police been there in the
first place? How long had she been going in and out of
consciousness between the time Lisa dropped her off until the time
the police had arrived? So far, she could account for only one
day’s worth of her time of unconsciousness, where the nurse had
claimed she essentially had been lying in a hospital bed, being a
fussy comatose patient … but what of the rest? Surely, there was
more time missing.

Her mind racing, Raina silently went over the
most recent events she could remember before this night as she
carefully made her way back to the hospital bed. She had been
exposed on Wednesday night. Thursday morning, she had driven
herself down to the hospital to turn in her resignation. Her teeth
had started coming out, and then … things got murky. She barely
remembered her argument with Lisa, and almost nothing at all of the
trip from the hospital back to her house. As an afterthought, she
hoped that her car hadn’t been towed away, as it had been there for
at least a full day since Lisa had taken her home, perhaps two
days. She had an employee parking permit hanging from her mirror,
so perhaps that might have helped. Anyway, according to Kelly, it
was now Friday night. So, roughly a day-and-a-half’s worth of time
was missing from her life. Wow. Crazy.

Raina was surprised by the eagerness with
which the medical staff seemed ready to discharge her from the
hospital, especially considering that she had just awoken from what
amounted to a 36-hour coma. They simply wanted her out of their
hospital and, thus, out of their hair as soon as possible, only
keeping her around long enough to see that she wasn’t dead or
dying. To an extent, it was understandable. Hospitals were in the
business of healing sick and injured humans, rather than in aiding
foolish humans through their transition into a vampire. Now that
she was back on her own two feet, albeit unsteadily and still
feeling quite sore and weak from head to toe, the rest of her
recovery and the beginning of her new life – her afterlife, as some
may have called it – was up to her.

She was given back her clothes, which had
been neatly folded up in a stack and placed inside a plastic bag,
and she went about the awkward process of dressing herself behind a
privacy screen. Raina noticed immediately that nothing seemed to
fit quite right anymore. She recognized the clothes as her own,
even recognizing the scent of her preferred brands of perfume and
laundry detergent upon them, but they fit so terribly loose upon
her that she almost thought that a seamstress had altered them
somehow. She had lost a significant amount of weight in a very
short period of time during the Change. The nurse, overhearing her
comment about the looseness of her clothes, explained that her body
probably had been so desperate for resources during the Change that
it had begun to self-cannibalize, feeding upon itself for the raw
materials it had needed.

It was surprising, but not alarming. In fact,
it was perhaps the only positive note she could find about her new
status as a High Court vampire. She had previously complained of
gaining a bit of weight, mostly from her waistline down; now,
suddenly, she was actually somewhat underweight. Better still, the
only item of clothing that still seemed to fit her just right was
her bra. While the rest of her seemed to have dissolved away, her
breasts still had retained their prior size and shape because of
the increased muscle tissue underneath. While she was not
voluptuous in any sense of the term – nothing at all like Brenna’s
perfect hourglass figure – at least her assets were now pleasantly
proportionate to the rest of her body. She felt as though she was a
teenager again, at the peak of her physical development. Now, as
she had then, it would probably take some time to adjust to her
svelte new body … and pointy, razor-sharp teeth … and tall,
elf-like ears … and pale, bioluminescent skin…

“All right, where is she?” a man’s voice
demanded from the outside hallway.

She was just beginning to wiggle her feet
back into her shoes when a well-dressed, middle-aged East Indian
male stepped around the divider and past the nurse. Raina thought
it was a bit rude of him to intrude without asking, even though she
was already dressed, but chances were that the doctor had seen so
many naked bodies in his time that the sight would hardly have been
titillating in the least.

“What’s she doing out of bed already?” the
doctor demanded. He looked stunned that Raina was standing there on
her own, clothed and about ready to walk out. “Why isn’t she
restrained? Where are her IV lines? Who authorized this?”

“You … umm … you did, didn’t you?” the nurse
stammered, suddenly paling.

“Of course not! This subject is a vampire
that just underwent the Change!” the doctor fumed. “She’s supposed
to be restrained and kept under observation.”

“I’m sorry, sir, but I was told…”

“The sheriff ordered it,” one of the deputies
said from the doorway.

The doctor spun on his heel and stared at the
deputy, out of Raina’s view, with wide eyes of shock. “What?”

“He wanted her up and out of here as soon as
she woke up.”

“The Sheriff has no authority to make those
kinds of decisions! Doesn’t he have any idea at all what’s going on
here? This subject was in critical condition when we brought her
in!” the doctor protested. He turned and pointed to the nurse, then
to Raina. “Get her back in bed!”

“This woman is under protective custody,
doctor, and the Sheriff wants her to be moved.”

The nurse gently took Raina by the arm and
began to guide her back to the hospital bed. The doctor took her
other arm to assist. Neither of them were really necessary to help
her along, as she felt quite capable of walking entirely on her
own, but she wasn’t going to shrug them off.

“What the Sheriff fails to understand is that
the subject’s condition is extremely uncertain right now. She’s an
unfamiliar race of vampire, and the onset and speed of her Change
was extremely unusual,” the doctor explained, still quite angry.
“Releasing her right now could jeopardize not only her own health
and safety, but that of others.”

“No point arguing with me, doc,” the deputy
said, holding up his hands, “I don’t call the shots. I’m just
passing on what I’ve been told.”

“This subject is…”

“Hey,” Raina said suddenly, halting in her
tracks. “My name is Raina, okay? Raina Delgado, not this subject.
I’m a person, not a thing.”

“I’m sorry … Raina…”

“And I’m not letting you guys treat me like a
guinea pig, either,” she insisted. “I know how you all treat
vampires when you get them here. That’s why you’re referring to me
as a subject instead of a patient. And I know my being a High Court
means you probably want to dissect me and study me under a
microscope, but…”

“You’re not a High Court vampire.”

She looked at him with a raised eyebrow. “I’m
not?”

“Not as far as your blood samples have shown,
no.”

“I don’t get it.”

The doctor shrugged. “Neither do we,
honestly.”

“How’s that?”

Guiding her to sit upon the bed again,
helping lift her legs up even though she did not require the
assistance, the doctor explained that her blood chemistry did not
consistently match the profile of any known race of vampire, even a
High Court. There were characteristics of more than one vampiric
race in her blood. He did not specify what exactly that meant … or
at least not in terms that Raina could comprehend. In his
excitement, pausing only briefly to check her pulse and blood
pressure with a typically icy-cold stethoscope, he was rattling off
more medical terminology than she knew or could presently grasp
with her painkiller-clouded mind. Raina finally raised her hands
and shook her head.

“Okay, wait. Hold up a minute,” she said.
“Let’s just pretend for a minute that I never used to work here and
I don’t know a thing about medical terminology. In plain English,
if I’m not a High Court vampire, then … what the hell am I?”

The doctor hesitated a moment before
admitting, “We, ah … we don’t know for sure. As far as we can tell,
you may be a different sort of vampire altogether. A new breed, if
you will. Your Change resulted in a, ah … a genetic mutation, maybe
… or … perhaps a hybrid of two races.”

“Hybrid?” Raina echoed. “Look, I’m not an
economy car, doc. I’m a friggin’ vampire. And with vampires,
there’s no such thing as a hybrid. I don’t know the specifics of
why, but … there just isn’t.”

“Ordinarily, I would have to agree,” he
confirmed with a nod, “but somehow, you exhibit visual traits and
blood chemistry that aren’t consistent with any race of vampire
that has ever been reported.”

Raina narrowed her eyes at him. “Meaning …
what? I really am a Toyota?”

“No, no,” he chuckled, pausing before he
became very serious again. “What I’m saying is that…”

The doctor’s words trailed off as he became
distracted by a rising commotion from out in the hallway as the
main gate crashed shut and a group of people could be heard
approaching. With each step, Raina could hear the rattle of keys,
the soft clattering of restraint chains, and the distinct
hollow-heavy sound of boots, and there was a brief squawking of a
loud but distorted and static-heavy transmission over more than one
handheld radio. The doctor drew in a deep breath and let it out
slowly in a heavy sigh of frustration. One of the deputies leaned
back to glance down the hallway, then looked back with a smirk.

“Sheriff’s here.”

“Good. I need to have a word with him,” the
doctor said as he stepped away from Raina’s bedside. He halted in
his tracks as soon as several men came into view in the doorway.
“Sir, you’ll be making a huge mistake if you remove this sub— …
this patient from this hospital.”

“Is that so?” was the Sheriff’s haughty
reply. “Well, doc, that’s unfortunate, but I’d be making an even
bigger mistake by keeping her here.”

“She’s not stable enough yet to be
discharged,” the doctor insisted. “We don’t know enough about her
condition yet to safely say that she won’t develop an episode of
bloodlust. She’s had an extremely unusual Change, and it’s simply
too soon for us to release her. Her bodily systems have not
stabilized completely, yet. As far as we can tell, her Change is
still in progress.”

“Really? We’ll see about that. Would you mind
stepping aside?”

Reluctantly, the doctor moved away from the
doorway, and several individuals filed in from the hallway. Right
away, Raina recognized the Sheriff’s familiar face, as she had seen
quite a bit of him on television over the past few years. He was
something of a national celebrity, actually. The Sheriff was
dressed rather casually in a polo shirt and dark brown slacks, with
his badge in a flip-over wallet tucked into his waistband along
with a clip-on pistol holster and a handcuff case – not that he had
likely ever used any of those things since he’d been voted into
public office. He was a good sheriff, as far as his policies
regarding the enforcement of immigration laws and his no-nonsense
methods of handling the county jail system.

However, Raina had never particularly liked
him personally. For one thing, he was terribly full of himself. He
had allowed his national popularity to inflate his ego to absurd
proportions. He fancied himself to be a rock-star cop of sorts, and
Raina was not one of his fans. And, given his heavy-handed and
ultra-conservative policies for dealing with vampires in general,
he likely wasn’t going to be a fan of hers, either.

Accompanying him were two other deputies,
apparently of a higher rank than the two prior deputies she’d seen,
given the look of their lapel pins and sleeve patches. So, the
Sheriff had an entourage, no surprise there. What caused Raina’s
breath to catch in her throat, however, was when she saw one of
those two deputies escort Brenna into the room. Her wrists were
cuffed and secured at her midsection by a waist chain, her ankles
bound in chains and shackles, and they had even fitted her with a
ball-gag. The kinky bondage-like gag was one of the Sheriff’s
trademark methods of retraining vampires, supposedly to prevent
bites, but more likely just for the sake of humiliating his
prisoners in the same way he made all inmates wear pink underwear
and classic black-and-white striped jumpsuits. Brenna’s hair looked
frizzy and disheveled, her makeup long gone, and her clothes looked
like they had been rolled around on a dirty floor. Clearly, she had
been treated less than kindly by the authorities. However, she
appeared to be just as relieved to see her as Raina was to see
Brenna, and she did her best to give a little wave of greeting with
her fingers in spite of her handcuffed wrists.

The Sheriff folded his arms leaned back a
bit, and eyed Raina over for a moment. “So … you’re Raina
Delgado.”

“Yes. Why are you—…”

He held up a hand for a moment to silence
her, then jerked a thumb toward Brenna. “You know her?”

“That’s Brenna Douglass,” she replied with a
nod. “She’s my friend.”

“Your friend, huh? What kinda friend?”

“My best friend.”

“Are you two, ah … life partners? Is that the
term?”

Raina tried not to scowl at him too deeply.
“No.”

“Friends with benefits?”

“Not that it’d be any of your business if we
were,” she responded, “but, no, we’re not.”

“So … just friends?”

For a fleeting moment, Raina thought of her
friend, Lisa. However, realizing that Lisa was the reason they were
both there at that moment, having betrayed her trust, she realized
she would have to seriously re-evaluate her definition of a
“friend.” In that respect, Brenna was the best friend she’d ever
had. More than once, Brenna had been afforded opportunities where
she could have taken advantage of Raina for blood, sex, money, all,
or other. And although she had admitted to the temptations she’d
felt, Brenna had never screwed her over, neither figuratively nor
literally. The things that Brenna had done for her, especially in
the past few days, gave Raina the inclination to bestow a title
upon her that was more significant than the ordinary, casual
“friend” tag … although “lover” certainly would have been a
stretch. She could do little or nothing about the feelings Brenna
had for her. Unfortunately, Brenna’s love for her was not mutual,
or at least not in the same context. Raina felt a bit guilty,
almost sensing the subtle hurt in Brenna’s eyes as she nodded.

“We’re just friends.”

“Close enough that you’d share your blood
with her?”

Raina sighed, rolling her eyes slightly.
“We’re not lovers, we’re not blood buddies, and she did not kidnap
me, hold me against my will, suck my blood, and force the Change on
me, if that’s what you’re getting at.”

“Who said anything about kidnapping?” the
Sheriff asked with a shrug. “I’m just asking what kind of
relationship you two have that would have you letting her stick you
with a syringe and shoot you full of her own blood.”

“She was just trying to help me, Sheriff,”
she insisted tiredly. Raina’s eyes met Brenna’s from across the
room. “Honestly, if I was in such bad shape that she had to inject
me with her own blood, then chances are that she was trying to help
me. In fact … she probably saved my life.”

The Sheriff considered that for a few moments
before he turned and asked the deputies to escort Brenna outside of
the room for the time being. As they complied, he pulled up a chair
and began to quiz Raina about what had started her Change. The
doctor interjected a few questions now and then, as they pertained
to the start of her Change and the medical events that took place
throughout. She was as completely and fully honest with them as she
could possibly be, going into more detail about the start of her
Change than she had ever told Lisa or even Brenna. She worried that
she might be somehow betraying her promise to the Grand Duchess to
remain silent on the matter, but she feared that if her story did
not check out against the conclusions the Sheriff’s Office had
drawn on its own, they would dismiss her story as a cover for
Brenna’s presumed crimes against her and would summarily charge her
with a slew of felonies punishable by death.

Of course, it took some time to relay the
story in its entirety. The Sheriff and the doctor squabbled back
and forth occasionally as they stepped on each other’s toes, so to
speak. Eventually, though, both the doctor and the Sheriff seemed
to accept her version of events as satisfactory, and the Sheriff
suddenly seemed a bit more cordial towards her. She finished, and
for a few moments, they were all silent.

“So … basically,” the Sheriff summarized with
sigh, “you’re saying Brenna did inject you with her own blood, but
that’s okay with you because some other guy … this Duke, uhh…” He
paused to consult his notes. “Sebastian Fallamhain … he already had
knocked you out, raped you, and injected you with his own blood. At
that point, you were already infected with vampirism and the Change
had already started. Is that right?”

“Yes, exactly.”

“So, if we run a blood test on you, we can
verify this other guy was your Maker by comparing your DNA with
his,” the Sheriff said more than asked. He then glanced to the
doctor. “We can do that, right?”

“Ah … I’m not really sure,” the doctor
confessed, looking a bit embarrassed.

“And why not?”

“Because this other vampire … the Commoner,
Brenna, injected her with her own blood, Raina’s body was forced to
simultaneously undergo two Changes at once, so to speak,” he
explained. “The fact that we had to give her a transfusion for
several pints of blood once she arrived here may also have
complicated things. Once her Change had begun, her body was being
subjected to three influential sources of DNA at once. Rather than
only adhering to one new source, it seems her body may have tried
to accept all three sources of genetic input at once.”

“Which means what, doc? In layman’s terms,
please.”

“I’m a mutt,” Raina said for him. “I’m a
little bit of this, a little bit of that.”

“Prettiest mutt I ever saw,” the Sheriff said
with a smirk. He got up from his chair and moved it back against
the wall where it previously had been. “All right, then. I won’t
pretend to understand any of the technical genetic stuff, but as
far as my involvement is concerned, I don’t really need to.
Hendrix?”

“Yes, sir,” one of the deputies responded as
he stepped forward at attention, almost military-like.

“Go unhook the Commoner. Her story checks
out. We don’t have a case.”

Hendrix hesitated for a split second, then
nodded. “Yes, sir.”

The Sheriff turned to Raina with a shrug.
“Honestly, half of what you’ve said doesn’t make any damned sense
to me. For one thing, I can’t see why you’d let a vampire you don’t
even know manage to get you alone like you did … especially since
you’re obviously familiar with vampires, in general.”

“Yeah, well … that makes two of us, sir,”
Raina sighed. “Then again, I haven’t always been known to make the
smartest choices in life.”

“Another thing I don’t get is why you didn’t
let your friend, Lisa, check you in to the hospital here when your
Change first started,” he went on. “While I can’t prove anything
illegal ever actually took place, I’m not so sure your little side
job of drawing blood is entirely legal, either.”

“Consensual blood donation has always been
entirely legal, sir,” Raina said with a nod and a smirk, relieved
to hear that Brenna was safe. “All I do is provide humans with a
safe, clinical means of donating and vampires with a legal means of
satisfying their needs.”

“Yeah, well … now that you’re a vampire … or
whatever you are, technically,” he said, “I’d suggest you find a
different hobby. I don’t like it, and frankly, I hope the laws
about that get changed so we don’t have any more problems like
this. In the meantime … just don’t let me catch you biting anyone,
okay?”

“Not a problem, Sheriff.”

“So then,” he began after a moment’s pause,
“how are you feeling?”

“Less than alive, but better than dead,” was
Raina’s shrug-accompanied reply.

“Able to walk out of here on your own?”

“Probably,” she confirmed with a nod.
“Why?”

“Your Maker is here to claim you.”

Raina blinked at him almost dumbly. “My
Maker?”

“Yeah. You know, remember the guy that you’re
claiming gave you those pointy ears and fangs?” the Sheriff replied
with a smirk as he gestured to her new features.

“But … technically, sir, my Maker is dead. I
saw it on the news. I even saw his body in the morgue,” Raina
informed him, incredulous.

“Well, some folks of his are here on behalf
of the Grand Duchess. I guess the way it works, since she was his
mistress and she owned him, and now that he’s dead, then the Grand
Duchess owns you by default,” he explained. “The press is out
there, too, and lots of ‘em. It’s a damned circus.”

She shook her head, feeling her eyes growing
wide as her stomach knotted up nervously. Something was very wrong
here … and it wasn’t just the idea that the Sheriff was implying
that someone owned her, as if she was a material possession.

“How are you sure this person is who they
really claim to be?” Raina asked.

“He’s got signed and notarized credentials,
passports, an official sword, and the whole nine yards to back up
his claim,” he explained with a shrug. “He even brought a whole
entourage with him … a limo and everything. We’ve already checked
him and the others out, and we ran their VIC info through the FBI’s
database to be sure. Far as all the information we have shows,
these folks are legit. This guy and his group are here to escort
you to go meet the Grand Duchess, and since she’s got legal rights
over you by direct ancestry, then it looks like you’ll be leaving
with them tonight.”

Raina stared at the Sheriff. “Then … wait a
second. If you already knew Brenna wasn’t my Maker and you’d
already found all of this other stuff out … then why did I have to
explain everything to you before you would let Brenna off the
hook?”

“Just making sure everyone’s story matches,”
he replied. “It’s just standard police procedure, covering all the
bases. We don’t like to make too many assumptions about things like
this. The last thing I need is for my department to be held
responsible for turning you over to the wrong party, you winding up
dead, and then having the Grand Duchess file a wrongful death
lawsuit against us.”

She frowned. “In other words, you’re more
worried about saving money than saving lives.”

He met her gaze squarely, unflinching. “When
it comes to the lives of vampires … frankly, yes, that’s where I
stand. You’re a special case, though. I know you didn’t really
intend to become a vamp in the first place. I know who you were as
a human. It happened just before I became sheriff, but I remember
what happened with you and your parents. I was there on the scene
just after it happened, and…”

“Yeah, yeah, I understand,” she sighed,
waving it off. “Let’s not go there, okay? Please … just let me get
the hell out of this place.”

The Sheriff paused, eyeing her over almost
suspiciously for a moment before finally shrugging his shoulders
dismissively. “All right. Stay safe out there.”

As Raina tied her shoes, the Sheriff bid her
farewell and departed. Brenna entered the room a few seconds later,
running her fingers through her hair and looking terribly relieved
to be free of her restraints. Raina’s weariness and aches were
forgotten as she practically leapt from the hospital bed and met
Brenna with a fierce hug.

“Oh, my sweet,” Brenna sighed, kissing her
cheek, “I was worried sick about you.”

“I was more worried about what they were
going to do to you,” she replied as she continued to hold her
close.

After a few long moments, they moved apart
slightly. Brenna held her in place by her shoulders, smiling as she
gave her a thorough look-over.

“Wow,” she said with a nod and wide eyes. “I
mean … just … wow.”

“I know. I look like a circus freak.”

“Not at all! God, you look amazing!” Brenna
insisted. “Y’know, you really, really look good without your
glasses.”

“Hell of an alternative to Lasik surgery,
huh?”

Brenna shook her head lightly, still smiling.
“Man … never thought I’d see the day…”

Raina slumped a bit as she sighed, “And I
never will see the day. Not anymore…”

“Actually … that might not be true.”

They both turned to face the doctor, whom
Raina had nearly forgotten about. He stepped around the bed and
withdrew what looked like a pen from the front pocket of his
shirt.

“As I said, your condition is unique,” the
doctor explained. “Because you were receiving blood infusions from
three different sources during your Change, where your body was in
the process of literally rewriting its DNA sequence, you somehow
developed traits consistent with more than one race. Perhaps it was
a result of genetic dilution, rather than mutation, or perhaps a
chemical reaction of sorts. We just don’t know yet. Of course, we
could confirm it with further blood studies…”

Raina held up her hands and backed away a
step. “Oh, hell no! Forget it. Nobody’s taking my blood. I just got
done having needles taken out of me. I’m not about to go letting
you put a bunch more back into me!”

The doctor visibly had to swallow back his
frustration, overruling it with professionalism and patience as he
said, “We would not take a blood specimen from you without your
prior consent, of course. But it would be to your own benefit, as
well as ours, if you did allow us to draw at least one final
specimen for study. The better we are able to understand your
condition, the better you will know how to cope with your new …
features.”

“What’s with the light?” Brenna asked,
gesturing to what the doctor held.

He clicked on the light and shined it upon
his own hand, first the palm and then the back. The light was very
bright and dark purple in color.

“This is a high-intensity UV light, similar
to the light used in tanning beds. It’s essentially harmless to
humans, as you can see,” he said, “because my skin is not
photosensitive. But, as you probably know, ultraviolet light is
very damaging to vampiric flesh because of its photosensitivity. We
use lights such as this to gauge an individual’s progress through
the Change, or to diagnose possible cases of vampirism in
development.” He clicked off the light and offered it to Raina.
“Try it on yourself.”

Raina accepted the penlight cautiously,
almost as though she expected it to explode as soon as she touched
it. She looked to her friend with uncertainty. Brenna merely
shrugged. Reluctantly, Raina clicked on the light, aiming it at the
floor, and she quickly waved her hand in front of it a couple of
times. Nothing happened. She moved it over her hand more slowly,
now. The light caused a sensation of heat upon her skin, but it was
not painful.

“We were surprised to find that even though
you appeared to have completed the majority of your Change almost
twelve hours ago, your skin exhibited very few signs of
photosensitivity typical with most vampire races,” the doctor
explained. “Do you feel any pain from the light?”

“Feels kinda hot,” she told him. “It doesn’t
hurt … but it’s definitely warm.”

“Interesting.”

“Does this mean I can still walk in
daylight?” Raina asked as Brenna gently took the pen light away
from her. She shone the light quickly upon the back of her left
hand, then almost immediately hissed with pain and cursed under her
breath as she jerked the beam of UV light away. One of the deputies
at the doorway chuckled in amusement.

“You have a tolerance for UV light that is
nearly equal to a human’s,” the doctor said, “but the fact that you
say that the light does feel warm tells me that you’re not
completely immune to that particular allergy. If you do try to
expose yourself to sunlight, I would strongly recommend wearing a
sun block with a high SPF rating.”

“A day-walking High Court hottie,” Brenna
mused with an admiring smirk, shining the light at her friend’s
bare forearm. “Boy, did you get lucky.”

The doctor continued, “We are not yet sure
about your resistance to other typical vampiric allergies … garlic
and silver, namely. If you would be willing to stay with us for
just another day or two…?”

“I don’t think so,” Raina replied
immediately, folding her arms under her breasts. “I just quit my
job the other day, so I don’t have any health insurance right now,
and I don’t have any way to pay out-of-pocket. Everything I’ve
already had done is probably going to cost me a fortune.”

“No such thing as health insurance for
vampires, anyway,” Brenna commented as she clicked the pen light
off and handed it back to the doctor. “We’re not exactly known for
ever catching the flu or coming down with a bad case of the
sniffles, y’know.”

“I’ve already spoken with the board of
directors,” he said, “and the research department has already
agreed to pay for your stay and all of your related tests, as long
as you’ll consent to them.”

Brenna turned to her with an impressed look,
but Raina was not so inclined to accept. She drew in a deep breath
and shook her head, letting out a heavy sigh.

“Like I said, I’m not going to be anyone’s
guinea pig,” she replied. “I’m sorry, but I just don’t like the
idea of being treated like I’m some kind of space alien. It would
be bad enough if I was just a High Court vampire, but since I’m
some kind of a one-off race, I know you guys would just study me to
death. If I sign myself over, I’m just going to end up on a table
getting sliced up into little pieces in the name of science.” She
shuddered at a sudden, gruesome mental image that she developed. “I
don’t even want to know what you people did to Duke Sebastian while
he was in the morgue…”

Brenna tapped her on the shoulder and jerked
her thumb back toward the doorway. “We’ve got a ride waiting for
us, anyway, and the clock’s ticking. Remember? Crazy evil German
chick on the rampage with a sword…?”

“Yeah, yeah … you’re right,” Raina admitted
with a nod. She looked to the doctor with a shrug. “I’m not trying
to be selfish here, but…”

“I know about this other vampire that wishes
to harm you. We have an excellent security staff here, armed
officers we can post outside your room…”

“Forget it. I just want out of here,” she
insisted with gentle firmness. “If things were different … maybe I
would, but … I just can’t. I’m sorry. I’ve never wanted to die in a
hospital.”

The doctor appeared ready to say something
else in protest, but Brenna silenced him before he even spoke,
merely by shaking her head at him. After a moment, the doctor
finally sighed and nodded as he relented.

“I will authorize your discharge, then. But
if you ever change your mind in the future…”

“Don’t worry,” Raina said confidently, “I
won’t.”

 


* * * *

 



Chapter Fifteen

 


 


 


The door of the detention unit slammed shut
behind them, loud and abrupt. Raina and Brenna stood alone in the
hallway, the Sheriff and others having remained behind to attend to
other matters. Raina was not sure why, but she had somehow expected
that they would receive a police escort on the way out, or at least
someone from hospital security to see them safely outside. As
things were, though, they were completely on their own for the time
being.

They had been keeping her in protective
custody during her Change, after all. But as it turned out, they
had only been concerned about the media intruding upon the
Sheriff’s domain. Camera crews and the like were generally not
allowed inside the hospital anyhow, but as he explained it, the
Sheriff had not wanted any visitors at all to speak with Raina and
perhaps change her story regarding Brenna. He really had believed
that Brenna had forced the Change upon her, and he had a serious
desire to see her prosecuted … and summarily put to death.

Seeing that he no longer had a case, no
longer an opportunity to take one more vampire off the streets, he
had turned them loose to essentially throw them to the wolves. He’d
made no bones about it. If some High Court vampire on a rampage
wanted to see Raina dead, the Sheriff was not about to risk any of
his officers’ safety to stop them from doing so. Even though
Congress had established that vampires were entitled to the same
basic civil rights as all humans, law enforcement almost never got
involved in vampire matters. The duality of current laws stated
that vampires were to be considered humans, yet they were subject
to so many special exclusions that made such laws mainly symbolic.
Law enforcement generally turned a blind eye to vampire-on-vampire
violence unless humans were somehow directly involved, or unless
they were under intense political and/or legal pressure to
intervene. Sadly, the general public still found vampire politics
to be more of a soap opera than a real life-or-death matter. People
honestly seemed to regard the sword duel that had ended with Duke
Sebastian Fallamhain’s gruesome death as morbid entertainment,
rather than as a brazen act of public murder. One vampire cutting
down another with a blade seemed no more significant than, say, a
big-name Hollywood couple announcing their divorce.

“So,” Raina sighed as Brenna put an arm
around her, “now what?”

“Well … I guess we go meet the Grand
Duchess,” she replied with a shrug. “The Sheriff said she had
someone waiting outside to pick us up.”

“Yeah, along with a thousand cameras and
reporters,” Raina grumbled. She met Brenna’s gaze worriedly. “I
don’t want to do this. I really don’t.”

Brenna smirked. “You don’t wanna be a
celebrity? From what I hear, your name’s already been all over the
news since they brought you to the ER here.”

Shaking her head, she answered, “I don’t want
to be paraded around in front of a mob of people like some kind of
freak again. You know I’ve already been through that before. And to
think … that a bunch of people are going to be looking at me,
just…”

“You could always just hide your face and
refuse to talk to anyone. Just say ‘no comment’ a lot and get the
hell out of there.”

“Yeah, but … I don’t even know where I’m
supposed to be going.”

Brenna considered that for a moment, then
shrugged again. “Well … as late as it is right now, there’s only
one major way in and out of the hospital that I know of, and that’s
on the south end by the ER entrance. Pretty safe bet that
everyone’s waiting for you out there.”

Raina’s chest felt tight as she thought of
that. Everyone was waiting for her – everyone. Brenna made it sound
as though the entire world were waiting for her to walk out of the
hospital. For all she knew, being that her status as a High Court
vampire was clearly no longer a secret, there very well could have
been a throng of national and even international news reporters
waiting for her outside.

She had never truly considered herself to be
completely neurotic, or at least not a victim of a generalized
anxiety disorder, but she had always, always hated large crowds of
people. She especially loathed the idea of being the focus of
attention of any group. Even speaking in front of the classroom
during her phlebotomy course for a presentation project they’d all
been given had turned her into a trembling, stuttering mess. The
media frenzy following the death of her parents, the necessary
testimony in court, and the group therapy she had tried afterward …
no, not again. If she once again had to face up to all those
lights, all those flashbulbs, all those camera lenses, those
microphones being thrust in her face, that onslaught of questions
all being shouted to her, all of those eyes cast upon her, looking,
judging, disapproving…

“You okay, my sweet?” Brenna asked with both
a chuckle and genuine concern. “You look sick…”

“Restroom,” Raina only managed to say before
pushing away from her and making a hurried half-dash to the door
around the corner from the three elevators before them. She threw
the door open, slammed it shut behind her, and dropped hard to her
knees in front of the toilet as flashing bursts of color and light
swirled before her eyes.

She waited for it, almost welcoming it as she
hugged the bowl, but it never came. She managed not to throw up,
although perhaps only because she had nothing to purge – a couple
of dry heaves, hardly anything more than a bit of saliva. She
hadn’t actually eaten for almost two full days. However, she had
been given a lot of fluids, apparently more than she needed. As
soon as the nausea passed, she found it necessary to make an abrupt
about-face, drop her loose-fitting lower garments, and relieve
herself. The second time in less than thirty minutes? She must have
been given a lot of saline, and her kidneys were ridding her system
of the excess fluid in an overly efficient manner.

The touch of the tissue paper was strange to
her, things not being quite what they once were since her Change,
and the sensation actually made her jump a bit. She decided not to
become distracted by that detail for long, although she did pause
to look at herself in puzzlement. Aside from the strange feeling of
ultra-nakedness she had from being devoid of hair from the neck
down, feeling overly aware of her own nudity under her own
clothing, she could not help but to notice the more subtle details
of her Change.

The skin of her hands was extremely smooth,
as though she had rubbed them recently with a very expensive lotion
that had left them quite silky but not at all greasy. There were no
calloused areas, no rough spots, no cracks from dryness, no
hangnails … not a single imperfection. As she looked even more
closely, she noticed that even the faint scars she had once
remembered having from random minor injuries over the years were
now gone. The lines left upon the back of her left hand, for
example, where a stray cat had slashed her with its claws when
she’d been a young girl, or even the scar across the palm of her
right hand where she had deeply cut it while fooling with a sharp
sword as a teenager … all gone. She didn’t know whether to be
excited to have these flaws repaired, or to mourn the apparent loss
of her own history. There were, of course, things in her past that
she was glad to forget, but those were scars that had nothing to do
with marks upon her skin.

Raina stood and dressed, flushed, and began
to wash her hands as she was suddenly caught by her own reflection
in the polished stainless steel mirror. The face that stared back
at her was vaguely familiar, but not enough that she recognized it
as her own. She looked too young, too supple. Part of it was the
fact that she wasn’t wearing her eyeglasses, but there was more to
it than just that. The crow’s feet that had begun to show at the
corners of her eyes were gone. The subtle smudges of weariness and
general age under her eyes had been erased. Aside from the obvious
fact that her ears were now elfish and tall, the tiny holes in her
earlobes and cartilage from her piercings had filled in. The
earrings that had once occupied them were now in the bottom of the
plastic bag of personal effects she’d been given when leaving the
detention wing. Just for the sake of curiosity, she dug out her
eyeglasses and tried them on to compare the difference with how she
had looked before. Looking through them even for an instant made
her feel as though she was going cross-eyed and she yanked them
away abruptly.

With great reluctance, she peeled back her
lips widely to reveal her new dental structure. She wasn’t sure
why, but Raina had somehow expected them to look grotesque and
horrendous, monstrously jagged and random like the mouth of a
shark. Had she been unfortunate enough to have been attacked by a
Nosferatu, then that very well could have been the case. As it
were, however, she had honestly been blessed with a set of teeth
that even the best cosmetic dentists would have been challenged to
craft. Her teeth were perfectly straight and even, albeit shorter
than she remembered … with the obvious exception of her canines.
Her upper fangs were not absurdly long in appearance, although in
her unfamiliarity with them they did certainly feel that way in her
mouth. She was surprised to find that she had a subtle pair of
lower fangs, actually, although these were more just a very, very
slightly exaggerated version of her prior human canines. They were
simply more pointed than before, not the least bit any longer than
the others of her lower teeth.

A click of the door’s latch caused Raina to
turn with a gasp. Brenna stood outside the barely opened door with
wide eyes.

“Are you okay?” she asked softly.

Raina closed her eyes, turned to face herself
again in the mirror, opened them again, and unhappily sighed,
“Honestly? No.”

Brenna entered the restroom and closed the
door behind herself, locking it. She embraced Raina from behind,
nuzzling her face against her friend’s as they both faced their
reflection in the mirror. The difference in their height was quite
obvious, as Brenna actually had to stoop down a bit to comfortably
match her. Raina didn’t let it distract her. She was still too
mesmerized by the image of the vampire … no, the two vampires that
stood looking back at her in the mirror.

“It’s hard to get used to it. I know,” Brenna
told her softly. “Believe me, I spent a long time after my Change
trying to convince myself that it was just a nightmare. I honestly
kept hoping I was just going to wake up at some point and find out
it was all just a dream. At one point, I even thought I was dead.
Like … y’know, like I was just this ghost of some kind, because I’d
kept myself locked up in my own place and hadn’t spoken with anyone
for so long. I kinda lost touch with reality for a little while.”
She gave Raina an affectionate squeeze. “Then you finally called
me, and when you came over that first time, I knew it was real. I
knew it when you touched me for the first time. Remember? Remember
when I told you to pinch me?”

“Yeah. I remember,” Raina murmured, feeling
tears well up in her eyes. “I’d never seen you so spooked
before.”

“I know it sounds stupid now,” she continued,
“but I had to be sure. I couldn’t get you to slap me, but I was
sure about it by then, anyway. I was sure when I saw you with my
own eyes, when I heard your voice in person … when I held you close
like this. I finally knew it was all real. And that’s when I
decided that I just had to accept it. I had to accept what I was …
or I really would have been dead.”

Tears spilled silently down Raina’s cheeks.
“I don’t feel like … like I’m really here. This is all just so
surreal. If this is some kind of a dream, then I hope to God I wake
up soon.”

“Want me to pinch you?” Brenna asked with a
smile.

Raina sniffled. “Yeah, sure.”

Brenna took that loose bit of skin at the
back of Raina’s elbow and pinched it hard. “How’s that?”

She shook her head. “No.”

“No?” she asked. Brenna pinched harder,
shaking that loose bit of skin lightly. “Doesn’t that hurt?”

“No,” she sighed, closing her eyes and
squeezing out another pair of tears. She couldn’t hold in the
choked sound that escaped her, half chuckle and half sob. “You can
pinch there all you want and it doesn’t hurt. You showed me that
trick a long time ago.”

Brenna turned Raina about to face her,
lifting her face towards her own with a finger under her chin.
Raina’s eyes opened briefly, then closed. She wasn’t sure why, but
she could not bring herself to meet her friend’s emerald green
eyes, beautiful as they were. Raina felt her gently wiping the
tears away from her cheeks with her thumbs. Affording herself a
brief glance, she saw Brenna bring one of her thumbs to her lips,
tasting Raina’s tears with the tip of her tongue. Her eyelids
looked heavy, almost lazy, although it could have only been the
blurriness of Raina’s vision as she fought to hold back more
tears.

“You’re real, my sweet. I’m real,” she told
her softly. Brenna hesitated. “This is real, too.”

Raina felt her drawing closer before it ever
happened, feeling the spill of Brenna’s raven-black hair against
her chest and the warmth and sweet scent of her breath before she
felt that first brush of her lips. Soft, moist, and warm, Brenna
kissed Raina directly, but chastely. She didn’t jerk away, not
immediately, because she was initially too shocked to even react.
She honestly could not believe that it was even happening, stunned
that her dear friend was kissing her – not like a friend, but like
a lover. Something twisted inside of her, a knot of something, as
she felt her own mouth opening just for a second in response … and
then that knot clenched tight and hard as she snapped to her
senses.

Raina shoved her away by the shoulders
suddenly and hard. Brenna’s head banged loudly against the solid,
heavy wooden door while Raina backed away from her until her back
hit the painted cement wall behind her. Brenna cursed under her
breath and winced in pain with her eyes closed, rubbing the back of
her head sorely. Raina stared at her with wide eyes of alarm.

“What … the … fuck?” Raina demanded with
sudden anger. “You … how … how could you?”

“I’m sorry, I’m sorry,” Brenna said, waving a
hand as she continued to wince with pain and massage the back of
her own head. “That was messed up, I know. I shouldn’t have…”

“Oh, ya’ think?” Raina snapped. “Jesus,
Brenna! What the hell?”

“I’m sorry, I just … I … I dunno,” she
stammered, clearly humiliated. She shamefully tried to meet Raina’s
stare. “It just … felt right.”

“Maybe for you!” Raina countered, wiping her
lips almost insultingly with the back of her hand.

Brenna looked almost hurt. No, not almost –
she was hurt. “You didn’t feel it too?”

“Feel what? Like I was being taken advantage
of? Again?” she cried. “Oh, yeah! Yeah, I sure felt that!”

“That’s not what I mean. I wasn’t … I’m
sorry, Raina. I didn’t mean it like that at all.”

“No? Then how did you mean it?”

Brenna struggled to find the words for a few
seconds. Ultimately, she let her arms flop to her sides with a
huff. “Look, it was just a kiss, okay?”

“Just a kiss?”

“Yeah, just a kiss.”

Raina stared at her. “Just … a kiss?”

“Yes, my sweet, just a kiss,” Brenna
repeated. “I wasn’t trying to slip you the tongue or bite your face
off. I just wanted to kiss you. And obviously, that’s a major
no-no.”

“Obviously! Do you not understand why?”

“Sure I do,” she responded. “It’s because
you’re still a homophobe.”

“A homophobe?”

“Yeah, a homophobe. You’re afraid of gay
stuff.”

“And now you’re gay? What … officially,
now?”

“Yeah,” Brenna replied immediately. She
hesitated, reconsidering that. “Well … okay, maybe not. But, like …
half-gay. Bisexual. Whatever. But still … jeez! I mean, it’s not
like it’s the first time we’ve kissed, anyway. Hell, you were the
one that kissed me last time.”

“Yeah, when I was drunk!”

“Hey, a kiss is a kiss.”

“Dammit, I am not gay!”

“Nobody said you were.” Brenna smiled at her
slightly. “Awfully defensive about it, aren’t you?”

“Well … yeah, considering you were trying to
make out with me…”

“It … was … just … a kiss! Look, I’m sorry!
Okay? I felt like kissing you, and my timing was all wrong, so …
I’m sorry, all right?” she explained, her embarrassment turning
slightly into hostility. “Did I hurt you? Did I leave any marks on
you? No, I didn’t. So, take a fucking chill pill, already. God, you
make it sound like I was trying to stick a finger up your butt or
something.”

“Well, I’m sure that part would’ve happened
eventually, if I’d let you,” Raina quipped, running her fingers
nervously through her hair. Her fingers snagged painfully upon her
ear, and she briefly struggled with the awkwardness of that feeling
as she tried to move her hair over the tip of that pointy,
elongated new feature.

Brenna glared at her. “Is that how you think
I am?”

“What?”

“Are you fucking serious?” The anger in her
tone and her face was unmistakable. She was scary now. “What, you
think I was going to try to rape you, or something?”

“I never said that.”

“No, but that’s what you’re implying. You
really think I was just trying to force myself on you? Like I’m
some kind of sick bitch that gets her jollies by sexually
assaulting other chicks?”

Raina narrowed her eyes at her. “Jesus,
Brenna, what is your trip?”

“I’m not a dude! Okay? I don’t have a dick!
And I’m not the one that lured you out to your car to get you alone
so I could knock you out and have my way with you,” Brenna
practically snarled, “so don’t even try to fucking imply that I’m
that kind of a person.”

“I never did.”

“Yes,” she snapped, raising her voice a bit,
“you did! ‘Oh, I’m sure that part would’ve happened eventually.’
What the fuck else could you mean by that? I wasn’t putting the
moves on you, Raina. I was kissing you. Not that it makes a bit of
difference to you, but I wasn’t doing that so I could make out with
you. I kissed you because I love you, I care about you, and…”
Brenna hesitated, shaking her head as her voice began to crack.
“Fuck, why am I even trying to explain this to you? We’ve already
been through this. I don’t need to hear it twice.”

“Brenna…”

She spun, jerked the door open, and stormed
out into the hallway, practically closing the door in Raina’s face.
The sound of the door slamming shut made Raina jump with a gasp.
She stood still for several long moments in total shock. What was
going on with her? Was this whole mess with Raina becoming a
vampire putting Brenna through some kind of emotional roller
coaster of some kind to make her act this way? Or was Raina so
stubbornly denying the love that Brenna was professing that she was
frustrating her to a breaking point?

Brenna’s feelings for her were becoming more
and more of a confrontational issue, and Raina knew that she was
putting off the need to make a crucial decision about them: accept
them totally, or reject them outright. She knew that she didn’t
want to shut Brenna out of her life. She needed her, and not merely
because of her current situation as a vampire. Brenna was all she
had left, really. She had no family to speak of, no other friends –
at least none that she could consider reliable anymore – and she
had never been blessed with a lover to comfort, protect, and guide
her. Brenna was all of that to her, or at least she offered to be
as much, and Raina realized that it would have been utter
foolishness to turn her away.

The only trouble was … Raina simply couldn’t
get past the gender issue. She wasn’t sure why it was even an
issue, honestly, because she had never considered herself to be any
kind of a bigot. She had never referred to lesbians as “dykes” or
gay men as “fags.” They didn’t bother her … not really. Given, she
could not necessarily relate to, appreciate, or understand why some
women wanted to act like men and why some men wanted to act like
women, or why either of them preferred to be with someone of their
own gender. Either way, that had never been something to affect her
before in any way. She knew what she preferred and, until recently,
she had never been honestly propositioned by another woman or
otherwise found it necessary to adamantly stand up for her own
sexual preference.

The thought of being with another woman had
really honestly never even crossed her mind until she had met
Brenna. And although, being truly honest with herself, she had
actually given the concept some genuine contemplation since meeting
her – not so much being with Brenna in particular as with being
with any female – she just couldn’t wrap her mind around the
concept of one girl kissing another. It seemed too much like
kissing oneself. And to do anything more than that seemed like …
well, like masturbation. Of course, she certainly could not throw
stones with regard to that issue, not by a long shot, considering
how lonely she had been over the years. But mutual masturbation
just didn’t seem like an honest basis for a relationship.

Raina’s theory had always been that
homosexual relationships had very little to do with emotional
attraction and far more to do with a simple, deviant physical
desire. Or, if one were to put a Freudian spin upon it, to desire
to be with someone of the same gender seemed to imply some sort of
desire to make love to oneself, to find someone not only like in
mind but in body, preferring similarity over contrast. Perhaps that
was what turned her off from the concept the most. Raina was not
vain, self-centered, or narcissistic. She wanted … no, she needed
contrast in a relationship. She needed a yin to balance out her
yang. She didn’t want to be with herself. To be with herself was to
be alone, and she had been alone for far, far too long.

Raina snapped back to her senses with a
startled blink as she became aware of Brenna’s voice just outside
of the restroom door, conversing with someone else outside. Trying
to shake off the lingering wooziness and fuzzy-headedness of her
anxiety-borne nausea, she picked up the plastic bag of her personal
belongings, withdrew her mini-purse from within it, and crammed the
other few items she had into that purse before tossing the plastic
bag into a small trash bin. She casually began to open the restroom
door, but was startled to feel it bump against someone on the other
side.

“Stay in there, my sweet,” Brenna told her.
“Lock the door.”

“Raina?” a woman’s voice called from a bit
farther away in the hall. “Raina Delgado? Is that you?”

“Back off, bitch,” Brenna snarled, trying to
push the door shut with one hand. “You want her, you gotta come
through me.”

Raina’s blood seemed to turn into an icy
slush within her veins as she realized whom Brenna was facing in
the hallway. The timing of it all was impeccable. It seemed too
convenient, too coincidental. Just after Raina had awoken from what
amounted to a coma, she was discharged from the hospital with
bizarre swiftness, Brenna was released … and then suddenly, waiting
there to greet them was none other than Countess Wilhelmina von
Reichenbach. It wouldn’t have been much of a stretch for her to
assume that the Sheriff had practically handed them both over to
this particular homicidal High Court vampire. After all, he had no
qualms about letting vampires kill one another … just so long as no
humans were involved.

Raina pushed back upon the door and had to
force her way out of the restroom against Brenna, who had been
leaning her weight back against the outside of the door. Brenna
finally stumbled forward a step and looked back at Raina with wide
eyes of alarm.

“What’re you doing? Get back in…”

“Forget it,” Raina interrupted her, “I’m not
letting you get killed over this.”

Laying eyes upon her would-be killer for the
first time in person, Raina was stricken by several feelings at
once. For one, Countess Wilhelmina, flanked by two large hospital
security guards, seemed small, dainty, and almost delicate. It
wasn’t so much her height, as she was taller than Raina but shorter
than Brenna, but more so her very slender build. The fingers of her
hands were long and thin, her legs equally lengthy and very
slender. Raina had half expected to see her arrive in full battle
dress, that tight-fitting, ninja-like, black cat suit that she’d
worn when she had killed Duke Sebastian, at not at all in something
so … well, ordinary. She was dressed formally, tastefully, and
quite conservatively, looking as though she was about to attend
some kind of business meeting. A black blazer over a charcoal gray
blouse and matching skirt, with dark sheer stockings and simple
low-heeled dress shoes were her choice of killing attire this
night, apparently. If she had been wearing an employee badge, she
would have easily mistaken her for being someone in the hospital
administration or clerical staff.

“You want me?” Raina asked, trying to get
past Brenna. “Here I am.”

“Dammit, Raina!”

“I intend to kill no one tonight,” the
Countess declared, nodding to Raina. “As you can see, I have not
come dressed to fight. If I had intended to kill you, Ms. Delgado,
I would not have approached you in this way.”

“Yeah, right. A wolf in sheep’s clothing,”
she muttered as she stood beside Brenna, who still tried to place
herself between her friend and her enemy.

Countess Wilhelmina looked to the hospital
security officer to her right, making an elegant sweeping gesture
towards Raina and Brenna with one hand. The guard, a
military-flattop blonde with somewhat nerdy eyeglasses and a
tactical bulletproof vest worn outside his uniform, approached
almost reluctantly, taking something out from behind his back.

“As it is customary among the High Court,”
the Countess explained as the guard neared them, “I am surrendering
my sword to you to show that I come in peace.”

Brenna took a half-step aside so that the
guard could rather unceremoniously hand off the sword to Raina with
apparent indifference. Wasn’t he supposed to bow to her or
something? She wasn’t sure how any of this worked. Her only
experiences with customs involving swords were limited to those in
a dojo and what she’d read about the samurai of ancient feudal
Japan.

The sword was surprisingly light, yet very
solid in her hands as she felt compelled to examine it. The handle
was wrapped in fine black suede leather, with a square polished
steel hilt and a neatly lacquered and polished black aluminum
scabbard. Aside from a few scratches upon the hilt, in addition to
several notches that had deliberately been gouged in, the outside
of the sheathed sword appeared very newly-made and pristine. Raina
had a feeling that the sword had been forged (or purchased) very
recently, exclusively for the purpose of the Countess’s quest to
cut down each and every member of the Grand Duchess’s
bloodline.

She had held and admired many swords over the
years, owning a few of her own, but almost every one of those
weapons she’d held had been made for the sake of decoration or
casual demonstration. Swords were things of beauty and grace, not
merely tools for hacking and slashing. In Raina’s hands, she could
perform a series of fluid, artistic motions that she had always
practiced for the sake of exercise, balance, coordination,
self-discipline, and exhibition. However, the blade she held in her
hands had been made and used solely for the purpose of combat … or,
more in this case, for murder. It had cleaved flesh and bone, and
its polish of choice was blood. It was a thing of death, plain and
simple. She was strangely fascinated and horrified at the same time
by the realization that the last body this object had been thrust
into was that of the same individual that had bestowed the curse of
vampirism upon her.

“Nine members of the House of Fallamhain have
fallen under the sword you are holding,” Countess Wilhelmina
informed her quite proudly, seemingly reading her thoughts. “The
steel of that sword has tasted the flesh of Dukes Leofric, Cedric,
Hiroshi, and Sebastian Fallamhain, and five of their lesser blood.
It is by that sword that I am here now to warn you of the evils of
the House of Fallamhain.”

Raina looked up from the sword she held with
both hands and blinked almost dumbly at the High Court. In all her
fear and excitement, something only then became plainly obvious to
her.

“Y’know, no offense but for a German, you
sure do sound awfully … British…”

She smiled. “Wouldn’t you like to know why?
And aren’t you curious why I intend to protect you from that bloody
megalomaniac you call the Grand Duchess?”

“Whoa, whoa, hold up. Protect her?” Brenna
asked, incredulous.

“Yes, exactly. I have no intentions of
harming Raina,” she replied, beginning to casually step towards
her, “and it is only by the grace of God that I was able to reach
her first.”

Almost reflexively, Raina unsheathed the
sword halfway with a sudden jerk. The Countess halted in her
advance, and both security officers reached for their pistols,
although they did not draw them.

“Not in here,” the blonde officer warned them
sternly. “If you ladies are going to fight, you need to do it
somewhere else.”

Hesitantly, Raina decided not to draw the
sword completely. Before she slid it back into its sheath, she
noticed a series of obvious chips in the blade’s cutting edge, only
a few inches away from the hilt. She wondered how many of those
chips were caused by locking swords with her Maker. The sword fit
smoothly and snugly within the sheath, giving a soft clack as the
hilt met its home. The officers visibly relaxed as she let the
sword hang at her left side in one hand, although she mentally kept
herself ready to draw and strike, if the need to do so arose. It
was surprising how quickly and easily she had slipped into this
warrior-like mode of combat readiness, in spite of the fact that
her underlying terror was making her hands tremor slightly and her
heart thud within her chest with an incredible rush of adrenaline.
Even if she hadn’t consciously studied sword fighting for the sake
of self-defense, apparently those years of training had
nevertheless turned certain practiced actions into automatic
reflexes of survival.

Countess Wilhelmina held up both empty hands
with a smirk as she resumed her careful advance. “Again, I assure
you that I mean you no harm, Ms. Delgado.” She paused, cocking her
head slightly. “Or would that be … Duchess Fallamhain?”

“Don’t,” Brenna said simply, pointing a
finger at her face as she balled her right hand up into a fist at
her side.

The blue-eyed blonde gave her an almost
convincingly innocent look. “I only mean to ask whom she wishes to
claim as her Maker.”

“Me,” Brenna answered for her, closing the
fist of her other hand at her side. “I’m her Maker. And I’m not
about to let you get her tangled up in your stupid High Court soap
opera.”

“Soap opera?” she echoed, still seeming to
feign innocence. “What ever do you mean?”

“You’ve got some beef with the Grand Duchess,
so you’re killing off everyone that has anything to do with her.
And now you want Raina to admit that she’s a Fallamhain, just so
you can kill her.”

“Well, it’s rather obvious that she was
reborn into royal blood. Who are you to think you can lay claim to
her?”

“Brenna Douglass,” she replied. “I am her
Maker. She is mine by right of blood.”

The Countess glanced to Raina, then back to
Brenna, and then chuckled. “Don’t be absurd. You are only a
Commoner.”

“Maybe,” she admitted, “but that’s my blood
in her veins.”

“Your blood? You are mistaken, child,” she
informed Brenna, pointing to Raina’s long, pointed ears. “She bears
the crown of the High Court. The blood in her veins is that of a
Fallamhain. Duke Sebastian, to be precise, the same Fallamhain who
last fell under my sword. The tree of the High Court has so few
branches that there is no doubt that the blood in her veins is
mine.”

“Oh, really?” Brenna countered, putting a
hand upon her waist and cocking her hips. “Gee, that’s funny,
because I really don’t remember seeing you giving her a blood
transfusion while she was laying there on that bed the other night,
dying.”

The Countess looked genuinely surprised.
“What do you mean?”

“Exactly what I said! She needed blood so
badly during her Change that she started slipping into a vampiric
coma,” she explained. “I did the only thing I could to save her
life. I drew a bunch of blood from myself and injected it directly
into her veins.”

“You what?” the High Court gasped. “You
stupid, stupid girl! Do you have any idea at all what you have done
to her?”

“She saved my life,” Raina confirmed,
standing close beside her dear friend. “If she hadn’t given me her
blood when she did, I wouldn’t have lived long enough to be given
more blood here at the hospital. I wasn’t keen on the whole idea of
going here in the first place, because I knew it’d just make it
easy for you to find me, but still…”

“How could you? You willfully tainted the
blood of the High Court during her Change? Are you mad?”

“Mad at you for killing my Maker? Yeah,”
Raina countered. Brenna nudged her with an elbow lightly. “I mean,
one of my Makers…”

“Does the Grand Duchess know what you’ve done
to her?” the Countess asked Brenna.

She shrugged. “I told her that I gave her my
blood. She was the one that suggested it in the first place when I
told her that Raina was dying.”

“She ordered you to mix your own blood with
hers?”

“Well … not specifically, no,” Brenna replied
with a bit of hesitation. “She just said to give her my blood. I
couldn’t get Raina to drink it because she was so far gone, so I
did the only thing I could do for her at the time.”

Countess Wilhelmina suddenly appeared
devastated, covering her icy blue eyes with one hand for a few
moments and shaking her head in grief. It didn’t make any sense.
Why did she even care? She hated the House of Fallamhain. She
relished the act of killing those of the Fallamhain bloodline. What
did it matter to her if Raina’s blood was “tainted” by a mix of
High Court, Commoner, and human blood? So what if she was a
mixed-race vampire? She had already been accustomed to being a
mixed-race human before – half Hispanic, half Caucasian – and that
had never been a particularly big deal to anyone.

“Well then … it would appear that we have
much more in common than I would have expected.” At last, she
lifted her head and extended a hand toward Raina in offering. “You
must come with me, Raina. As should you, Brenna. I will see to your
safety.”

Raina shook her head. “I don’t think so.”

“Not just no, but hell no,” Brenna added.
“How stupid do you honestly think we are? You’ll kill both of us
the second we step outside of this place.”

“Quite the opposite, really. The Grand
Duchess’s personal guard awaits you outside of this hospital,” she
informed them. “They were too busy attending to claiming Duke
Sebastian’s body and pandering to the media to notice my arrival.
Again, it was only by God’s will that I was able to see you first.
If you leave with me, I can personally guarantee your safety. If
you leave with the Grand Duchess’s men, you will be surrendering
yourself to evil.”

“That doesn’t make any sense,” Raina said.
“Why would the Grand Duchess want to kill me? She’s the one that’s
going through all this trouble to protect me … from you.”

The Countess rolled her chilling blue eyes
exasperatedly. “It makes perfect sense, my child. It’s completely
political. The Grand Duchess wants everyone to think that she is a
mother protecting her young. She has created a web of lies about me
to cover her own deeds, and she knows that making herself appear to
be the victim in this matter will buy her support from others in
the Council, as well as from humans. The Council Elders are old
fools, and many of them have completely forgotten the terrible
things that the Grand Duchess has done to others in the past …
including me.”

“Oh, come on,” Brenna scoffed.

Ignoring her, she continued to focus upon
Raina as she explained, “The Grand Duchess has accused me of being
a part of many terrible, horrific crimes that were committed during
the Second World War … crimes which she was guilty of having
committed herself. She believes that I swore allegiance to Adolf
Hitler’s Nazi Party ideals, and that I was a believer in the
creation of a so-called ‘master race,’ but it is she that believes
these things. It is true, I was a subject of the experiments in
Birkenau, but it was Duvessa that escaped with Doctor Josef
Mengele’s men when the camp was abandoned, not I. She left me to
die in order to save herself.”

“Well, regardless of whether any of that is
true,” Raina said dismissively, “what does that have to do with
either of you wanting to kill me?”

“The Grand Duchess believes that the High
Court is the true master race,” she replied. “She believes that
humans, Commoners, and all other races are inferior to the High
Court. The only use she has for others outside of her own bloodline
is for them to serve her as slaves. If she learns that your blood
has been tainted during your Change, she most likely will have you
killed in secret and then publicly blame me. She will not accept
someone of mixed blood in her House.”

“But … why? I mean, as far as High Court
vampires, it’s not like I really look any different or
anything…”

“It is the principle, Raina, that she would
find objectionable. A High Court vampire that shares the blood of a
Commoner and a human? She would see it as an abomination. She
wishes to expand her bloodline, but she would never allow it to be
tainted by the blood of other races. That is why it would be a
foolish mistake to give yourself to her.”

Raina considered the Countess’s bold claims
in silence for several long moments, her gaze locking with that of
the pretty but still very unsettling vampire. She wasn’t entirely
sure who to believe anymore. It seemed that no one could truly say
one thing without it somehow meaning another thing, or without
having someone else saying an exact opposite to contradict the
other person’s statements. If she were truly able to look at things
objectively, she might have been at an absolute loss in deciding
who was being truthful and who was a blatant liar.

The sword she held at her side had been
handed to her as a sign of peaceful intentions, but for Raina, it
served better to remind her of the acts of violence it had been
used to commit. How could she trust the killer of her own Maker?
Given, the Duke had been a bastard for taking advantage of her, but
aside from that – good grief, she was actually defending him, now –
his other intentions had seemed to be genuinely honorable. He
hadn’t entirely seemed to be an evil spirit, a malicious soul. He
had been a loyal servant and dedicated lover to the Grand Duchess,
all the way to his dying hour. He had practically thrown away his
own life, willfully confronting a seemingly unstoppable opponent in
what almost qualified as an act of suicide … and for what? As he
had explained, the Duke had hoped that there would at least have
been a chance of his success, for it was better to fight and lose
than to not fight at all and sit idle as his entire bloodline was
slaughtered.

Countess Wilhelmina’s intentions could not be
anything more than selfish, her only motivation being a thirst for
power. She had made it quite clear that her intention was to become
Grand Duchess of the IVC, and she meant to do so in the oldest and
most brutal of ways: killing her way to the top. Even if her words
were true, and even if she were actually a Fallamhain by blood, it
was still inexcusable for her to kill as indiscriminately and as
wickedly as she had. She was little more than a serial killer
attempting to justify her own barbarism, a vampiric murderer that
used the Code as her license to kill.

As a tiny voice in the back of her mind
chastised her, insisting that she was making a very, very foolish
decision, Raina held out the sword she had been given and offered
it back to the Countess. She said nothing, only holding out the
sheathed sword and shaking her head lightly in silent rejection.
The High Court vampire shook her head sadly.

“If you could see the truth for what it is,”
she told Raina, “you would join me without hesitation.”

“Truth is a matter of perspective,” Raina
replied. “From where I’m standing, I can see it just fine.”

Countess Wilhelmina accepted the sword slowly
and carefully, deliberately making no sudden or quick movements
that might spook the security officers that stood ready across the
hallway. She was old in age, surely, and she was quite tough and
powerful … but she was not bulletproof.

“Then let us hope for the sake of you and
your friend that the Grand Duchess will be merciful upon you when
she realizes what you are,” she told her. “I can understand that it
is difficult for you to believe what I say. You know nothing about
me but what others have told you. But you also know nothing of who
the Grand Duchess truly is. You know only what she has led others
to believe, and what she has told the media. If you knew of the
terrible things that she has done, the countless lives that she has
taken … and the daughter that she has forsaken … then you would not
dare to take her side.”

“I think you’ve made your point,” Brenna
finally said, “and I think it’s pretty clear that Raina’s made her
decision. So now, if you don’t mind … go fuck yourself.”

The Countess narrowed her eyes at Brenna
sourly. “Your boldness will someday be your death, Commoner.”

Brenna appeared ready to spout another
insult, but Raina silenced her with a firm hand upon her shoulder.
To the High Court vampire, she said politely, “Please … just leave
us alone.”

Countess Wilhelmina von Reichenbach met
Raina’s gaze for a few moments, again glanced to Brenna, and then
nodded with reluctant acceptance. With another graceful, sweeping
prelude of her right hand toward her left side, she gave them both
a formal bow, a very old European sort of gesture. Without even
thinking, Raina bowed as well, although more in the Japanese style
she was accustomed to using in a dojo.

“I will allow you to meet your own fate, as
you wish,” she told them, “but remember that you will never truly
be alone.”

“Thank you,” Raina said with a nod before
gently taking Brenna’s hand and leading her away from the vampire
she had once been led to believe would be the certain bringer of
her death. As they walked toward the three elevator doors around
the corner, Raina half expected to hear the High Court’s sword
clearing its scabbard a fraction of a second before feeling her
blade being thrust into her heart from behind.
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It was not unusual for the Change to bring
out the strangest of personality quirks in a person, but Raina
seemed not to be herself at all. That stupid kiss had been a
foolish risk, Brenna could admit to herself, but she hadn’t
expected Raina to have reacted even remotely in the way that she
had … or with such sudden contradiction. In one instant, she had
felt her giving in at last. She had even opened up for that kiss,
welcoming it. And a second or two later … bam! She had shoved
Brenna away into the door hard enough to make her see stars.

Before, she had been sold wholeheartedly on
the idea that Countess Wilhelmina von Reichenbach was on the
warpath. The first time they were unlucky enough to meet her in
person was surely going to be their last. Curiously, though, Raina
had been the one to hold her back when Brenna had been ready to put
her life on the line to protect her. At first, she had believed
that Raina had only been doing so because she believed – and
perhaps rightfully so – that Brenna’s rather limited fighting
skills would have been no match against a vampire that had
single-handedly killed almost the entire House of Fallamhain.
Brenna could defend herself against an empty-handed attacker,
especially a human one, but all that kung-fu samurai ninja sword
stuff was totally out of her league.

However, she could tell the sad truth of the
matter was that Raina seemed to actually believe some of the lunacy
that her would-be killer was spouting off. Raina was no dummy, and
she was actually quite stubborn about things once she had her mind
made up about something. So, why should she now appear to be so
impressionable? What, just because some high-ranking High Court
vampire had shown up in nice business-like clothes and handed over
her sword, Raina suddenly believed that the bitch didn’t still want
to kill her? No, of course not! Was she really that easily blinded
by a celebrity’s appearance?

Raina was a Fallamhain vampire, now … and a
Douglass, as well, now that she thought about it. The fact that she
was a relatively innocent bystander caught up in the whole High
Court feud shouldn’t have made a bit of difference to a homicidal
nutcase like the Countess. She had seen it for herself on
television just the other night. That psychopathic blonde thought
nothing of killing people that were even associated with the House
of Fallamhain. In fact, Brenna was surprised not to have found
herself hacked to death, perhaps even more readily than Raina,
simply because she was a Commoner and, thus, a lesser being in the
eyes of a self-righteous killer like Countess Wilhelmina. The fact
that the Countess had pretended to exhibit such restraint and
forgiveness towards them both, extending such an incredulous offer
for “protection,” should have been setting off alarms in Raina’s
mind. The bitch had just been feeding her a line of nonsense to
earn her trust. The second she got them both out of the hospital
and out of the public eye, they both would have been looking at
their own decapitated corpses from a ground-level view.

The way that the Countess looked after them
as they stepped into the elevator car was downright creepy. She
wasn’t glaring at them with a look of hate or menace, but rather
with what she could only describe as a look of pity. It was the
kind of face she would have expected to see upon someone that was
watching a kitten being euthanized. For whatever reason that Brenna
could not even imagine, Raina was worth more to the Countess alive
than dead. More than likely, she was not dreading Raina’s decision
to go to the Grand Duchess as a prelude to death, but rather a
missed opportunity to take advantage of her in some way that would
have saved the Countess’s ass from some sort of serious
trouble.

Alone together in the elevator as the doors
closed, Brenna sighed, “That was intense.”

“We’re not out of the fire yet,” Raina
replied. “We still haven’t met the Grand Duchess yet.”

Brenna turned to face her directly as the car
began its descent from the fourth floor. “Are you serious? You
really believe that crap she was feeding you?”

Raina shrugged, admitting, “There’s always
two sides to every story. I didn’t trust her well enough to just
say, ‘Okay, let’s go.’ But, y’know … she does kind of have a
point.”

“About what?”

“I really don’t know the Grand Duchess,” she
answered, also turning to face her. “Pretty much all I know about
her is what I’ve read about her in books and on the Internet. She’s
just another celebrity, as far as I’m concerned. The only
difference between her and, like, some movie star or even the
President, is that she’s got fangs and that she’s pretty handy with
a sword. For all I know, the Grand Duchess could turn out to be an
even more sadistic freak than the Countess.”

“You mean the German chick with a British
accent? Don’t you think that’s a little bit fishy?”

Raina shrugged. “Maybe there was at least a
little bit of truth to what she was saying…?”

“C’mon, that crap she was telling you didn’t
make any more damned sense than her having a fake British accent.
Look, don’t take this as an insult, but you just came out of a
freakin’ coma not too long ago. Your sense of judgment might be a
little … eh, y’know … impaired,” Brenna said, shaking her hand in
the air between them.

“I feel fine, really,” Raina insisted. She
considered that for a second. “Actually … to be honest, I’m scared
shitless right now, so I guess I shouldn’t say I’m totally fine.
But physically, I feel okay. I’m not dizzy or tired or anything. I
don’t know how, but honestly … I feel pretty damned good.”

Brenna shook her head sadly. “They must have
been giving you some really good drugs through that IV, my
sweet.”

“Well, what am I supposed to do?” she
demanded as the elevator car came to a stop at the first floor. “I
can’t just wash my hands of this whole deal and walk right on out
of here like I’ve got nothing to do with any of it. I’m a friggin’
High Court vampire! Hell, I’m a High Court and a Commoner! And I’m
still a little bit human, too … I think…”

The doors of the elevator opened to reveal
the empty hospital lobby. Because the front entrance of the
hospital was always closed after nine o’clock in the evening, it
was no surprise to find it completely empty. Brenna stepped out of
the elevator, glanced both ways up and down the hall, and turned to
face Raina.

“Tell me I’m doing the right thing, Brenna,”
Raina said. “Tell me I’m not making the dumbest mistake of my life
right now by trusting the Grand Duchess.”

Brenna’s lips parted to speak, but she caught
herself. She reconsidered her response for a moment, and then she
shrugged.

“Life’s all about taking chances,” she
finally replied. “If nothing else, at least the crazy woman
upstairs did say one thing that I agree with, too.”

“What?”

“You’re not alone,” Brenna said with a smile.
“I’ll be right beside you every step of the way.”

The elevator door began to automatically
close, and Raina stopped it with her hand, only then taking notice
of the hospital identification bands on her wrist. She met Brenna’s
eyes with those gorgeous dark brown eyes of hers, so dark that they
were almost black.

“What if I’m wrong? What if the Countess is
right about the Grand Duchess?” she asked. The fear in her eyes was
so very plain and raw now. “I mean, she said a lot of things that
didn’t make sense, but … but that doesn’t necessarily mean she’s
lying, does it? If it turns out that she’s right, and the Grand
Duchess does decide to kill me because I’m some crazy mixed-race
hybrid freak of a vampire, then…”

“Then she’ll probably kill me, too,” Brenna
interrupted, “because there’s no way in hell that I’m gonna just
stand around and let that happen while I’m still alive. And y’know,
I’m cool with that.” She paused for a moment, laughing. “Hey, the
Grand Duchess already hates me for getting an attitude with her
over the phone, anyhow, so she’s already got a reason to kill
me.”

Raina took half a step out of the elevator,
then hesitated again. “Please, Brenna. Just tell me I’m doing the
right thing here.”

Brenna took her by the shoulders and
continued to meet her gaze. Yet again, she had to fight the
temptation she felt to kiss her. She just looked so vulnerable, so
trusting, and so dependent. She was adorable. Well … Raina was just
adorable in general anyhow, but she was especially so in that
particular moment. Brenna did not appreciate her because she wanted
to play a dominant or masculine role to her. She wasn’t a butch
dyke, for crying out loud. She simply loved the fact that she felt
so needed by Raina. It was the first time in her life that she had
ever sincerely felt genuinely wanted and needed. She felt almost as
though, just for an instant, Raina might honestly feel exactly the
way for her that Brenna did for her. It simply broke her heart that
she just couldn’t love her as openly, because Raina just couldn’t
seem to get past the whole homophobia thing. It would be a
terrible, terrible crime of fate if either of them died when they
were this close to finally being together … really together.

At last, Brenna said, “I can’t tell you what
you feel is right or wrong, my sweet. That’s up to you to decide
for yourself. And whatever you decide … well, like I said, I’m with
you all the way.”

Raina finally seemed to accept that, and she
stepped clear of the elevator car as a buzzer began to sound in
protest from keeping the doors open for too long. They walked
closely together around the corner of the hallway, passing a few
nurses in green scrubs that slowed in their footsteps to look at
them with slight surprise. Of course, their eyes were largely fixed
upon Raina, as her long elfin ears were impossible to ignore as
they jutted straight upward, peeking through her frazzled dark
brown hair. She felt Raina nervously take hold of her hand, and
Brenna could not help but to smile a bit. Indeed, she would be
there for her through all of this, through thick and thin, and
Raina could always count on her to help see her through whatever
perils they would soon face. The sentiment seemed corny and
chivalrous and romantic to Brenna … but it was no less sincere. She
loved Raina. That’s all there was to it.

Brenna’s heart was thudding within her chest
in anticipation of what they would soon be facing. She was no
stranger to heavy crowds, and she was not the least bit shy about
being the center of attention in front of a large audience. She
was, after all, a professional exotic dancer. Nevertheless, the
quickened pulse, the damp palms, and the knot in her stomach were
always there whenever she was making a public appearance of any
kind. Although those symptoms had significantly lessened over time,
they were as strong now as they had been the first time she’d ever
dropped her top on-stage.

The doors leading out to the southern main
entrance of the hospital were generally a one-way arrangement
after-hours, as she’d learned from stopping by on nights when Raina
had still worked here. They pushed open for those leaving, but were
locked shut for those trying to get in, forcing them to enter
through the Emergency Department registration and triage area.
There was a cluster of people gathered on the inside half of the
entrance tonight, though, lingering around the vending machines and
waiting area of the Pharmacy Department. Most of them were dressed
formally in business wear, all suits and slacks, although two women
were dressed casually … and quite deliciously, Brenna mused, as she
noted the gothic nature of their attire. One security officer and
two uniformed city police officers were posted on opposite sides of
the hallway near the door while the rest, perhaps ten people, all
turned as one to look at the hand-holding vampires that approached
them.

“Holy shit,” Brenna said under her breath. “I
guess they must be the welcoming committee.”

Raina’s hand squeezed hers tightly as they
stood together in hesitation. “I don’t like this.”

“It’s not too late,” she told her. “We could
always turn and run for it. I’m ready if you are.”

“No. Let’s just get this over with,” Raina
said with a sigh of resignation as she led the way.

They practically marched down the hall
together, still hand-in-hand. Brenna could not tell how much of the
dampness in her hand was her own and how much was from Raina’s, but
she could sense from the virtual death-grip that Raina had that she
was at least twice as scared to be facing up to this bunch of
folks. Brenna thought of taking the lead in their walk down the
long hall towards their awaiting party, but Raina surprised her by
bravely taking the initiative in spite of her own fear, releasing
her hand and walking ahead.

Two men approached to meet them in advance
while the others held back. One had short black hair that was cut
very conservatively in an almost nondescript manner, and he looked
to be Hispanic; the other, slightly taller, had long black hair
tied back neatly in a ponytail, long sideburns, and had a rather
long chin goatee of dark brown. They were dressed slightly less
strikingly than the others. While the other men and women of the
throng of people looked like they were ready to attend a high-class
wedding, with two men wearing actual tuxedos and two women in
elegant red evening gowns, the two men that were walking ahead to
meet them were only dressed semi-formally in button-up shirts and
black khakis with immaculately polished shoes. One of them, a
handsome fellow with brown hair, held a sword in his left hand.

“Raina Delgado?” the man with the sword
called out as they neared. His voice was deep and soft, yet it
carried down the hall easily, the mark of a man accustomed to
public speaking.

Raina didn’t quite screech to a halt, but her
footsteps slowed rather abruptly. She said nothing in response.
Brenna moved to stand beside her, rather than behind her. She
didn’t want to take the spotlight, but until she knew what that man
intended to do with that sword, she wanted to be ready for
anything.

“M’lady, I am Lord William Santiago,” he
introduced himself as he and his partner stopped a comfortable
distance away from them. He gave the same Euro-bow that Countess
Wilhelmina had used, earlier. “I am the director of security for
the House of Fallamhain. The gentlemen beside me is Lord Robert
Dietrich, assistant director of security. We have been assigned by
Grand Duchess Duvessa Fallamhain of the International Vampiric
Council to personally escort you to meet her, and to keep you safe
from harm.”

He spoke with an obvious British accent.
Brenna watched his mouth closely as he spoke, and was only slightly
surprised to find a pair of Commoner’s fangs barely visible behind
his lips. He was quite handsome, although a bit tame for her
liking; the other fellow beside him, Robert, was positively hot.
She didn’t even try to hide the smile that came to her lips as she
looked to him, and was delighted by the subtle smirk that formed on
his lips as his green eyes met hers.

“Umm … hello … my lord,” Raina replied
shyly.

“The Grand Duchess has asked me to apologize
on her behalf for not being here to greet you in person at this
time and to oversee your safety, but she sincerely hopes that you
will feel our company will be sufficient until such time as we are
able to escort you to meet her. And by all means, please do not
feel obligated to address us only by title. It’s a silly formality,
frankly, and we all much prefer to be on a first-name basis with
one another,” Lord … um, William explained. He hefted the sword he
held and grasped its scabbard with both hands, holding it forth in
offering to Raina. “I have also been instructed to deliver to you
this sword, which belonged to your Maker, Duke Sebastian
Fallamhain. With his passing, this sword is yours by right of
blood.”

Thanking him in an almost timid murmur, Raina
accepted the sword delicately, marveling over its craftsmanship.
The sword, a katana, was decorated nicely with an ornate scabbard,
stained with a red lacquer finish, and its black leather-wrapped
handle was accented with what appeared to be a genuine gold hilt
and end cap. A golden emblem of an ankh, the Egyptian symbol of
eternal life that was synonymous with vampires and the IVC, was set
within the scabbard and inscribed upon the handle end cap.

“It is to my understanding that you are
already proficient in Japanese swordsmanship,” William
continued.

Raina shrugged lightly, still looking at the
sword with almost reverence. “I’ve been practicing shinkendo and
iaido for a few years, along with some empty-hand training.”

“Well, then it would seem to be fate that a
sword such as his would find its way into your hands. Although, I
should hope that you are never required to use it for the sake of
defending yourself. That is why myself and Robert are here, of
course.” William then turned his attention to Brenna. “And I
presume that you are Brenna Douglass?”

“You would presume correctly,” she confirmed
with a warm smile.

“I would like to thank you on behalf of the
Grand Duchess for your efforts in keeping her bloodspawn alive,” he
told her with a polite nod.

Brenna felt the knot in her stomach cinch
itself tighter. “Really, I … I don’t deserve any thanks. I did a
better job of screwing things up than I did at doing what she
asked.”

“The involvement of the authorities was an
unfortunate matter,” Lord William conceded, “but as I understand
it, someone else notified them of Raina’s condition and misled them
to believe that you were actually holding Raina captive.”

“That would be Lisa,” Raina muttered
sourly.

“Lisa?”

“Just someone I used to work with,” she
replied. “She found out I was going through the Change, so she
freaked out, started jumping to conclusions, and called the
cops.”

William glanced at Robert very briefly and
then shrugged. “It isn’t particularly important now. What matters
most is that you managed to survive your Change, and that we were
able to reach you before you could be approached by enemies of the
House of Fallamhain.”

Brenna had to restrain herself from saying
anything in contradiction of that assumption, barely managing to
resist the urge to even look at Raina, who also wisely said nothing
in reply to that. They both realized that, at least for the time
being, it was best if they kept their encounter with Countess
Wilhelmina only minutes ago a secret. If they learned that she had
approached them, then questions would be asked as to why she had
not attacked them, and what she had told or asked Raina.
Inevitably, Raina’s allegiance and honesty would then be brought
into question. She clearly had some reservations now about
essentially signing herself over to the Grand Duchess. While Brenna
did not necessarily agree with her on the matter, she would
nevertheless honor her promise to support her, regardless of which
side she chose.

Raina lowered the sword to hold it at her
left side, asking, “Is it really as much of a media circus out
there right now as I’ve heard it is?”

William chuckled. “Yes, but don’t worry
yourself about that. We’re not leaving that way.”

“We’re not?”

Gesturing to the two goth-dressed females
down the hall, he replied, “Ladies Mary and Jen will be your body
doubles for tonight. We’ll hide their faces from public view as
they’re escorted into a limousine and whisked away, while we make
our actual departure elsewhere. The media will be none the wiser.
Say hello, girls.” He looked over his shoulder and waved to the two
women with a smile, who bared fang-flashing grins and waved happily
in return.

“You hired body doubles just to sneak us past
a bunch of cameras?” Brenna asked with a raised eyebrow.

“Of course not,” he replied, gesturing for
the hospital security guard near the door to come to him. “It’s a
security precaution. If anyone out there intends to harm you, they
will follow the limousine, as they’ll be under the impression that
the two of you are within. If they are bold enough to attack, Mary
and Jen are adequately armed and trained to take care of
themselves.”

William led everyone back toward the
elevators that Brenna and Raina had just exited, but instead
directed them down the stairs next to the elevators. They descended
to the basement level and were led right by the entrance to the
hospital laboratory, passing what had been (until recently) Raina’s
workplace. They passed down the long concrete corridor with only
the sound of the group’s footsteps to accompany, as everyone seemed
too tense for conversation. About fifty feet away from the locked
gate with an inset one-way door, William stopped and turned to the
security officer.

“Would you be so kind, sir, as to check the
corridor ahead for any photographers, or anyone else we don’t want
to meet?” he asked politely. The officer nodded and walked ahead as
William turned to Raina. “It wouldn’t do us much good to have gone
through the trouble of placing Mary and Jen at risk if you’re
spotted elsewhere.”

Raina nodded as she watched the security
guard approach the gate, peer through it for a few moments, and
then turn back toward the group of vampires with a nod.

“Three people at the end of the ramp,” he
confirmed.

“Do they appear to be with the media?”
William asked. The officer looked again, and then turned back with
a frown, shaking his head. “Then we’ll need to use another
exit.”

“I know one we can use,” Raina suggested
abruptly, almost excitedly. “It’s the back exit for the lab that
goes to the fire exit stairway.”

“To which side of the building does it
lead?”

“The east, over by the covered parking lot,”
Raina replied, adding bitterly, “it’s where all the doctors and
fancy-pants administrators get to park.”

Raina led their group back up the long
industrial-looking corridor, again passing by the morgue. Brenna
noticed the way that Raina’s attention seemed to be squarely
focused upon the door of the morgue as they passed it, as though
she half expected someone to jump out of it.

“What did they do with Duke Sebastian? His
body, I mean?” Raina asked as they walked, finally breaking the
silence.

“His remains are being taken to a funeral
home that is one of the few in this area that will perform services
for vampires,” he replied. “His body will be cremated as soon as
possible. The Grand Duchess wanted to avoid giving any humans an
opportunity to use his body for scientific research.”

Raina frowned at that. She and Brenna had
discussed funerals and such on a few occasions in the past, and
Raina had made it plainly clear that she did not approve of
cremations. According to her, although she had never seemed overtly
religious, she never wanted to be cremated because it reminded her
too much of the whole “burning in Hell” concept. Brenna could
appreciate the sentiment to a certain extent, although she was
quite sure that once a person was dead, they would cease to care
one way or the other what became of their worldly body. Brenna
couldn’t have cared less about what became of her remains after she
was clinically dead. People could lop her head off and go bowling
with it, or have her corpse preserved for use as a mannequin, for
all she cared.

“He really seemed like an okay guy, for the
most part,” Raina commented softly … although she nearly slapped
herself for having actually said it aloud.

“Yes, he was,” William confirmed with a
solemn nod. “He will be sorely missed by all of us … although
perhaps none more than the Grand Duchess. Duke Sebastian was the
eldest of her consorts, and the most beloved.”

“Yeah, he was an okay guy,” Brenna added,
“when he wasn’t knocking women out and having his way with
them.”

Raina gave her a silent look that seemed to
say, Shut your trap, already, before you get us into trouble.
Surprisingly, neither William nor Robert, who had yet to speak a
word, had anything to say in reply to that. What, did Duke
Sebastian have a reputation for molesting or raping unconscious
women on a regular basis? She wouldn’t pursue it at that moment,
but she damned sure intended to ask about it later, if given the
opportunity.

They passed hurriedly through the lab with
Raina in the lead, the hospital security officer following closely
behind her while everyone else trailed after. She led them down a
main hall and then through a series of bewildering turns where
Brenna had never been during her visits to see her friend, until
they were making their way up a short but narrow fire escape
stairwell. Raina began to reach for the exit door when William
abruptly told her to wait.

Raina and the officer stepped aside as
William opened the door only just enough to let himself out,
keeping it propped open a few inches with his foot. He visually
surveyed the surrounding area outside for a few moments before
reaching into his back pocket and flipping open a cell phone.
Surprisingly, he began speaking in some other language that Brenna
could not place, presumably informing someone else of their change
of exiting locations.

William kept the phone to his ear as he
apparently waited for their ride to show, but his eyes drifted to
Raina, who was still looking over the sword that she carried with
continued fascination. He wasn’t flirting with her at all – quite
the opposite, as he was an embodiment of professionalism – but
Brenna knew the look of a man that was interested in a woman. He
wasn’t lewd about it, either. He wasn’t ogling her breasts or
anything such as that. His eyes remained focused upon the profile
of her face, as she stood facing more toward Brenna as she held her
Maker’s sword. Raina’s gaze lifted toward Brenna’s, and apparently
she noticed the smile that Brenna felt lifting the corners of her
mouth. She made a silent glance in William’s direction, giving
Raina enough direction to turn and look at him, as well. William
abruptly played off his staring by forcing his gaze to wander
elsewhere … uselessly, off toward a rather featureless, old
concrete wall nearby. Oh, yeah. He liked her. But then, who
couldn’t?

“It’s Suomi, in case you’re wondering,”
William told them. “We don’t bother much with secret codes and the
like, but we like to make it a little difficult for anyone
listening in to pick up what we’re saying. Some members of the
paparazzi have scanners that will pick up mobile phone
conversations, but not a lot of them are from Finland.”

Moments later, as he watched the lot outside,
he finally pushed the door open farther and gestured for them to
follow. The security officer held the door open for Brenna and
Robert as they followed Raina and William out into the pleasantly
warm night air, across a large swath of grass to an awaiting black
Lincoln Navigator. William waved in thanks to the security officer
as he opened the rear passenger-side door of the huge SUV and
gestured for everyone to take a seat within. Even seated
three-wide, the interior did not seem the least bit cramped. Raina
sat between Brenna and Robert while William climbed into the
shotgun seat beside a rather odd-looking and hairy blonde-haired
male in the driver’s seat.

Adjusting his rear-view mirror to better see
everyone, the driver’s eyes met Brenna’s as he said, “Don’t forget
to buckle up, boys and girls. It’s the law.”

“My lady, this is…” William began to say.

“Loki,” the driver said immediately. “You can
call me Loki.”

“Loki? As in, the Norse god, Loki?” Raina
asked as the driver set the loaded SUV into rapid motion.

Loki grinned with a set of teeth that were
very human and slightly crooked. “Good guess, m’lady.”

He had a very long blonde goatee that was
twisted into a pair of braids that bobbed from his chin as he
spoke, and his hair was a frizzy, wavy mess of blonde. He did,
indeed, have a distinctly Viking look about him, and the
Nordic-themed tattoos on his forearms seemed to tie in with his
assumed name. Of course, his actual name was sure to be something
nerdy and tame, probably some unisex name, like Jamie or Kelly or
Chris, which motivated him to over-compensate with a
super-masculine outward image. Brenna had met lots of guys like
Loki. They had a tendency to either be really cool guys, or
absolute assholes, depending on how much they were picked on
throughout their childhood. Given his outgoing nature, Brenna felt
a bit relieved to immediately view him as being one of the cool
guys, like the kind of fellow she would’ve enjoyed having along
while shooting pool and knocking down beers.

The tension filling the luxury SUV was
unmistakable, yet Loki seemed to be making a deliberate effort to
alleviate the mood by repeatedly trying to spark up a conversation
during the drive. He seemed to deliberately phrase his questions in
such a way that neither Brenna nor Raina could escape them with a
simple “yes” or “no” kind of answer. Either he was overcompensating
for the possibility that he was somehow unsettled by the idea of
being the only human amongst a carload of vampires – not likely,
given his appearance and attitude – or he was just trying to
provide comfort with conversation. Anything that would take their
minds off the current situation at hand seemed like a welcome
change.

With this being Loki’s apparent strategy,
both Robert and William seemed content to sit back and relax for
awhile in relative silence, although William did interject a few
rather personal questions for Raina regarding details of her
Change. She answered them readily, and though her interest in
William was hardly even veiled, his questions did seem to
discomfort her slightly. While Loki had simply been creating idle
banter, William seemed to be actively probing for information. What
kind of friends did she have, other than Brenna? Did she personally
know any other vampires? Had either Duke Sebastian or Countess
Wilhelmina ever contacted her prior to the night of that fateful
public sword duel? By asking things of that nature, he seemed to
come across like a police detective.

When he asked Raina if she was currently
dating anyone, the sound of hope in Raina’s voice was almost
painfully obvious as she replied, “Not at the moment.”

Though she surely meant no malice in her
response, the fact that Raina still did not (and likely never
would) feel the same manner of love for her as Brenna felt for her
only served to add another twist to the knife in her heart.
However, her own pain was surely dwarfed by that of Raina’s as
William then asked of her family.

“Do you have any family members living here
locally?” he asked casually.

“Not living, no,” she replied, her prior
smile suddenly vanishing. “They died a few years back.”

“I’m sorry to hear that,” William responded
with genuine regret. “May I ask how they passed?”

Brenna could not help immediately blurting,
“Does it really matter?”

William shifted in his seat to look back at
her with a raised eyebrow, while Raina placed a hand upon Brenna’s
knee, silently asking her to not be so defensive. She couldn’t help
being overprotective of Raina, especially when she worried that the
subject of her parents’ deaths would upset her dear friend. She
knew that Raina had an incredible amount of willpower and personal
strength to have overcome that tragic part of her history, but she
feared sometimes that Raina’s exterior of bravery was more a mask
covering wounds that were still raw, rather than merely bearing a
well-healed emotional scar. She didn’t want someone to start
peeling away that layer of Raina’s protection by asking questions
that may (or may not) have been innocent enough but only served to
cause those old wounds to bleed fresh.

Even so, meeting her eyes in the dim interior
of the Lincoln, Raina gave a subtle nod to let her know it was
okay. Brenna didn’t like it, but she wasn’t going to cause a scene.
If Raina felt that she could handle that subject at a time like
that, given all the other things she certainly already had on her
mind, then that was her prerogative. She was a big girl. She could
make her own decisions.

“My parents died in a car wreck,” Raina
replied rather casually.

“I’m sorry. Was it a drunk driver?” William
asked gently.

“It was a police chase,” she elaborated. “The
cops were chasing this guy that they said was a rogue vampire. The
guy they were chasing was trying to go around someone in the other
two oncoming lanes by passing them in the turn lane. Well, my
father was in that turn lane at the time, waiting to go left, and …
the other guy plowed into our minivan head-on.”

“Our minivan?” William echoed. “Were you with
them at the time?”

“Yeah. I was in the back seat,” she replied.
“We were all going out for dinner.”

He hesitated for a moment. “What became of
the … rogue vampire?”

“He got out of his car right after the
accident, ran up to the side of the minivan, and just stood there
for a few seconds and stared at me,” Raina explained, her gaze
going neutral as she seemed to fall back into the memory. “The
impact from the wreck totally knocked the wind out of me, so I just
sat there and stared back at him through the side window that had
broken out. He said something. I think he said he was sorry. He
looked really scared. And then the cops swarmed in, and … I dunno.
It was like … they just started shooting. I didn’t hear them yell
anything at him, like ‘Freeze’ or ‘Get on the ground’ or anything
like that. And I don’t think I saw him holding a gun or anything.
They just … y’know … started shooting. It sounded like a hundred
cops were shooting at him … like someone just lit a string of
firecrackers. They almost hit me, too, because some of the bullets
hit the side of the van. I could feel them, the bullets … going
through metal and glass and … and I heard them going through him,
too … and I could see it … those puffs of red mist. And, I … I saw
him … like … try to stay on his feet for a second or two. Then he
went down and … they just kept shooting him, and … and…”

Halfway through her explanation, Brenna took
hold of Raina’s hand and gripped it tightly in hers. It was as
though Raina didn’t even know she was there, as she showed no
reaction at all. Even when Brenna turned her face with a finger
under her chin so she could meet her gaze, it was as though Raina
were staring right through her. The haunted look in her lovely dark
brown eyes was not that of someone overcome with sorrow, but rather
someone paralyzed with a memory of sheer terror.

“They just kept shooting him,” Raina went on,
although her eyes did seem to finally focus upon Brenna’s. “The
only reason he kept moving was because they kept shooting him. He
was just … like … flopping…”

“I know, baby, I know,” Brenna told her
softly, “just take it easy.”

“They didn’t have to shoot him like that. He
looked so scared. It was just an accident, because they were
chasing him and…”

“Hey,” Brenna said, placing her hands upon
both of Raina’s shoulders and giving her a gentle shake, “enough,
already. It’s done, now. It’s ancient history, okay? That guy
killed your parents, and now he’s dead. End of story.”

Perhaps she had been bottling things up for
too long, or perhaps the added emotional strain of her Change and
all of this High Court business was added fuel to the fire.
Whatever the case, Raina seemed to be on the verge of hysterics.
She wasn’t the type to just break down into a blubbering, sobbing
mess, but she did have a history of panic attacks. Once she got
herself all wound up, it was really tough to calm her down …
especially when she was getting worked up over that particularly
traumatic memory. Usually, she just got queasy and shaky, threw up,
and cried for awhile. This time, however, she was going into that
crazy sort of hysteria that Brenna had only witnessed from her once
before … which also happened to be the first time she had elected
to tell this same story about the death of her parents, although
Raina had been pretty drunk at the time.

“But I’m not dead,” Raina said, coming
halfway out of her memories. “I’m not dead, and … and now I’m like
him. Now I’m a vampire.”

She knew what was happening. She had seen it
before. This wasn’t going to be pretty.

“Shit. Pull it over. Stop the car,” Brenna
said worriedly with a glance to Loki.

Loki seemed surprised. “Seriously?”

“Yes, seriously, stop the fucking car!” she
snapped. Loki complied by carefully but quickly guiding the SUV to
the shoulder of the freeway and beginning to slow it to a stop.

“I’m very sorry, m’lady,” William said,
suddenly looking embarrassed. “I had no idea that…”

“Yeah, yeah, whatever,” Brenna said
dismissively with a wave of her hand. She turned back to Raina.
“Look … Raina? Hey, c’mon … Raina? Sweetie? Just chill, okay? I
know where you’re going with this, so just stop it, already. You’re
not him. You’re a vampire now, yes, but you’re not his bloodspawn.
Okay? You’re mine. Well … mine, and the Grand Duchess’s…”

“No, I know, but … but I could become him,”
she protested, her eyes looking more and more wild with fear as she
spoke. “I could wind up just like him! I mean, I’m a vampire now,
so … so what if they say I’m a rogue vampire? It happens, Brenna.
You know it happens, and it happens all the time. The cops, they
decide they don’t like you or something, and … and then they label
you a rogue, and once that happens, that’s it. It doesn’t matter
what you did or didn’t do. Once they call you a rogue, then that’s
it. They come after you, and you can only hide or run, and that’s
what that guy did, he ran, and he made a mistake, he had that
accident, and … and then the cops came and shot him, and…”

Brenna unfastened her own seatbelt, as well
as her friend’s, as the Lincoln came to a dead stop. She shook her
friend a bit more firmly by the shoulders, as though to try to wake
her from a dream. “Raina! Listen to me, my sweet. Nobody’s calling
you a rogue vampire, okay? You’re just you, just like you’ve always
been … except now you’re a little bit like me, too. And see? I’m
not so bad, am I? I’m just a girl like you, just a girl with a
couple of pointy teeth. It’s no big deal.”

“It’s not a big deal until they come chasing
you and shooting at you! You don’t know what it’s like! You weren’t
there! You didn’t see it the way I did! You didn’t see him get …
just … torn apart. You didn’t see the blood. You didn’t see parts
fly off of him … his face getting torn apart … the way they just
turned him into, like … a bunch of raggedy meat…”

Brenna opened the door of the SUV and pulled
Raina by the shoulders to follow her out of the vehicle, glancing
over her shoulder to make sure that she wasn’t stepping out into
oncoming traffic. The highway was virtually deserted at that hour
of night.

“C’mon out here a minute,” she told her. “You
look like you could use a bit of fresh air.”

Raina complied, but she was still wild with
hysteria, still going on with her paranoid rant. “This whole thing,
this whole deal right now with me … and the Grand Duchess … and the
crazy German bitch … and … everything … they’ll do it! They’ll call
me a rogue vampire, just to get me out of the way, because I’m
causing too much of a problem for everyone…”

“You’re not a problem, Raina. You’re a good
person,” she reassured her. Hoping to try for humor, she added,
“You’s good peoples, yo.”

Raina hesitated for just a second, enough
that she seemed to get a glimpse of reality again for a moment, and
Brenna hoped that she’d suddenly snap out of it. While she did
sound a bit less frantic when she spoke again, she was still
nowhere near calm.

“I’m just going to get you killed, Brenna! I
will!” Raina carried on. “I don’t wanna see you die. You’re too
good for that. You don’t deserve that.”

“You don’t deserve it, either, my sweet,”
Brenna said, trying to embrace her. Raina resisted the hug, so
Brenna settled for continuing to hold her by the shoulders.
“Nobody’s coming after you right now, okay? Remember? That part’s
over now. We’re past that. Right now, things are cool. We’re
safe.”

Raina’s breath was coming in shallow, rapid
gasps. If she were human, she would have hyperventilated herself
into unconsciousness by then. She clutched her sheathed sword to
her breast almost like a teddy bear. That sword apparently meant a
lot to her, and not simply because it was a nice piece of cutlery.
She was beginning to see the emotional connection that Raina had
made, whether consciously or subconsciously, between Duke Sebastian
and the rogue vampire that had killed her parents. She still did
not quite understand her sympathy for either vampire … but then,
nobody really had, especially when she testified against the police
in the civil trial filed by the rogue vamp’s family afterward. In
both cases, Raina saw the vampire as the victim, even though they
had, in fact, victimized her with their actions … just like Raina
had been victimized by … well, others…

Brenna simply could not relate to this. She
could not even fathom the concept of her own Maker as being a
victim any way at all, considering the way he had callously beaten,
raped, infected, and bitten her, and then left her for dead. For
all she knew, her own Maker was still roaming the streets, free and
alive. She wondered how many others to which he had done the same.
Perhaps he’d finally been caught. Maybe he’d finally been labeled a
rogue and then taken down. Surely, she hadn’t been the only one to
suffer such an attack by that bastard, but it was possible that she
was the only one to have survived. The major difference was that
she was more apt to hate her attacker for what he had done to her
than she was to feel pity for what others would do to him.

Brenna glanced over to William, who had
exited the Navigator and walked around to stand beside her. Like a
good bodyguard, he was more interested in keeping an eye upon the
surrounding area, rather than being an audience to Raina’s panic
attack. While he was still an upstanding example of
professionalism, she could tell that he was not particularly
empathetic towards what he probably considered girlish emotional
drama. It appeared that he was only being polite as far as his job
duties and as the Code required him to be.

“If things are so cool,” Raina asked,
gesturing quickly toward William, “then why do we need
bodyguards?”

William offered only a raised eyebrow in
reaction. To Raina, Brenna said, “They’re just here to keep the
media away from us. We really don’t need a bunch of cameras and
microphones being stuck in our faces right now, right?” She
hesitated, allowing herself to smile. “Hey, I dunno about you, but
I don’t exactly look my best right now. The last thing I think
either of us wants is people taking pictures of us when we look
like we just woke up from some kind of a wild college party.
Right?”

Raina actually smiled, even chuckled at that.
She finally made an effort to calm herself down, taking a deep
breath and letting out a huff as she fought to slow her panicked
breathing. She shook her head, as though shaking herself awake from
some kind of nightmare, and she blinked slowly a few times as
though to clear her eyes of tears, though she had never truly
looked ready to cry.

“It’s all okay right now, my sweet,” Brenna
reassured her. “We’ve got these guys with us now. We’re with the
Grand Duchess’s personal guards, and I’m right here with you. Okay?
They’re not going to let anything happen to you, and I sure as hell
aim to make extra sure nothing happens to you. I love you too much
to let that ever happen.”

A few seconds passed as Raina finally managed
to reign in her runaway nerves. Her breathing eased, her eyes
appeared calm again, and her chin was no longer quivering. Again,
she appeared to be shaking off a bad dream. She looked to William,
smiled, shrugged, and apologized softly.

Smiling briefly, he looked instead to Brenna
with an uncertain expression. “Better?”

“Yeah, we’re cool,” she confirmed with a nod.
“I think we avoided a total meltdown.”

“Excellent. Then, we can be on our way,
again…?”

He waited for a moment, and Brenna finally
gave him a get-lost gesture. He wasn’t trying to be rude, as she
understood it was probably against his best wishes to make sudden
stops like this for women having nervous breakdowns, but it still
irritated Brenna a bit. He cared about Raina only as far as her
being his assignment … and perhaps as someone with whom he’d like
to have sex, as most vampires went. Brenna cared for Raina more
than anyone or anything else in the world, without exception. They
were probably pressed for time, yes, but damn it all, when it came
to Raina, she would always make time for her.

Taking the hint with a nod, William
disappeared around the rear of the Navigator. She watched his
barely visible silhouette through the tinted glass of the vehicle
as he walked around to the open front passenger’s-side door, though
he did not yet enter. He was waiting for them to get in, first.

“Are you okay, then?” Brenna asked Raina
softly.

“Yeah,” she sighed breathlessly. “Thank
you.”

“No problem. Listen, we should probably get
moving…”

Brenna’s words fell into silence as she found
Raina suddenly very close to her. The look upon her face was
strange, still a bit fearful but also ... perhaps lost. She
moistened her lips, glanced aside, and then met Brenna’s gaze
directly, looking strangely anxious, and not at all in a way that
had to do with panic.

“What’s wrong?” Brenna asked.

“I need to do something,” Raina said
softly.

“Like what?”

Brenna tensed a bit as Raina awkwardly closed
the distance between them, closed her eyes, and pressed their lips
together gently. Brenna immediately gave herself to the kiss,
closing her eyes and humming with approval as she savored their
first kiss, their first real, mutual kiss. There was nothing weird
about it at all. It was beautiful. It was magical. Raina kissed her
as she had always wished she would, opening her mouth to hers and
pressing against her with passion that was only held in check by
Raina’s lingering uncertainty and unfamiliarity with the act. She
was no stranger to kisses, surely, but with someone of the same
gender … and a vampire, to boot … it was entirely a new game.

It wasn’t until Brenna heard Loki inside the
SUV exclaim softly, “Holy shit,” that she became aware of the fact
that she had actually begun to pin Raina against the side of the
SUV as she pressed the line of their bodies firmly together. She
broke the kiss abruptly and saw Raina with her eyes still closed
for a second or two after the fact, her eyes heavily-lidded with
passion when she did finally open them. For an instant, Brenna was
able to accurately picture for the first time ever how Raina would
look in a bedroom setting. Whether things ever went any farther
than this or not, it was an image she would remember forever.

“That … that, ah … that was nice,” Brenna
finally managed to say.

Raina came to her senses at last, smiling a
bit and looking suddenly embarrassed as she realized they were
being watched. She nervously ran her fingers through her hair,
getting them tangled awkwardly in the strands as she struggled to
find words of her own.

“I … I’m sorry,” she said at last, “I just
thought … y’know … it’s about time that I just … well…”

Brenna silenced her with a finger to her
lips. “Don’t explain. I already know.”

“Oh,” Raina said with a heavy sigh. “Well,
that’s a relief.”
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To say that his initial impressions of Raina
were less than favorable were an understatement. What had the Grand
Duchess been thinking? He knew she had been desperate, and her
orders had been vague, but surely there had been better options
available, especially in a city as large as Phoenix. Honestly, he
had half expected her to have chosen a celebrity figure, a human of
political importance, or at least someone with wisdom and
experience in life so as to be a valuable asset to the High Court,
if not its future leader. Instead, the Grand Duchess favored choice
had been a young woman … no, a girl, and a terribly neurotic one,
at that. He had thought that her to be wiser than this. Over these
past few days, however, he seemed to be finding that he knew even
less and less of the House of Fallamhain than he had ever
originally believed.

Worse still, she seemed inseparably bound to
Brenna Douglass, whom he immediately found to be far too brash,
undisciplined, disrespectful, and uncultured to even be considered
for inclusion in the House of Fallamhain as a servant. One Yankee
was bloody foolish enough to bring into the bloodline, but adding a
rude little tart of a Commoner to the deal was surely going to
bring nothing but woe to the Grand Duchess and the High Court, as a
whole.

The Grand Duchess had made it a point for him
to regard Brenna with almost equal importance as Raina, though. He
could not quite see what she saw in her that was worth protecting,
but he was in no position to openly question her motivations. He
was to see that her orders were carried out exactly as she wished.
Though he did not understand or agree with the wisdom of bringing a
mouthy harlot like Brenna into the fold of the House of Fallamhain,
he would not dare to defy the Grand Duchess. Perhaps the Grand
Duchess only wanted Brenna to be safely delivered to her so that
she could deal with that attractive but unruly individual in
person, herself.

Of course, as a Commoner servant to the House
of Fallamhain, William was not privy to all of the political
specifics of the High Court, even as personally close as he was to
the Grand Duchess. He was still not even quite sure why Countess
Wilhelmina von Reichenbach was so suddenly and adamantly motivated
to destroy the House of Fallamhain in the first place. He had heard
of her only once before, mentioned rather casually in passing as
though she had been dead and gone for years, and now suddenly she
had become a severe threat to the very existence of the House of
Fallamhain.

Still, he knew the Grand Duchess well enough
to expect that she would in no way approve of Raina Delgado
becoming her sole remaining heiress. Raina was too young, too
emotional, too unstable, and too … well … too bloody American.
Previously, he had witnessed the unpleasant outcome of situations
where her consorts had selected and created bloodspawn of their own
that were not to the Grand Duchess’s satisfaction. Neglecting to
obtain the Grand Duchess’s prior explicit consent for the inclusion
of any individual into the House of Fallamhain as an extension of
its true bloodline was a grave offense with dire consequences …
more so for the new bloodspawn than their Maker. These events were
rarely spoken of, and barely known by the outside world, but they
did happen. This was not an exclusive tradition of the Grand
Duchess by any means; all members of the High Court were expected
to abide by the same strict conditions, as it was so written in the
Code as to be their binding law.

There was little he could do about this now,
especially with Raina’s Change having already been mostly
completed. What happened now with Raina’s life was entirely at the
Grand Duchess’s discretion. It was written in the Code, after all –
the very document of vampiric chivalry that the Grand Duchess,
herself, had penned. Any Maker was within their rights at any time
to take back the gift of eternal youth bestowed upon their
bloodspawn, quite literally for any reason they saw fit. Of course,
killing one’s own bloodspawn was a terribly unpopular deed that was
always frowned upon by others in the High Court, particularly those
of the IVC. It certainly would not bode well for the Grand
Duchess’s reputation amongst the humans for her to cut down Raina
after going through so much trouble to protect her from Countess
Wilhelmina.

At any rate, as undesirable as she might be
as an heiress, it was obvious to William that the Grand Duchess
needed Raina. As long as she had at least one bloodspawn still
drawing breath in this world, her legacy would live on. The blood
of a Fallamhain was precious in more ways than were obvious to
most, and William had seen as much with his own eyes. An
undesirable bloodspawn was still better than none at all.

Following the directions offered by the
in-dash GPS navigation computer of the Lincoln, Loki had them at
the doorstep of Brenna Douglass’s apartment in forty-five minutes.
The Grand Duchess had specifically requested that both Raina and
Brenna be allowed an opportunity to make themselves presentable for
their first face-to-face meeting. As per the Grand Duchess’s
wishes, Raina and Brenna were asked to bathe and dress in their
best attire – she was, after all, presenting herself for a queen’s
review – while William and Robert kept watch over their safety. It
was early enough in the evening that time was not especially a
factor, so the girls could take their leisurely time in primping
and perfuming themselves.

Of course, being that Raina had only just
been discharged from a hospital, and having spent the past two days
in a vampiric coma during the completion of her Change, Raina was
the worse for wear of the two. A mere change of clothes was the
least of her needs, but a bit of a complicated issue without having
much of anything in the way of clothing at Brenna’s residence that
would suit her, much less adequately fit her.

However, William had no intentions of
allowing Raina to visit her own home anytime soon, as it was surely
being watched just as closely by the paparazzi as it was surely by
the Countess’s accomplices. This was of little concern, as he was
certain that Loki, in spite of (or perhaps because of) his
appearance, could make his way inside without arousing much
interest and gather a few necessary items from Raina’s residence.
Although he loathed to rely upon them for much because of their
inherent unreliability as frail and whimsical creatures, William
was aware of the occasional advantage of his human associates. He
would much sooner place one of them in harm’s way than dare to risk
spilling the blood of any vampire. After all, it was the law of
supply and demand in a world chokingly thick with a human populace.
A human was easy to make, but a good vampire … not so much.

With Loki dispatched to Raina’s home, William
and Robert were temporarily without a mode of transportation of
their own, although they could resort to using Brenna’s personal
vehicle for an escape, if such a need ever arose. At this time, an
attack from Countess Wilhelmina seemed highly unlikely. She was not
an assassin, or at least not in the classical sense. Rather, she
was a public executioner. She had made it a point in almost every
instance of killing a Fallamhain to engage them in swordplay in a
public setting – a party with many guests, the front lot of a large
hotel surrounded by cameras, and even the halls of the
International Vampiric Council, itself. She did this because she
clearly wanted everyone to know that she was, at least technically,
abiding by the Code to the very letter. She wanted the IVC to know
that she was not simply murdering the House of Fallamhain one
consort at a time, but rather that she was challenging each to a
fair duel and besting each of them by skill, all alone. Most of
all, she wanted the world to know that she intended to beat the
Grand Duchess at her own game. If the Countess had her way, Duvessa
would be forced to die by the very rules that she had written.

Excluding himself from the area of the
bedroom in the loft-style apartment, William afforded Raina and
Brenna as much privacy as he could safely allow by posting Robert
in the den area on the opposite side of the dividing wall.
Meanwhile, he excused himself to step out onto the deck to place a
call to the Grand Duchess to give her another update on the
situation.

He briefed her on what the situation had been
in the hospital, particularly the fact that they had needed to use
a secondary exit route. It had seemed that the Countess had either
anticipated or learned of their initial plan to exit through the
south tunnel of the hospital rather than the main entrance, and she
had positioned herself accordingly to meet them. It would still
have been in a public setting, but not in such a way that the media
would have interfered with her violent intentions. He wished that
he had been given an opportunity to see her with his own eyes, aim
his Sig Sauer P226 at her, and end this whole charade in short
order. Alas, he was only authorized to use such force if Raina’s
life was in imminent danger – not truly the Grand Duchess’s will,
per se, but rather that of her Code. Unless she challenged him
directly or posed an imminent threat to his mistress, he could not
simply shoot the Countess on sight.

As he finished relating to her the details of
their current situation, the Grand Duchess surprised him by asking
for his honest opinion of Raina thus far. As the individual more
highly trusted by the Grand Duchess than anyone else in the world
with regard to security matters, even more so than Duke Sebastian
had been, she had long shown an emotionally intimate bond with
William. She had, in fact, bedded him on numerous occasions, which
was quite a high complement in that love was cheap amongst the High
Court, but rarely (if ever) shared with any Commoner or other race
beyond their own. It was only because the Grand Duchess insisted
that her consorts be of the High Court race that he was not one of
her men, but beyond that, he was as close to being a consort as
anyone could. The Grand Duchess valued William’s opinions on
matters beyond security issues more often than not. With all of her
lovers by blood now dead and gone, William was among the last of
men to know her in both bed and heart. His word now meant much more
to her than perhaps anyone else’s.

“To be quite frank, your grace,” he replied,
“I do not fancy her at all.”

“Is that your personal or professional
opinion, my dear?” Duvessa asked softly in that silky, bedroom tone
of voice he rarely heard from her.

“Which would my lady prefer?”

“Both, actually.”

“Professionally,” William responded, “I feel
that she will be more of a liability than an asset to the House of
Fallamhain. She is uncultured, immature, and incapable of bearing
the responsibility of being a potential heiress to your legacy,
your grace.”

He heard her cluck her tongue dismissively.
She ascended to her more formal tone in saying, “Those are issues
which can be resolved with time and effort, Mister Santiago.
Culture is a matter of education. Maturity comes with time and
greater responsibility. And through both of those things, she may
well come to be a worthy heiress. I do not expect to live forever,
of course, but I will not die anytime soon, either. I will see to
her development in earnest.”

“I see, your grace,” he said with an
unconscious nod. He paused, waiting for permission to speak
further.

“And what do you really think of her,
William?” Duvessa asked, again returning to her sultry tone of
voice that seemed moist with carnal knowledge. “Is she perhaps not
the sweet and innocent young thing you expected her to be?”

“If I may be so bold as to be blunt…?”

“You may, dear.”

“She’s a neurotic mess with more issues than
a year’s subscription to a daily tabloid,” he replied, “and her
companion, Brenna Douglass, is an overprotective and foul-mouthed
Amazon whore.”

She chuckled softly. “I must agree with your
assessment of Brenna. I do admire her bravery and her loyalty to
Raina, but I feel that her attitude will require a great deal of
adjustment … the kind that may only be possible at the edge of a
blade.”

“I fear, your grace, that she is close enough
with Raina so as to make the option of doing away with Brenna an
impossibility without compromising Raina’s loyalty,” William
explained. “It would seem that they are lovers.”

“How so?”

“I have already seen them kiss as though they
were trying to find air in one another’s lungs,” he mused with a
smirk.

She laughed softly, saying, “Well, then it
would seem that Raina has allowed her Change to sway her
preferences. That is, of course, unless Brenna had simply been
lying to me about the nature of their friendship.”

There was a pause. “Are you not concerned
about Raina’s mental state, your grace?”

“She has been given quite a shock, I’m sure,”
the Grand Duchess said after a moment’s hesitation. “As I
understand it, she has been torn from her ordinary life and thrown
into the very center of our world. She has been raped, Changed,
and…”

“Raped?” William blurted.

“Do not interrupt me.”

“My apologies, your grace. But … did I hear
you correctly? She was raped?”

“By Sebastian, yes,” she confirmed. “Why do
you sound so surprised? You knew as well as I did that he had a
nasty penchant for preying upon women in the ways of old. Of
course, this was not exactly what I had in mind when I had asked
him to evaluate her as fully as I would in choosing a bloodspawn.
But it appears that, once again, Sebastian surrendered to
temptation when he was given the opportunity.”

“I see,” he sighed, feeling like a fool for
having asked.

He had cleaned up after more than one of Duke
Sebastian’s indiscretions. Usually, they were foolish young things,
starry-eyed fans … vampire groupies or “vampies,” as they were
known, as they worshipped those with fangs rather than those
bearing guitars. They would give themselves to him, and he would
take far more than they meant to offer – sometimes sex, sometimes a
bit of blood, and a couple of times, their very lives. It was not
that Duke Sebastian had never learned to control his urges. Rather,
the Grand Duchess had allowed him to become spoiled in his
indulgences. And yet in spite of this, William knew that Sebastian
had not truly been evil or wicked. In all actuality, it was the
fact that power corrupted, and absolute power corrupted absolutely.
Being free to commit certain crimes with impunity proved far too
great a temptation for him to resist (especially as a vampire). It
was to that end that the Grand Duchess and her bloodspawn had not
been entirely different, at all.

“As I was saying,” the Grand Duchess
continued, “Raina has been raped, Changed, and is now a subject of
global interest. Any one of those details would be overwhelming to
most people, so I would be more surprised if she were to emerge
from being immersed in all of that without showing any degree of
distress at all.”

“Yes, but her issues go back farther than
anything that’s happened in the past few nights,” William said. As
briefly as he could, he relayed Raina’s story of how her parents
had been killed, and how it seemed that she had been more disturbed
by watching a rogue vampire die than in losing her parents to the
actions of that same individual. “She has a strange sort of
tendency to fancy a reversal of roles between victim and
victimizer.”

The Grand Duchess responded to his concerns
with soft laughter.

“I am already familiar with Raina’s history,
William. You forget that it was I who recommended her to Sebastian.
I can assure you, her loyalty will not be a concern,” she stated
confidently. “Given her state of mind as you have described it, I’m
even more certain now that she could find no reason to sympathize
with the likes of Countess Wilhelmina. If anything, her neurosis
could serve to better secure her loyalty to the House of
Fallamhain.”

Dubiously, William conceded, “If you believe
so, your grace, then I shall expect as much to hold true.”

“Do you not have faith in my wisdom?” she
asked, clearly sensing his doubt in spite of his effort not to
allow his voice to betray it.

“Only a fool would doubt the wisdom of one
such as you, your grace,” he said diplomatically. “I am merely
curious as to how Raina’s mental instability could benefit your
bloodline.”

And so, she told him. And, again dropping her
formalities to address him quite personally, she explained to him
how crucial his role was in the matter. Of course, it was yet
another example of the political and strategic genius that had made
Duvessa Fallamhain the Grand Duchess of the International Vampiric
Council for the past thirty years. Smiling a bit with sudden
reassurance that all of this was not one big folly in the face of
an otherwise imminent doom, William agreed with the Grand Duchess’s
words and they soon after ended their conversation.

Before he returned to the interior of the
apartment, William self-consciously checked his appearance in the
faint reflection of the sliding glass door and downed a breath
mint. He was only here for the sake of his assigned duties, but
there was no reason he should not also look his best.

Asking first for permission to enter, William
was invited by Brenna to enter the bedroom. She was waiting
patiently as Raina showered first. Brenna had been busying herself
with selecting a proper outfit. She was not nude, but surprisingly
she had no qualms about standing before him in nothing more than a
bra and a G-string. Given her profession of choice as an exotic
dancer, she clearly had to be comfortable with appearing so
scantily clad (or nude) in front of strangers. In spite of her
abrasive and crude personality, she nevertheless was quite easy for
William to look at. Brenna only glanced back at him over her
shoulder for a moment as she rummaged about through her closet,
flipping through one item after another on their plastic
hangers.

“Unless the Grand Duchess is okay with me
showing up in a stripper costume or a bikini,” she told him, “I’m
not sure I really have anything worth wearing. I mean, it’s not
like I’ve ever been planning on actually meeting the Grand Duchess
in person.”

Nodding with a smirk, William acknowledged,
“It certainly is an unexpected honor, isn’t it? I expect that
you’ll be seeing her quite regularly in the future, though.”

She looked back at him with a surprised
expression. “How’s that?”

“Raina is to be made a Lady of the High Court
soon … officially,” he explained. “Given the nature of your
relationship with Raina, the Grand Duchess has seen fit to give her
blessing to your union with Raina, if she wishes to claim you as
her consort.”

For a few seconds, Brenna simply stared at
him with disbelief. “Are you kidding me?”

“Absolutely not.”

“The Grand Duchess said that?”

“I just spoke with her about this,” he
confirmed with a nod, holding up his closed cell phone. “The Grand
Duchess wishes to show her gratitude for helping save the life of
her only remaining bloodspawn by inviting you into the House of
Fallamhain as an honorary Lady.”

Again, she just stared at him with an
expression of absolute shock. Her eyes, even bare of makeup, were
incredibly alluring with the striking emerald green color of her
irises that contrasted so starkly against the blackness of her
hair. Her lips were full and shapely, ripe for kissing … and other
tasks. Even standing as tall as she did, or perhaps even because of
her height, she had a classic hourglass figure that many women were
only able to achieve through the sometimes painful use of corsetry.
Unless he had been right to judge her personality so quickly by
what he had so far observed, Brenna was quite a desirable Commoner,
to say the very least.

Hesitantly, William informed her, “I wouldn’t
place too much importance upon what you choose to wear as much as
how you present yourself.”

With her back to him, seemingly oblivious
about the display she gave him in doing so, Brenna continued to
rummage about through her clothes as she said, “If you’re implying
that I should beg the Grand Duchess to spare my life, I’m already
way ahead of you.”

“Allow me to rephrase that,” he said. “What
you choose to wear when you initially meet the Grand Duchess is not
as important as your public appearance with her afterwards.
Actually … shortly after you are introduced to her, she will likely
wish to examine you both.”

“Examine us? What, she wants to give us a
physical?” she asked, selecting an item and pulling it out of the
closet by its hanger. “Like, medically, or what?”

It was honestly difficult not to become
distracted by Brenna as she held the see-through mesh top against
her large breasts and held a skirt on another hanger underneath it
to test the combination. Then again, he was by no means restricted
from looking, or even from being quite attracted to her. He was not
a bodyguard … or at least not her bodyguard. And although the
general rule was to avoid becoming romantically involved with those
that he was supposed to be guarding, even Duvessa had sidestepped
that rule by having practically ordered him to sleep with her in
the past. Sex was tolerated, just so long as it was only
casual.

“A visual inspection will probably be
involved, yes. I don’t anticipate that it should progress any
farther than that with you, but with Raina, it may be a bit more,
ah … involved than she may expect.”

“How’s that?”

“She will want to see her in totality.”

“In totality?”

“Nude,” he clarified.

Brenna stared at him with wide eyes, stunned.
“You’re fucking kidding me.”

“Not at all.”

“You’re saying she wants Raina to get
butt-naked in front of her, the very first time she meets her?”

“Ordinarily, this would not be the case,” he
explained. “In the past, she has always met her prospective
bloodspawn in a more formal and pre-planned setting. Most any
vampire, as you know, would prefer to inspect a potential
bloodspawn before actually becoming their Maker, rather than after
the fact. However, the circumstances of this case do not allow for
such niceties. As has she explained to me, Raina has already been
made her bloodspawn because Duke Sebastian had already been
afforded an opportunity to sufficiently evaluate her, on his
own.”

“Evaluate her? Don’t you mean that he raped
her?” Brenna asked accusingly, narrowing her eyes at him.

William held up his hands, saying, “Those
were not my words. I am merely passing along hers.”

“She really called it that? An
evaluation?”

“I’m sure she did not mean it in the same
context to which you are referring.”

Brenna gave him an almost disgusted look.
“So, Raina’s actually going to be graded on her looks?”

“Essentially, yes,” he replied with a solemn
nod. “However, I can fully appreciate your perspective on the
matter. Raina did not consent to being Made, and I very much doubt
that she consented to the Duke’s, ah … other … actions.”

Brenna rolled her eyes and looked down upon
the outfit she held up to herself, then to William, silently asking
for his opinion on it. He considered it for a moment, then gestured
that the skirt was fine, but the mesh top had to go. She shrugged
and tossed the skirt next to William on the bed before hanging the
top back up in the closet.

“So, it’s not enough that she’s been put
through all that, already? Now, she expects Raina to do a strip
tease in front of a total stranger, too?” Brenna demanded. “That’s
just messed up. I mean, as far as I’m concerned, I couldn’t give a
damn what you all want me to do. But why does everyone want to pick
on poor Raina?”

“No one is picking on her…”

“No? Then what do you call this, all of
this?” she asked, angrily gesturing to herself and William. She
lowered her voice a bit, just in case Raina might overhear their
conversation while she was in the shower. “Don’t you think it’s bad
enough that she’s already been through all of the shit that she’s
suffered before this? Now, after everything that happened with her
parents … and I know you all know exactly what happened … I mean,
seriously, you guys honestly think all of this shit in the last few
days is no big deal? Don’t any of you really care that some dude
knocked her out, raped her, and forced the Change on her? And let’s
not forget the fact that there’s a crazy German chick that’s
running around killing everyone in the Fallamhain bloodline, and
now she’s probably got her sights set on Raina.”

“I agree,” he conceded with a nod, “she has
had to endure an extraordinary amount of trauma in her
lifetime…”

“And now, on top of everything before, and on
top of everything that’s just happened … now you people really
expect her to just strip right down in front of someone like the
Grand Duchess so she can be graded like she’s some kind of a
fucking show pony?”

“Ms. Douglass, I understand your…”

“Brenna, okay?” she interrupted, stepping
towards him. “Just call me Brenna.”

She stopped in front of him, far enough away
so as not to be intruding upon his personal space, but close enough
that he had to tilt his head back to meet her gaze. She was almost
as tall as him. How she was able to be this tall while still
looking (and acting) as feminine as she did was truly remarkable.
Perhaps he was only being prejudiced, but every tall woman he had
ever known tended to be a bit less than elegant, not quite
masculine but certainly far from dainty or delicate. Brenna carried
herself with both grace and beauty, yet her personality exhibited a
strength that went beyond the visible natural vampiric muscle tone
he could see of her exquisite body.

“Again, Brenna, I understand your objections
to this. And again, this is not my decision. I am merely passing
along these things as they have been told to me, and as I have
witnessed them in the past,” William replied softly, making a slow,
calming gesture. “None of these things are certainties, of course.
She may elect to decide against such a close inspection, either for
Raina or for you. As Grand Duchess, and as head of the Fallamhain
bloodline, it is entirely her prerogative. I’m merely telling you
this so that neither of you will find yourselves so surprised
later. I know only what the Grand Duchess has done in the past, and
what she has done with me.”

“Oh, really? What did she do to you?” Brenna
asked. “I mean, if you don’t mind me asking…?”

He shrugged. “Like you, I was already a
Commoner vampire when I was introduced to the Grand Duchess.
Traditionally, when a House of the High Court takes in a vampire of
another bloodline, that vampire is either bound as a consort or as
a servant, either by blood or by intimacy. The Maker of an existing
vampire must either consent to release their bloodspawn to that
House, or they may already be deceased. My own Maker chose to
release me.”

“Oh. I’m sorry,” Brenna said. The genuinely
sympathetic tone of her voice made it sound as though he had
instead indicated that his Maker had died.

“It’s okay. I’m not sorry. I had an unhappy
arrangement with my Maker, anyhow.”

“In what way?”

He shook his head, avoiding the question. “I
was given to the Grand Duchess as a means of settling a dispute. It
was essentially a trade in the same manner as you would see in many
of your professional sports teams. The difference, of course, is
that this was not a matter of contract disputes or
multi-million-dollar salaries. Someone of my bloodline committed a
grave offense against someone else of the House of Fallamhain.”

“What did you do?”

“The Grand Duchess was publicly insulted. Not
by me, but by my Maker. I was offered to the Grand Duchess so that
my Maker’s life would be spared.”

“So, you were like a peace offering?”

“More or less,” he agreed with a smirk. “A
Debt of Blood had been levied against my Maker, and I was offered
as a means of satisfying that debt. I was not happy being with my
Maker, but I did not wish to see her dead, either. Her life was
spared, and I was released from her bloodline, so it was mutually
satisfying.”

“Oh.” She paused before asking, “So … what’d
the Grand Duchess do with you, once she had you?”

He hesitated. “Well … really, one must
understand the way that the House of Fallamhain works to really
make sense of its private actions. The Grand Duchess believes that
respect and trust are of the utmost importance in her bloodline,
and she has always felt that she can only trust someone when she
knows them in their entirety.”

Wrinkling her nose a bit, Brenna said, “So,
she thinks she can only trust someone if she’s seen them
naked?”

“Not necessarily, no. That is only a part of
it.” He hesitated, and then finally confessed, “She also favors
intimacy as a means of building trust.”

“So, she can’t trust someone she hasn’t
already…”

“Yes … that,” he said with a knowing nod,
politely averting a statement of the obvious. “Not always, but
generally, yes.”

Brenna blinked at him with surprise. “So,
like … you screwed the Grand Duchess?”

“I did not screw her, as you so bluntly put
it,” he replied, watching Brenna fold her arms under her sizable
yet firm breasts, “but she did invite me into her bed on the night
I was given to her. Also, as is the case with any vampire of any
bloodline, I was given the Communion of Blood. In the way that she
prefers to do this, the experience is very … bonding, you might
say. It was actually not very different than how I joined with my
Maker … although I must admit, that was far less pleasant an
experience.”

“Yeah … mine, too,” Brenna admitted, looking
away rather sadly. After a moment, she looked to him again. “So,
she’s not going to … make Raina, like … y’know…?”

“No, I do not expect that she will. They are
already bound by blood, rather than merely by oath, and as you
know, that is an everlasting bond. She will not require any such
reassurances from Raina to trust her.” He paused, meeting the gaze
of those lovely emerald green eyes of Brenna’s quite directly.
“However, I do not know at all what she intends to do with you.
Obviously, Raina is her primary focus, but she has an intense
interest in you that she has not entirely explained. Quite
honestly, I would be prepared for just about anything.”

“Something tells me there’s more to this than
her having some trust issues. Does the Grand Duchess like chicks as
much as she likes dudes?”

William merely shrugged. He would have
expected that Brenna, having presumably already been a Commoner for
some time now, would already be familiar enough with the vampiric
condition to realize that one’s motivations can change drastically
with the Change. This was not necessarily the case with every
vampire, and certainly less so among other races of vampires such
as the Sabertooth. However, it was more often the rule than the
exception among the High Court. When blood becomes a subject of
attraction between a vampire and another individual, human or
otherwise, and one’s means of reproduction becomes less a matter of
gender than of compatible blood types, a lot of other details tend
to become quite blurred and even forgotten. While he, himself, did
not subscribe to the tendency towards opportunistic bisexuality, as
he was only a part of the House of Fallamhain by ceremony and not
truly by blood, he nevertheless had been quite thoroughly
introduced to the ways of the High Court (particularly those of the
House of Fallamhain) through his service to the Grand Duchess. With
Duvessa, there was no such thing as “personal preference” as far as
sexuality – it was only a question of how much one was willing to
suffer by offering resistance. And she did enjoy a bit of
resistance…

Brenna appeared a bit taken aback by this
revelation. She pondered what she’d learned for a few moments, then
slowly turned and moved back to the closet. She appeared to be
caught in an emotion somewhere between sadness and fear.

“I don’t … I don’t know if I’m comfortable
with that whole deal,” Brenna finally said as she resumed her
search for proper attire. “I mean … I don’t … I don’t have a
problem with, y’know … being with other girls, but…”

“Again, I am not certain she would even
expect such a thing of you,” he said, “but, as I’ve said, I thought
it would be best to be as forthcoming as possible with regard to
this. I would prefer that you know now in advance, rather than
being perhaps unpleasantly surprised at some point later.”

Brenna appeared to have given up on really
searching for an outfit. Now, she appeared only to be flipping
through the hangers in her closet as a means of appearing to be
busy while she mulled over what William had told her. Of course, it
was also entirely likely that she had noticed the way his eyes
wandered freely over her near-naked, deliciously sculpted body, and
she was simply giving him an opportunity to admire her. Perhaps she
was already attracted to him, or perhaps she was simply vain – too
early to tell just yet.

At last, Brenna slid shut the mirrored door
of the closet and turned to a nearby dresser. She pulled open the
top drawer, dug through its drawers briefly, and came out with a
simple black top, some undergarments, and a pair of opaque black
stockings, tossing each item beside where William sat on the bed.
She gave him a somewhat restrained smile as she met his gaze
momentarily before quickly looking away.

“Well, then … I guess there’s not much point
in throwing on anything fancy if I’m just going to have to take it
off, right?” she said with a shrug. She picked up a brush from atop
the dresser and began to run it through her hair. “Now I just need
to wait for Raina to get out of the shower.”

William dared to crack a smile. “Are you sure
there will be any hot water left for you?”

She shrugged, facing her reflection in the
mirror as she replied, “Well, if it were up to me, I’d be in there
with her, right now. Y’know … just to save some time.”

“And have a bit of fun, as well?” he
suggested with a raised eyebrow.

“Oh, I wish,” she chuckled. “I’m really not
the pushy type, and I think she’s already been traumatized enough.
The last thing she needs is me forcing myself on her any more than
I already try to.”

“But … when we were stopped on the side of
the road…?”

Brenna glanced at his image in the mirror and
gave a confused look. “Hey, don’t ask me. Your guess is as good as
mine. I’ve been wishing I could get with her for as long as I’ve
known her, and up until just the past couple of days, she’s been
hopeless. Now, all of a sudden … I dunno. She seems way more open
to the idea.”

“It’s the Change,” William said confidently.
“Everyone reacts to it differently. Some vampires tend to lean
towards lust more than blood when they’re close to falling into
bloodlust.”

“Probably,” she admitted, “but I think it’s
more than that. At least … I hope that it’s more than just
that.”

William hesitated for a moment, watching her
brush out her long, straight raven hair, admiring her surprising
femininity in spite of the rest of her bold personality. He dared
to be a bit bold, himself, as he ventured a guess.

“You’re in love with her?”

She seemed surprised by the question, pausing
in her actions for just a second as her alluring green eyes again
briefly glanced to him. She smiled, suddenly almost shy and
embarrassed.

“Well … maybe I am, maybe I’m not,” Brenna
said coyly, “but I’m not a lesbian, if that’s what you’re getting
at.”

“But you prefer women…?”

“Says who?” Her smile faltered at that.

Worried that he might have pushed a wrong
button with her, William quickly said, “I’m sorry, it’s … it’s none
of my concern, really. Forget that I even asked.”

“No, no,” Brenna said, spinning to face him
directly, “just come out with it, already. You think I’m a dyke,
don’t you.”

“I said no such thing.”

“No, you just said that I prefer women.”

“I meant that as a question, of course, not a
statement. I never intended it to be accusatory.”

“It’s a presumptuous question, though.”

He shrugged innocently. “I meant nothing by
it.”

“Bullshit.”

“I am truly sorry if I have offended you,
Brenna.”

She shrugged as well. “I’m not offended. It
takes quite a bit to offend me, actually. I just don’t like it when
people jump to conclusions about who I am, especially when they
haven’t tried to really get to know me.”

“Of course, I would like to get to know you
better,” William admitted.

“Oh, really?” Brenna smiled again, posing
herself slightly. “Why? You like what you see?”

“Well, we will probably be seeing quite a bit
of one another from this night onward … assuming of course, that
you choose to accept the Grand Duchess’s offer. As a lady of the
House of Fallamhain, you would be one of the primary focuses of my
security efforts. I will be responsible for protecting you in the
future, just as I am responsible for your safety at this present
time.”

She continued to grin at him. “Wow. You just
completely avoided answering that question.”

William paused a moment, allowing himself to
smile a bit more. “Do I like what I see? Was that the
question?”

“Do you?”

“If you truly wish to know,” he said, “I do
think you are stunningly gorgeous.”

“On a scale of one to ten?”

“Oh, a nine, definitely.”

She pretended to pout in response to that.
“Aw … only a nine? What is it? My tits? My ass? My face?”

He hesitated. “If I may be so blunt…?”

She nodded eagerly.

“Your personality,” he replied, glad that he
could be completely honest for a brief moment.

Surprisingly, Brenna did not seem offended or
hurt by that, at all. She merely shrugged, then nodded.

“I had a feeling you’d say that,” she
admitted calmly. “People tend to either love me or hate me.”

“Well, if it’s any consolation, I certainly
don’t hate you,” he said. To a certain extent, that was true.

She chuckled. “No offense, pal, but I’d
rather not know if you love me, either.”

“Why not?” He spread his arms wide,
presenting himself with mock pride. “Don’t you like what you
see?”

Brenna laughed out loud, setting her brush
down upon the dresser before she approached him. She startled him
slightly by grabbing the lapels of his jacket firmly and pulling
upward until she had encouraged him to stand before her. She
deliberately moved her face close enough to his own to be
intrusive, smiling impishly. For an instant, he thought she was
going to kiss him.

“To be quite honest, Billy-boy,” she told him
in a hushed voice, “I don’t think you could handle me.”

“You’d be surprised what I’m capable of
handling.”

“Not what I can dish out, that’s for sure,”
Brenna challenged him softly. “I know how to take ‘kinky’ to a
whole new level.”

He grinned back at her. “I can just about
promise you that one night with Duvessa will completely change your
perspective forever. ‘Kinky’ isn’t even foreplay for her.”

“Sounds like a good time.”

“I suppose that depends on what you consider
to be a good time.”

“Should I be scared?” she asked, clearly not
taking his words seriously.

“You should.”

“Yeah, right.”

“No,” he insisted with a nod, “you really
should.”

Brenna’s eyes seemed to gaze right into his
very soul as she met his stare, reading him. Either what she saw
within him unsettled her, the underlying seriousness of his review
of Duvessa’s bedroom ways, or she was foolhardy enough still to not
take his words literally. She closed her eyes and nuzzled her cheek
against his, almost cat-like. Her lips neared his ear, and the
sound of her soft exhale, the warmth of her breath upon his skin,
and her body that close to his own was undeniably arousing.

“And what about you?” she asked in a whisper.
“Should I be scared of you?”

“Not really. It is my job to protect you,
after all.”

“Don’t be so modest. You know that’s not what
I mean.” She flicked the tip of her tongue against his earlobe
teasingly. “Would you make me beg for it? Would you make me say
please and thank you? And once you gave it to me, would you make me
beg you to stop? Would you make it hurt?”

Good Lord, she was intoxicating. Maybe it had
been too long since he had been given an opportunity to be with a
woman, particularly one of Brenna’s caliber. And it had been awhile
since he’d had the opportunity to truly drink, to give an honest
bite. Or maybe she really was every bit as good as she liked to
present herself? Was she all talk, or could she truly back up her
words? The urge to find out for himself certainly was tempting.
Maybe his attraction to her honestly had less to do with duty than
it did with raw appeal…?

“Perhaps,” he replied hesitantly, partly to
her and partly to his own unspoken questions.

Brenna’s right hand released his lapel and
glided down his chest, grabbing the buckle of his belt and giving a
firm tug. “I dunno. I don’t think you have it in you. You’re too
submissive. You’re the Grand Duchess’s servant boy. Hell, I might
even break you.”

“Is that a dare or a challenge?”

“Maybe both,” she said, moving her face away
enough to meet his gaze again, “or neither. That depends.”

“On what?”

“On whether or not Raina wants to call dibs
on you,” Brenna replied. Quite casually, she released him and
walked away, gliding along on those long, elegant legs of hers.
“C’mon, Billy-boy, don’t play innocent. You can’t tell me you
didn’t notice the way she was looking at you during the whole ride
over here.”

Now that was surprising. Raina was more
pleasant, and she had more potential, even though she was quite
emotionally damaged. But his focus, at least in this sense, was not
upon her at that time.

“I’m afraid I don’t really know her well
enough to say that I could have rightly noticed.”

“She’s definitely into you. You don’t have to
know her that well to have seen it in the way she was staring at
you,” she told him as she looked at herself again in the mirror,
licking a finger and trying to rub away some leftover makeup from
under her left eye. “Until that panic attack hit, she was
practically staring at you with little hearts floating in the air
around her. Raina’s not too good at hiding it when she likes a guy.
You’d almost have to deliberately try not to notice.”

He thought for a moment, then shrugged,
saying, “I guess I was too distracted to notice.”

“Well, you are the big head honcho of
security for the Grand Duchess. I’d imagine you’ve probably got a
lot on your mind with the way your job is…”

“That wasn’t what distracted me.”

Brenna let her arms flop to her sides and
turned toward him with an exasperated sigh.

“Oh, come on! Don’t even say it,” she said
disgustedly.

“Don’t say what? That I was distracted by
you?”

“Oh, give me a fucking break,” she cried,
rolling her eyes. “You? Distracted? By me? Ha!”

“No, really! How could I not be?”

“Well, for one thing, I would think that
Raina’s a bit more important than me by a long shot. You should
have been more focused on her to start with,” she replied. “Add to
that the fact that she’s twice as cute as me and a whole hell of a
lot less bitchy, and that should be more than enough to make anyone
ignore me.”

“Madam, I could never ignore you at all, even
if I tried,” William said quite honestly. “Whether it’s intentional
or not, you do have a way of drawing attention to yourself with
your very presence.”

She stared at him for a few moments, almost
looking angry. At last, she smiled, closed her eyes, and laughed.
“You’re a shitty liar, Billy.”

“Billy?”

“Yeah, you. Billy,” she repeated. “What’s the
matter? You don’t like being called Billy?”

“Not particularly, no.”

“Well, then I definitely have to call you
Billy,” Brenna said with a wicked grin, wiggling her thin,
neatly-plucked eyebrows. “And I bet your partner hates being called
Bobby … or Bob.”

William shrugged, but he may as well have
said yes by doing that. Damn it. He was acting like a fool. He
usually had better control of things than this. Brenna positively
had him spinning. He didn’t know whether to feel irritated or
infatuated … or perhaps one emotion coming about as a result of the
other, in either order.

A few moments of silence passed between them.
Brenna stood with her arms folded under her tantalizing breasts,
barely contained within the black satin cups of her bra, and her
very womanly hips cocked slightly aside as she shifted to favor her
left leg slightly. She said nothing for awhile, merely staring at
him … studying him. Likewise, he took the liberty of staring at
her, head to toe.

The sound of running water from within the
bathroom suddenly ceased as Raina ended her shower. Had this
conversation been able to transpire before the start of that
shower, William had a good feeling that he very well could have
been already buried to the hilt in Brenna, by now. Without a doubt,
seducing this saucy whore to break her ties with Raina and secure
her loyalty was going to be far, far easier than he ever
anticipated.
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Raina had been reluctant to leave the comfort
of the steaming-hot shower. She felt as though she was rinsing away
an invisible film of sickness from herself in that warm, watery
haven. Emerging from the shower to step out upon the soft, fluffy
black towel she had laid out upon the floor before entering the
shower, however, she soon realized she faced an even greater
reluctance to face her own reflection in the bathroom mirror.

It was not as simple as turning her back to
the large mirror, of course. The very glass of the shower door, as
well as its chromed hardware, was reflective enough to create
several distorted versions of her image, all of them disturbing.
Earlier, she had almost convinced herself that she had already come
to terms with her condition, that she had accepted her Change as
readily as the Change had seemed to accept her. However, that false
confidence and resolution had melted away during her shower.

While the physical comfort of a hot shower
was more than welcomed, everything else about it seemed wrong. The
entire time, she had found herself looking down upon the naked body
of a stranger. Some things were missing, completely erased without
even a hint of their prior existence. Other things were present
that had not been there before. For every plus of the Change, there
seemed to be at least one or two minuses. Being bereft of hair from
the neckline down did mean that, as Brenna had jokingly pointed
out, she would probably save a small fortune on razors in the
future. However, she was so acutely aware of her own nakedness that
she felt naked even when clothed, and the enhanced sensitivity of
her skin (if not all of her nerves entirely) made some clothing
materials feel strangely rough and uncomfortable, almost abrasive.
Her navel was gone, replaced by a featureless but blessedly flat
and tight belly. Her elongated ears were simply strange, an
annoying feature to avoid as she had shampooed, conditioned, and
rinsed her hair. Her fangs were wickedly pointy, and because they
were so new and unfamiliar, her own tongue seemed unable to leave
them alone for more than a few seconds at a time, nor any of her
other new teeth that were equally fresh and sharp. And, in running
her tongue over her own teeth, she was both repulsed, annoyed, and
fascinated by the way she could so easily cut her own flesh by
accident … and then find a sickly pleasant taste in the flavor of
her own blood.

She blinked and found herself staring
directly at her own reflection in the mirror before she even
realized she had turned. Her hair hung in damp, wavy strands that
stuck to her face, neck, and shoulders in thick semi-curled lines
of black, like someone had painted the image of her hair sloppily
with two downward strokes of a worn-out and over-saturated brush.
Her eyes were far darker than she ever remembered them having been,
and her lashes appeared so thick that she seemed to being
displaying some natural, innate application of both eyeliner and
mascara. Her lips were a bit darker and just a tad fuller. As she
stared at herself with her mouth closed, there was surprisingly not
even the slightest hint of the deadly fangs that she hid. She faked
a smile, progressively widening it until she could see the first
clear hint of fangs, and was surprised by how naturally she could
smile without showing too much – perhaps by design, or perhaps
because she simply didn’t feel much like smiling, anyway.

Raina had been holding the towel wrapped
about her body. Curiosity got the better of her. She had never
quite been happy with the way her body had looked as a human – but
then, as she figured, what woman ever truly was? She had especially
been unhappy with her own looks in the past few months, either
because her depression had worsened somewhat, or because she had
begun to find a bit too much comfort in the overindulgence of
alcohol. As such, while she hadn’t exactly been overweight, she had
no longer possessed the same supple, lean figure that she’d had as
an eighteen-year-old. And yet now, unwrapping the towel from around
herself, she suddenly saw not only the body she’d had in her
younger years, but one even more developed than that in several
ways.

She could not figure yet exactly if her
breasts had increased in size, or if they simply appeared to be
bigger by illusion because her waistline had dissolved by a couple
of inches. Her stomach was not just flat – even more so, now that
her navel had somehow been “deleted” – but it showed a faint ripple
of muscle that she could have only attained with countless sit-ups
over the course of several months. Her legs were slender and
strong, her thighs only thick with strength rather than cellulite,
and her behind was firm, although still round enough to adequately
fill a set of jeans and give her something to sit upon. The
underside of her biceps no longer felt soft and loose. While she
should have felt relieved to apparently be in such excellent shape,
the difference was so drastic and sudden that it was difficult to
readily accept without a bit of awkwardness.

Lastly, her total lack of any bodily hair was
still unsettling, even more so outside of the shower and in the
view of a mirror, because there was not even a hint of stubble upon
her legs, nor anywhere else to which she had previously been
accustomed. It was like she had been given a full-body waxing
during her coma. She had never been especially fond of the dark
stubble of her lower hair, anyway, nor the tedious and sometimes
painful ritual of so much shaving – something she had long done for
her own preference rather than anyone else’s benefit. This was
perhaps the only readily welcome change of all, although it was
still something to which she would need time to adjust.

Raina’s gaze locked upon itself as she stared
at her own reflection for what seemed an eternity, her eyes staring
into the hugely dilated pupils of the creature in the mirror that
she could hardly believe was herself. She was not ugly, not hideous
… but too strange, too alien. The ears, the fangs that her tongue
practically refused to stop examining, the impossibly smooth and
seemingly featureless pale skin that now was nearly Caucasian, the
newly athletic muscle tone … all of it she knew, on a conscious
level, were simply new features upon what was essentially the same
old body. All of this was her. She was still the same soul she had
been before, and yet she wondered if she could ever truly convince
herself to believe that.

Perhaps what made the acceptance of her new
self was the very fact that it was not merely the change in her
appearance that disturbed her. It was easy for Brenna to have
insisted that she was still the same Raina Delgado as ever before,
that her memories and personality were still intact and untouched.
However, Raina knew that simply wasn’t true. Perhaps Brenna’s
Change had been a different affair, considering the differences in
their vampiric races and, thus, the way in which their Changes had
progressed. Brenna’s had been gradual and more natural, giving her
time to adapt to and cope with the strangeness of each detail as it
developed. Raina’s Change, however, had been sudden, violent, and
traumatic … not to mention the fact that more than half of it had
taken place while she had been dead to the world in a vampiric
coma. And because so many details of the High Court race had been
deliberately withheld from public knowledge, it was difficult (if
not impossible) for her to gauge just how much of what she felt
were simply natural tendencies of her race and how much was due to
outright madness, pure and simple craziness.

First and foremost, obviously, was the shock
she still felt over the very idea that she had willfully and
deliberately kissed Brenna. Given, she had kissed her in the past,
but that had been in the midst of an alcoholic binge, much of which
had been blacked out from her memory, anyhow. This had been a
clear, lucid, and thought-out action. It had seemed so very right
at the time, so very natural and … well, so very necessary. But the
very idea of it all still was no less unsettling. She had
practically made out with Brenna right there on the side of the
Loop 202, right in front of a group of strangers. Even though they
had a lot of personal history together, there was still no excusing
the fact that it was sudden and bizarre.

She could only guess what Brenna thought of
it all. Surely, she approved. The way that Brenna had practically
pinned her to the side of that SUV as she reciprocated her
affection was enough to tell her beyond a shadow of a doubt that if
their lips ever met again in a less public setting, an occasion of
full-on sex would be shared between them in short order. What was
more horrifying: the very idea of making love to another woman, or
the fact that she was even considering this now when she had when
she had been wholeheartedly heterosexual just a couple of nights
ago? How much of it was the nature of her race? How much was
possibly due to her being on the edge of bloodlust and not yet
realizing it? And how much of it was simply the unleashing of true
emotions, perhaps the underlying tendencies that she had denied for
so long? How much of it was truly genetic and how much of it was
simply her need to find an excuse to justify her newfound
impulsiveness? Raina could not even begin to answer her own
questions. The questions, alone, were unnerving enough, but the
potential answers were so mortifying that she didn’t even want to
know them. Not now, at least. Perhaps later, yes, but right now,
no.

Raina looked to the sword that she had
propped up against the door of the cabinet under the sink. Wrapping
her body in the towel once again and tucking it into place, she
found herself practically glaring at the weapon as she dried her
hair as best she could with another thick terrycloth towel. That
sword represented so much, so many things both amazing and
terrible.

The man … or rather, the vampire that had
once wielded that sword had been both a good person and a monster.
Duke Sebastian Fallamhain had seemed so kind, so intelligent, so
polite and well-spoken, and so very devoted to serve the Grand
Duchess, not just as her bloodspawn but as a true lover. In that
respect, she had very much liked and respected him. And for that
much, the fact that Countess Wilhelmina had butchered him in the
way that she had was simply tragic. However, considering the nature
of this irreversible curse that he had bestowed upon Raina,
stealing away the lonely but stable and safe life that she had
lived before, she also saw his death as a necessary justice. How
many other women had he victimized, either sexually or violently or
both? How many others had he forced his own blood and/or seed upon?
And what had made her so special, so appealing to him that he had
chosen to either bless or curse her with his own blood? Mad as it
was to think as much, she almost wished that she could have simply
dragged him out of his body bag in the morgue, shaken him to life,
and demanded an explanation from him. Dead men told no tales, nor
did they ever attempt to offer any justifications for their
actions.

That sword of his, an instrument of death
that had surely claimed a life or two in its time, represented both
a great honor and a form of damnation for Raina. She did not want
it, nor the responsibilities that her possession of it implied, but
she could not give it back, for doing so would not undo that which
had been done. Begrudgingly, Raina was coming to accept that there
was but one thing that she could do: accept the fact that the
sword, and all of its associated responsibilities, was her burden
to bear … and her weapon to wield.

In hindsight, perhaps she should have kept
Countess Wilhelmina’s sword, maybe even used it against her. Though
that High Court vamp was clearly capable of defending herself,
having her own sword turned upon her at that moment would have
surely taken her by surprise. With the Countess’s murderous killing
spree at an end, perhaps Raina would have been able to more swiftly
find her way back to a somewhat normal life again. That was, of
course, considering that life as a High Court vampire could only be
so “normal,” but it would be a plus to not have someone thirsting
to kill her simply for existing. And that, in itself, was also
assuming that the Countess even wished to harm her, in the first
place.

With a towel wrapped about her head and the
sword unsheathed so she could again examine it, the opening of the
bathroom door startled Raina. Without the slightest forethought,
her movement so swift and automatic that it was more natural than a
reflex, she was not even aware that she had swung the sword until
she felt and heard the blade sink itself into something solid. It
was only by the grace of modesty that Brenna had only opened the
door partly to peer inside, sparing her from decapitation by mere
inches. Brenna stared with impossibly wide eyes at the finely honed
edge of steel that practically hovered above her head, the blade
having wedged itself about four inches deep into the side of the
thinly-constructed wooden bathroom door.

“Oh my God,” Raina gasped as she let go of
the sword and covered her mouth, horrified by what she had done.
The sword bobbed up and down slightly as it remained caught within
the wood and foam of the cheaply-constructed door.

Brenna’s eyes finally turned to Raina. With
strange calmness, she said, “Okay, then. I’ll remember to knock
next time.”

“Oh, jeez, I’m so sorry…”

“Forget it. I’m just glad you missed me,” she
replied. After a moment, looking to the damage done to the door,
Brenna added, “There goes part of my rental deposit.”

“I’ll have it fixed for you.”

Brenna waved it off, opening the door just
enough to step into the bathroom. She had to duck under the tip of
the sword to enter, looking up at the polished length of steel with
obvious dread. Raina felt like a complete fool, and her face burned
with humiliation as Brenna pulled the sword free of the door with a
jerk. Fortunately, the damage did not affect the door’s ability to
close. It could possibly even be hidden with just a bit of
putty.

Handing the weapon back to her with obvious
care, Brenna was actually smiling. “Don’t sweat it, my sweet. At
least you missed. I mean, I’ve heard stories about vampires being
able to re-grow limbs n’ shit, but I don’t think I could re-grow a
head.”

“I’m so sorry. I don’t know how I even did
that,” Raina admitted, hurriedly re-sheathing the weapon as though
she were afraid her sword literally had a will of its own. “It was
like…”

“A reflex?” Brenna said for her. Raina
blinked at her with surprise. “It’s normal. I was jumpy as hell
right after my Change. It never goes away, really … not entirely.
It sort of feels like you’re jacked up on caffeine or totally
tweaked out on something twenty-four-seven. I’ve heard that it’s
because we’re just naturally pumping a bunch of adrenaline all of
the time. Y’know, like you’re permanently locked in that whole
‘fight or flight’ thing. That’s part of what gives us our natural
strength and speed, and what helps keep our metabolism in high
gear. It kinda makes some vamps moody as hell, too. You’ll probably
get used to it after awhile, though. Give it a bit of time and
you’ll learn to control it.”

“God, I hope so,” Raina sighed, setting the
sword down upon the countertop next to the sink. “I don’t want to
wind up killing someone by accident.”

“As opposed to killing someone on purpose?”
Brenna suggested with a smirk and a raised eyebrow.

She shrugged. “Maybe a certain crazy German
chick with a British accent … I mean, if it turns out that she was
lying about not wanting to kill me.”

“Are you for real?”

“Well, I don’t think I could just stand there
like an idiot and let her cut my head off…”

“No, I mean … you actually think she might’ve
been telling the truth?” Brenna asked incredulously. “She’s a
fucking nutcase! She’s passing herself off as some kind of a German
Countess, but she sounded every bit as British as that William guy
does! And then she met you as soon as the hospital discharged you
and tried laying out some kind of wacky-ass conspiracy theory
bullshit? How can you believe anything that loony-tunes bitch had
to say?”

Raina simply shrugged, looking beyond Brenna
to the visible damage in the door. “I don’t know what the hell to
think about anything, anymore.”

“That makes two of us. I’m confused about a
lot of things right now, myself … and not just this High Court
vampire drama.”

“Look … about what happened … y’know, on the
side of the road…”

“Not right now,” Brenna interrupted,
gesturing for her to be silent. “Listen, I … I know you’re probably
not going to like this, but I want you to know right now so that it
doesn’t freak you out later.”

And so Brenna told her what she had learned
from William about their proposed first meeting with the Grand
Duchess. Brenna kept it simple and to the point. After their public
first-ever meeting and Raina’s Communion of Blood, the Grand
Duchess wanted to inspect them both in about the same manner as a
prospective buyer would look over a thoroughbred horse or a
collector’s car, and chances were that she might want to take one
or both of them, as Brenna phrased it, for a “test drive.”

Raina had never stopped to consider the
possibility that the Grand Duchess’s bedroom interests might be
just as exotic (if not downright depraved) as Brenna’s. To deal
with the strangeness and relative newness of getting intimate with
another female like Brenna was one thing; doing the same thing with
an absolute stranger in a position of power like the Grand Duchess
was more than simply frightening. She had no idea whatsoever what
Duvessa’s intentions might include. With anyone else, it might not
have been quite as much of a threatening prospect. However,
considering the fact that this was a High Court vampire to whom she
would be entrusting herself – and considering the strangeness of
her own sudden shameful and scary urges, as a fresh High Court
bloodspawn – she feared that more than her dignity was at
stake.

It was bad enough that she was not keen on
the idea of getting naked before a stranger. Brenna, of course, had
no qualms about her own need to do so, but then again, by the
nature of her regular job, she was accustomed to strangers’ eyes
upon her nude form, what with guys hooting, hollering, and throwing
money at her while she went about on an elevated stage. Brenna
tried to reassure her that it was probably best to just regard it
in the same way that she would have handled a the experience of a
pelvic exam – briefly humiliating and uncomfortable, but necessary
and (hopefully) quickly ended. The obvious difference was, of
course, that (to her knowledge) there weren’t any gynecologists
with fangs and a predisposition to thirst for blood and/or forcible
sex.

Satisfied that Raina did not appear to be too
distraught over the news, Brenna grabbed a fresh towel from the
nearby rack and unfurled it to hang it upon the sliding shower
door’s outer chrome bar. She turned to Raina with a smirk.

“Did you leave any warm water for me?”

“I’m sorry,” Raina sighed, looking aside
guiltily. “I wasn’t trying to use it all up.”

“It’s okay. I know.”

Raina blinked at her. “What?”

“You, ah … y’know … needed some time to
yourself,” she said with a wink.

“What do you mean by that?” Raina asked,
although she had an idea.

Brenna rolled her eyes. “C’mon, don’t be so
modest. You had to make sure all your parts were in working
order.”

“Wait, are you trying to say…”

“Raina, my sweet,” she said, drawing close to
her and gently taking hold of her shoulders, “don’t be embarrassed.
You know that I’ve been through a lot of what you’re going through
right now, too. You feel like an alien in your own skin, and you’re
probably ashamed of the way you’re starting to feel about some
things. And one of those things, I know, is that you’re probably
horny as all hell right now, and you don’t know why. It’s part of
the deal, being a vampire. You’ve got this irresistible itch that
you’ve gotta scratch before it drives you completely insane, but
you’re too ashamed of how you feel to even think of taking care of
it the way you know you really want to. So … y’know … you find
alternatives. And I know you’re no stranger to having yourself a
little bit of alone time now and then anyway, my sweet, so really …
seriously … it’s okay. I understand.”

Raina opened her mouth to speak, but caught
herself. Instead, she again chose to look away. She was a terrible
liar, and trying to counter what she was saying would only serve to
incriminate her more. While Brenna’s assumption of what she’d been
doing in the shower was not accurate, she was correctly guessing
what was troubling Raina the most about her Change. Between their
roadside kiss, the way she felt so absurdly attracted to William
(and Robert, and even Loki), her nervous breakdown during the ride
over, and the violent way she had reacted to Brenna’s mistaken kiss
in the hospital … her emotions were all over the place. Thankfully,
at least for the moment, Brenna sidestepped the issue.

“Anyway, William has Loki over at your place
right now,” she said as she began to tug at the loosely-knotted
belt of her silk robe loose. “He says he needs you to tell him over
the phone what you want him to bring back for you to wear. It’s no
rush, though. He said to take your time and we can just call him
when you’re available. He’s just sitting in his car right now.”

Brenna halted in her actions, discreetly
holding her robe shut, noticing Raina’s blank but obvious stare as
she seemed to be waiting for her to bare herself. She waited for a
couple of seconds before Raina finally even became aware of what
she was doing and suddenly looked away.

“What’s the matter? Afraid of seeing
something that’ll make you go blind?” Brenna teased her softly.

Raina hesitated, then shrugged. “I dunno.
Maybe.”

“C’mon, you’ve seen me naked lots of times
before.”

She closed her eyes for a moment, but doing
so only gave her the opportunity to remember quite clearly those
times she had seen her before. Raina quickly opened her eyes again.
Back then, seeing Brenna on stage and doing her thing, she had done
her best to nervously laugh it off and try not to feel too
embarrassed. Now, given the way things were going and how her
perspective on things was radically shifting … visualizing Brenna
nude was just … very different. She had to get her mind off of such
things for now. Maybe later, she would have time to get her head
together. Perhaps she would have a chance to just sit down for
awhile, alone, and try to figure out if her personality had truly
changed or if it was simply a matter of perspective … perhaps even
a temporary influence.

“No, I … I was just spacing out. I was
thinking about what you just said, that’s all. Y’know, about Loki,”
she said dismissively, turning her back on her and taking hold of
her sheathed sword with both hands. “I don’t know how I’m supposed
to pick out an outfit over the phone.”

“Bullshit. You’re just changing the
subject.”

“Well … maybe I am. So what?”

“So … I’m changing it back.” In the mirror,
Raina saw her approaching slowly from behind. “You don’t have to be
coy with me anymore, my sweet. I’m ready to stop playing games, if
you are.”

Brenna’s hands slipped around Raina’s waist
as she embraced her from behind. She closed her eyes, feeling the
warmth of Brenna’s closeness and the softness of her cheek upon her
bare shoulder. Brenna’s fingers gently swept damp strands of
Raina’s hair aside, revealing one of her pointy, elongated, elfish
ears, and a moment later, there was the moist softness of her lips
pressing briefly against the edge of that ear.

“I’m not being coy,” Raina murmured. “This
just isn’t a very good time for me right now.”

“Not a good time for what?” Brenna whispered
into her ear.

“Y’know … this.”

“This? What’s this?”

“This conversation.”

“If you’re not comfortable with talking, then
we can always do this without words…”

Brenna’s right hand crept up and gently made
a tug at the end of the towel Raina had tucked into place around
herself, trying to dislodge it. Raina quickly grabbed her hand and
moved it away, using her other hand to hold the towel up and tuck
it back in.

“Please … stop. You know what I’m trying to
say.”

Her voice was silky, breathy, and velvety.
“Sorry, but I guess I don’t. Tell me.”

“This is still … just … too weird for me,”
Raina finally said. “I don’t know what the hell I’m doing right
now, or why I’m even doing it. I don’t know why I feel so
differently now than I did before. And I don’t want to make any
more foolish decisions that I might wind up regretting.”

Brenna laid gentle, feathery kisses upon
Raina’s neck and shoulder before and after she spoke. “What are you
afraid of regretting, my sweet?”

“You know … going too far.”

“How far is too far?”

“I … I don’t know.”

“Is this too far?” she asked, still kissing
along her shoulder and neck.

Raina’s knees were growing weak. Again, she
knew there was no point in lying when her body language would
surely betray her true feelings, anyhow.

“No.”

“This doesn’t bother you?”

“No.”

“And this?” she asked softly, running a hand
down her spine and over her left hip to grab her left buttock. She
gave her a firm squeeze.

Raina squeezed her eyes shut a bit more
tightly, and it was not with disagreement. Again, she gently
confessed, “No.”

“Do you want me to stop touching you?”

“No. But…”

Brenna impatiently waited for her to say
more. “What?”

“I … I-I don’t know…”

“What don’t you know?”

“I’m not sure … if I could stop you.”

Brenna did something she’d never even dared
to do before, as it was something that surely would have otherwise
made Raina afraid of her. Ever so gently, very carefully, Brenna
opened her mouth and lightly scratched her fangs along the surface
of Raina’s skin. It was not enough to draw blood, but enough to let
her feel the sharpness of those tiny twin stilettos. It was almost
as though Brenna was asking for permission to feed upon her.
Perhaps that was exactly what she wanted. But, knowing Brenna, and
knowing how she had always felt about Raina, there was a better
assumption to be made … one that was physically safer, but
emotionally more dangerous. Brenna’s whispered words confirmed this
suspicion.

“We can find out, you know. Right here, right
now,” she told her, nuzzling her face into the crook of her neck.
“Nobody will say a thing about it. They’ve already drawn their own
conclusions about us, anyway. Nobody’s going to mind. We’re all
vampires here. We all have our needs … and it isn’t always
blood.”

“I just … I mean … you’re right, but … I just
don’t know,” Raina sighed, shaking her head.

Brenna’s lower hand moved a bit lower, past
the edge of the towel, and caressed the back of her left thigh.

“I know you’re still wondering how much of
what you’re feeling is because you’re a vampire, and how much is
because of what you really feel about us.”

Raina could not even muster a verbal reply,
merely nodding in acknowledgement, still keeping her eyes closed.
Brenna lightly scratched her nails up and down the tender flesh of
Raina’s thigh. Her other hand softly, yet firmly squeezed Raina’s
breast through the damp cotton of the bath towel that covered her,
eliciting a shuddering sigh from her.

“Does it really matter, either way? Chances
are that it’s a little bit of both. But is there any point in
denying either one?”

She hesitated, Raina could feel it in her
touch and in the sound of her breath, and Brenna finally dared to
cross that other line. She slid her hand up, slowly enough to
silently ask for Raina’s permission. When she began to slip under
the edge of the towel without a sound of protest nor the slightest
act of resistance, she took that as a sign of acceptance. The line
was crossed, not brazenly or forcefully, but in an investigative
manner, testing the waters carefully instead of diving in
head-first.

When her fingertips touched Raina at last,
touching her as she had never dared, it was like an electric shock
passed between them, causing them both to gasp aloud. For an
instant, just a second, it was good. Raina let out a shuddering
sigh and moved her hips slightly in encouragement. And then, very
aware of her own reaction over the next few seconds, she soon
realized that this was not good at all … simply because it was too
good.

Still holding her towel in place, Raina spun
about and practically slapped Brenna’s hand away in her sudden
urgency for personal space. Brenna misunderstood this movement,
however, and before Raina could even speak, she found her lips once
again pressed to her own, firmly and passionately. The kiss was
unexpected but was, at least for another moment, briefly welcomed.
There was no holding back now, at least not on Brenna’s part, and
she had Raina backed up enough that she found herself sitting upon
the edge of the sink countertop as she kissed her fully, caressing
her cheeks and running her fingers through her hair.

Raina reached out with her left hand to
gently push her away, but was surprised to find her palm pressing
against bare flesh rather than silk, as Brenna’s robe was opened.
Even more alarming, as Brenna took hold of that hand and moved it
slightly aside in another misunderstanding gesture, Raina learned
that she was wearing nothing at all beneath that black silk robe.
The warm softness of Brenna in her hand was nearly distracting
enough to erase her mind completely. But with the last bit of her
remaining willpower, she managed to give Brenna a firm shove away,
even finding it necessary to push her away with a foot against her
hip, as well. The break was not as violent as it had been in the
hospital restroom, but she was insistent enough in the gesture that
Brenna stumbled back a couple of steps.

Brenna stood in place, her lips slightly
parted with her surprise but her eyelids quite heavy with lust.
That expression of desire melted away, leaving behind an expression
of utter confusion. Her robe, now open, concealed almost nothing.
Her breasts moved with the rise and fall of her apparent
breathlessness, and her perfectly smooth, bare stomach rippled
slightly between breaths to reveal the gently sculpted muscles of
her abdomen. She looked half-ready to pounce upon Raina, but
equally shocked that she had even pushed her away in the first
place. And, she could now admit to herself, Raina was almost
equally tempted to launch herself at Brenna and throw both caution
and inhibition to the wind entirely. She wanted to know. She wanted
to experience this, finally. She, too, was tired of playing games,
tired of denying what she may or may not have felt all along but
most certainly felt now, without a doubt.

But she’d had to stop. She wasn’t ready for
this just yet. This was too much, too fast. She wanted to be sure.
She knew that once she committed herself to that decision, there
was no going back. Nothing between them would ever be the same.
Already, too many things had changed. She wasn’t entirely sure if
she ever wanted the nature of their relationship to change, but
even if she was, Raina was certain that this wasn’t a good time to
do so.

After a few seconds of silence between them,
Brenna finally threw her hands apart, sighing, “For the love of
God, Raina…”

“I’m sorry,” Raina murmured, slipping off of
the countertop and readjusting the towel so that it clung to her
more securely.

“Why? Why not now?” she demanded, though
softly. “If not now … when?”

“When we’re alone,” Raina answered.

“Look around! We are alone! It’s just you and
me here.”

“The guys are in the other room.”

“So what? They’re not going to care. They’re
not gonna stop us.” Brenna smiled a bit. “Hey, if you want, we
could always ask ‘em to join in…?”

“No way.”

“Not even William? C’mon, I saw the way you
were looking at him…”

“Forget it. I don’t do orgies, and I don’t do
strangers.”

“Well … I’m no stranger, am I?”

“Stranger than me,” Raina conceded with a
smirk.

Brenna sighed. “Would it be too much to ask
for just a simple yes or no?”

She licked her lips nervously and still
tasted Brenna’s kiss. She forced herself to meet her eyes. With a
sigh of her own, she finally said, “Yes. I want to. I really do.
But…”

“Raina … my sweet,” Brenna pleaded, drawing
close to her once more, “we’re about to become a part of the House
of Fallamhain. We’re going to be royalty. So wherever we go, we’re
always going to have at least one of these guys hanging around,
sitting on the other side of a door. That, and the paparazzi are
going to be snapping pics and video of us whenever they can. So,
really … this is about as private as it’s ever going to get for us
from here on out.”

“I know,” Raina acknowledged with a slow nod,
“I know. You’re probably right.”

“Hell, for all either of us knows, this might
be our last chance ever. I mean, what if the Countess…”

“Don’t,” Raina interrupted, placing a finger
over Brenna’s full, soft lips to silence her. “Please. I don’t even
want to think of her right now.”

Brenna firmly took Raina’s hand aside. “What
about the Grand Duchess, then?”

“What about her?”

“Weren’t you listening to me at all a minute
ago? From what that William guy was telling me, the Grand Duchess
apparently has some weird kinks. And considering that she’s not too
fond of me, I’m honestly afraid of what she’s got in mind for me,”
she told her. For a moment, Brenna gently caressed Raina’s face,
her fingers again trailing back to trace over the line of her ear,
admiring her new features. “My sweet … this is as good as it’s
gonna get. This is it. This … right here, right now … this is our
moment.”

Raina blinked at her with surprise. “Our
moment?”

“Yeah.” Brenna’s hand trailed slowly down the
side of Raina’s neck and over her shoulder. “You know I’ve wanted
this for so long, Raina. And right now … just knowing you finally
can admit that you want to … oh, Raina, you have no idea how much I
want you right now. I can’t even begin to describe the feeling.”
Brenna moved closer, their bodies lightly touching. Her eyes grew
heavy once more, and she leaned in to kiss her again. “God, I love
you so much.”

She saw it coming, and as much as she wished
to just let go, to just stop worrying, she had to turn her face
aside. Instead of meeting her kiss, Raina pulled Brenna into a firm
embrace. With that kind of pretext to intimacy, she felt that
committing to the moment in those terms would be akin to accepting
doom, to resigning to the idea that death was imminent. Whether she
was only trying to pressure her into lovemaking, or if she truly
did fear that the Grand Duchess would kill her, Raina did not want
to surrender to either idea. She did not want to give in to the
idea of losing Brenna, nor did she want for their first time
together – and Raina’s first time with another female – to be
shared in less than ideal circumstances simply because of Brenna’s
impatience. True, the near future was absolutely uncertain for
them, but she was of the belief that some things absolutely should
be done right or not at all.

“I love you, Raina,” Brenna said again. “I
love you more than anyone I’ve ever loved before.”

She hesitated for a moment, but only because
of her words’ significance. “I love you too.”

“Seriously?”

“Yeah … seriously. I really do love you,”
Raina confirmed, giving her a slightly firmer hug.

“But just as a friend…?”

“More than that.”

“But less than I love you…?”

“No. Not less. The same.”

“Say it.”

“Say what?”

Brenna pushed away just enough to meet
Raina’s gaze, the beauty of her emerald green eyes still quite
stunning, even when not contrasted with makeup. “I want to hear you
say it.”

“I love you,” she said again. “Not more than
this or less than that. I just love you.”

“Tell me you want me,” Brenna said in a low,
soft, very intimate tone, nuzzling her cheek against Raina’s. “Tell
me. If you really do want me, then I want to hear you say it.”

“I want you,” Raina said in a whisper. “I
want you, Brenna. And if things were just a little different … we
wouldn’t be talking about it right now. We’d just be doing it.”

Brenna cracked a smile. “Doing it?”

“Y’know … getting it on. Making love.
Fucking. Whatever.”

“Ah,” she responded with a nod, apparently
liking that last term better. “Well, then … let’s just stop talking
about it, shall we?”

And with that, Brenna took half a step back
and shrugged out of her robe. She stood before Raina naked like
never before, not even adorned with the subtle graces of makeup,
glitter, high heels, or perfume, as she otherwise would have been
in her dancing routine. This was Brenna at her utmost true self,
her barest of bareness, with nothing to hide except the thoughts
that swirled behind those enchanting green eyes of hers … and even
those thoughts, at least then, were quite easy to read.

Raina studied her gaze for a moment, feeling
her anticipation weighing heavily upon her. Within herself, she
felt as excited, as full of yearning as Brenna looked to be, a
strange sensation that was not unlike a second entity or
consciousness had developed at some point within her. The feeling
was duly noted, but she did not allow herself to be distracted by
it. Feeling a shy smile curve her lips, she let her head fall
forward slightly and closed her eyes for a moment, moistening her
lips once again.

Her heart still fluttered with excitement,
and for an instant, there was a feeling within her – that secondary
consciousness, again – that she sensed that unmistakable
anticipation of sex, that feeling she’d known before in being with
a man when she seemed to cross an official line, to tip over the
edge of some emotional cliff. It was that deciding moment, that
instant where “will it happen” turned into “this is going to happen
now” … except that she had no intentions of letting it happen, not
right now.

But it was happening. This was already under
way. This was how it started. And she knew that she wanted to, but
she also knew that she still wasn’t ready. She had already made up
her mind about that, at least for now, but some part of her felt
convinced that this was it, that she was going to give in. She knew
that she would not, nor did she intend to, and yet she felt that
she was going to do so, anyhow … because that, she realized, was
precisely what Brenna was feeling.

Raina’s eyes flew open with surprise and her
smile evaporated as the revelation struck her. This was not her,
not entirely. She was feeling what Brenna felt, somehow …
empathically, perhaps … and these emotions were swirling about her
consciousness, thinly disguised as her own. It was almost too wild
a concept for her to even believe, but she could not deny the
genuine origin of the things that she felt. In fact, her initial
suspicion was confirmed all the more as she felt surprise and
disappointment at her own visual reaction, for Brenna saw the
change in Raina’s mood. That feeling of “this is going to happen,
now” suddenly became “this probably isn’t going to happen, after
all” … and Raina was then further shocked to realize that, in fact,
she was not merely picking up on vague emotions but actually
detailed sentiments that were practically telepathic thoughts.

“Oh, my God,” Raina finally gasped.

Brenna moved closer, but Raina immediately
retreated half a step. “What’s wrong?”

“This … t-t-this is crazy,” she stammered,
putting a palm to her own forehead. “I don’t believe it.”

“What? What’s wrong?” Brenna asked, and Raina
immediately could not only see but feel her sudden and growing
concern replacing her lust. “Raina … please…”

“I can … I can feel you … in me,” Raina
finally said.

Brenna hesitated for a moment, but then
chuckled, shrugging. “What’re you talking about? I’ve hardly even
touched you yet.”

“No, I mean … I can, like … I can sense your,
um … your feelings.”

“My what?”

“I think … I can read your thoughts. I mean,
literally,” Raina elaborated. “I can actually sense what you’re
feeling, but I’m feeling it inside of me like … like they’re my own
feelings.”

“Say what?”

Raina closed her eyes for a moment, turning
her head away to the right. Almost inexplicably, she felt something
within her shift to the left as she did so, some sort of warmth
that seemed to drift over to the left of her face. She turned her
whole body to the right, and the same feeling spread down the rest
of her, as though Brenna were some kind of a subtle source of heat.
It was very much like the sort of warmth she could feel if Brenna
were standing so close that their bodies were almost touching, as
they had been a moment ago, but they were presently too far apart
for that kind of sensation to even be possible. Not only could she
sense Brenna’s emotions, but she could faintly detect her
proximity, as well – her aura, perhaps. Either she had not fully
been aware of this until that moment, or she was still developing
as a High Court vampire, her Change still continuing on even after
her most obvious new features appeared to have completely taken
form. This was yet another newfound power … or perhaps yet another
curse.

“This is nuts,” Raina said under her breath.
“This is just insane.”

Gradually, over the next few seconds as she
stood there in amazement of what she presumed to be a trait made
possible by her being a High Court vampire, Raina felt a creeping
sadness within her, a sorrow tinged with fear. It tightened her
chest, made her stomach clench, and as it swelled, it even
threatened to wring tears from her eyes.

“Raina…”

At last, she opened her eyes and turned to
face the source of that warmth. Tears shimmered in Brenna’s eyes,
ready to fall. Immediately, she felt horrible for having allowed
herself to be so distracted from a moment so important, even by
something so unbelievable.

“Please,” Brenna said, emotion tightening her
voice slightly, “don’t do this to me again.”

“Don’t do what?”

“Don’t push me away … not again,” she pleaded
softly. She blinked, and tears fell, shimmering brightly, even in
the relatively dim lighting of the bathroom’s low-wattage bulbs.
“Don’t leave me hanging like this a third time in a row.”

“I didn’t … I didn’t mean to…”

“If you really want me, then stop turning
away from me. Please,” she begged, moving closely to her yet again.
“I want to believe you. I want to believe that you really meant
what you just said a minute ago. But when you keep doing this to
me…”

“Doing what? I wasn’t doing anything to you!”
Raina protested. “I wasn’t trying to lead you on!”

“What, like you didn’t lead me on earlier, at
the hospital?” Brenna pressed. “Or what about back at your place,
y’know … the other day, before your Change? You keep letting me
think that it’s all good, that you want me the same way that I want
you … but you keep pushing me away! Literally! Every time I throw
my heart at your feet, you turn away or change the subject. Every
time I’ve tried to kiss you, you’ve shoved me back, like I’m
attacking you or something. And then you turn around and spring
something like you did on the side of the road, earlier…”

“Brenna…”

“I’m not going to rape you, for fuck’s
sakes!” she cried, squeezing more tears from her eyes. “I thought
you’d have figured it out by now without needing me to spell it out
for you, but I’m not like that! I’m not trying to force myself on
you, Raina. I swear, I’m not!”

“I know that. I know…”

“Yeah, you know, but you’re making me feel
like a total monster every time you do this to me. You make it seem
like you’re giving in just to make me leave you alone, because
you’re tired of me hitting on you all the time,” Brenna explained,
her tears choking her voice even more, now. “You think that you are
the one that’s confused about the way you feel since your Change?
Well, how the hell do you think I feel about it? If you don’t know
how you really feel, then how the hell am I supposed to know how
you feel? How the fuck should I know whether you really mean what
you say anymore?”

Raina looked away, shaking her head sadly.
Her silence was as adequate an answer as a verbal one. Brenna spun
away from her with a sigh and stepped over to the shower, jerking
the glass door open angrily. She cranked open the water valve with
a yank of its handle, and stepped into the shower. Raina hurried
over and stopped her from slamming the door shut by placing a hand
upon its inside edge.

“Brenna, I’m sorry…”

“Don’t be sorry. Just quit fucking with my
head,” she quipped. Brenna glanced at Raina’s hand upon the door,
then raised an eyebrow. “Do you mind?”

Reluctantly, Raina removed her hand from the
shower door. As Brenna shut the door, so too did she potentially
shut the door on what had quite possibly been a golden opportunity
for both of them.
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There was barely an hour left before daybreak
when their arrival was finally announced. It was perhaps a silly
thing to have not specified an exact time for their first meeting,
but she wanted Raina to feel as much at ease and unstressed as
possible, in spite of everything else. She had, after all, just
emerged from a comatose state and was likely still coming to terms
with the initial shock of her Change and its physical aftermath.
Quite honestly, it was perhaps pushing things a bit for her to have
asked that they meet this soon after Raina’s rebirth. Normally, she
was not keen to rush anything. She was immortal, and she had walked
this world for over two centuries. Ordinarily, in that respect,
what difference would it make to wait a few hours more?

But because of the Countess’s actions as of
late, time was something of an issue. She was genuinely surprised
that her foe had apparently not yet reached Raina. That foul
wench’s intentions were nothing but nefarious, her methods quite
underhanded. She had done nothing yet that she could use to justify
demanding that she be labeled a rogue vampire, nor had she
technically run afoul of the Code as of yet because she had
officially (and publicly) challenged each of the people she had
killed. The Countess was not nearly as well-connected or as
well-funded as the House of Fallamhain – in fact, she was perhaps
the only surviving member of the House of von Reichenbach – but
what she lacked in political and financial power she could
sometimes compensate for with wit and guile. Even in her
bloodthirsty quest to seek revenge, the little bitch was being
tediously methodical. She knew that violating even the slightest
technicality would be the end of her, for Duvessa would bring the
full wrath of the IVC and the human authorities down upon her in an
instant. She hated it, but she knew that she could only sit and
wait for the Countess to make a fatal mistake, either by accident
or by finally daring to face her in person. The sooner she could
see that nasty little thorn in her side removed, the sooner the
Council’s agenda could be set back on course toward sailing
smoother waters … and the sooner she could begin restoring her
bloodline.

She would have liked to have spent her time
in other more engaging activities. A good coupling or two would
have been delightful, but blood and the practice of shedding it
were more appropriate for these nights. She had spent two hours
that night fencing with her guard and she had sated her thirst
twice. She was reluctant to admit that she had perhaps been
exceedingly rough with him in those activities, and she had sensed
that he felt this way, but she was truly stressed. She needed an
outlet, and it was in the trading of pain that she had to seek
relief, rather than in the preferred solace of pleasure. To remain
strong and to keep her mind sharp, she needed blood, not sex. Of
course, nothing of those two needs would have pleased her more in
that hour than the opportunity to finally sink her teeth into
Countess Wilhelmina’s throat. When the opportunity finally came to
pass, the experience of drinking away her life away would be simply
orgasmic in and of itself.

With Phillip’s dutiful assistance in
gathering and presenting her clothing and touching up her
appearance a bit, she had been ready to make her grand entrance
long before word had come from William that they were in the hotel.
She felt rather naked and vulnerable without the guard of her
consorts as she walked down the hallway with but two lowly guards
to look after her – a female Commoner and her male human servant.
The two additional Commoners, Ladies Svetlana and Noriko, who
trailed behind them in their elegant red gowns were merely
maidservants that her consorts had acquired in negotiations with
Russian and Japanese families. They were simply decorative
servants, really, as they knew nothing of combat or the methods of
protecting others; at best, the most she could hope for would be
that they would simply throw themselves in harm’s way in the event
of an attack … although she doubted they would even think to do
that much. With this in mind, she felt an edge of paranoia that
Wilhelmina would appear to attack them the moment that she set foot
outside of her suite, taking advantage of her diminished security.
The thought made her tighten her grip upon the genuine ivory handle
of the ceremonial broadsword that she carried in both hands.

She was comforted only by the thought that
she would soon be with William again. As much as she had loved and
truly missed each of her beloved consorts, particularly Sebastian,
she was most grateful that William still lived to serve her. Their
love was still quite young, quite at the forefront of her thoughts.
In all brute honesty, it would have been an even greater blow to
have lost William first than to lose Cedric, Leofric, and Sebastian
in one week. It would be difficult to do so, but she reminded
herself to keep her attention focused squarely upon her newest
bloodspawn during this historic and very public event. She could
not let anyone see how much she loved him, nor how glad she was to
see him. It would not bode well for the media to add photographic
validity to their presumptions that the Grand Duchess was
romantically involved with a mere Commoner. She could not deny her
feelings, but she was also not especially proud of them, either.
The Council had already been abuzz with the accusation for far too
long, and while it was no violation of the Code, it was not a
queenly thing to be known as one that shared not only her bed but
her heart with lower races. The others would see it as both a sign
of weakness and a cheapening of her royalty.

The ride in the elevator car was short,
gentle, and silent, and she steeled herself with a deep breath,
proudly and immediately stepping out as the doors opened. As per
her wishes, the media was respectful enough to have disabled the
flashes and spotlights of their cameras, but there was no less
clicking of shutters and shuffling about of humans with video
equipment that yearned to document this moment of vampiric history.
Flanked by her guards, Ian and Lady Mary, they walked calmly down
the clean red carpet of the main hall before turning to their right
into the grand hotel lobby. This was it. This was when and where
the fate of the House of Fallamhain’s future would be decided.

The setting was not ideal, but sufficient.
This ritual had taken place before in much worse conditions during
much more dire times, such as in the midst of World War Two,
covered in mud, surrounded by filth, and cowering in an underground
shelter while the occasional thud of German bombs exploding above
could be heard. No, compared to those times, this was not so bad at
all. She could very nearly go so far as to call this pleasant –
almost, but not quite, given the circumstances.

The main floor of the lobby had been cleared
for the occasion, all of the usual furniture cast aside and the
main portion of the area bordered by a felt rope partition.
Decorative indoor trees and flora gave the place less of a formal
setting and more a feeling of being in a tropical jungle. The many
glass panes of the above sky lighting gave a faint hint of the
threat of a dawn to come. The media swarm was chokingly thick, in
spite of the relatively short notice of this event, so she was
thankful for that perimeter of security that kept her from being
made to feel claustrophobic. At least they were relatively quiet
for this event, not daring to exhibit their usual rude tendency to
shout questions and thrust microphones in her face. To make sure
that none of them might be overzealous enough to try to do so,
there was a loose scattering of police officers, essentially one at
each corner of the mostly squared lobby, as well as two more
officials in plain clothes – FBI agents of the Bureau of Vampire
Affairs – that had followed lazily behind them from the elevator to
the main lobby.

She had seen only vague images of a driver’s
license photo and a cell phone picture that an affiliate in the
hospital had sent of Raina while she was still comatose and in the
midst of her Change. Before that, she had only seen photos and
video of the girl when she’d been much younger, following the death
of her parents. Even so, she immediately affixed her eyes upon the
recipient of her blood from across the lobby, instantly recognizing
her more by what she felt rather than what she saw. Even at a
distance, Raina certainly was remarkable. As she drew closer before
stopping in the very center of the lobby, what she’d found to be
remarkable soon became enchanting.

Raina Delgado was simply beautiful, and
stunningly so. Her attire was elegant and alluring without being
elaborate or lasciviously revealing. The features on her face were
soft, delicate, and showing as true to the emotions of nervous
respect that she radiated telepathically. The tone of her skin was
strikingly human and not quite pale, perhaps due to her mixed
ethnicity. Her hair and eye color, as well as the very shape of her
eyes, were very exotic. She was like no other vampire that the High
Court had ever seen in all her years. She could only hope that
Raina’s personality and intellect fit the first-impression value of
her appearance.

Raina’s clothing was tasteful and formal, at
least in a modern sense of those words. Black low-heeled shoes,
black sheer stockings, a knee-length dark gray skirt and matching
blazer, and a black silk blouse made her appear quite professional
and conservative. Her makeup was a bit darker than the average
businesswoman’s, however, with a rather natural-looking brown eye
shadow that complemented her dark brown, almost black eye color,
and the dark burgundy of her lip gloss glistened wetly with a
kissable allure. Her hair was wound and bound neatly into a bun,
aside from a few slightly curly strands that had deliberately been
allowed to fall on either side of her face. She appeared “hip,” as
the young ones would say, without surrendering too much of
conservative good taste. Already, she liked Raina quite a lot.

She placed the tip of her sheathed broadsword
upon the red carpet and rested her hands upon the butt of its
ornately carved ivory and gold handle, taking a moment to stare
beyond Raina towards her companion. While tall, curvaceous, and
very beautiful, Brenna Douglass was somehow otherwise not very
remarkable. Perhaps it was how she had chosen to dress herself,
perhaps the style of her makeup, or perhaps the fact that her
opinion of that Commoner was already more than tainted negatively
by their last telephone conversation.

Brenna looked very typical of the “gothic”
subculture of modern human youths enamored with vampires, in spite
of the fact that she was a Commoner vampire, herself. Her makeup
was deliberately too dark and too heavy, although it did make the
strikingly green color of her eyes stand out quite nicely in
contrast. Her glossy black stiletto heels added even more to her
already substantial height, but would have looked more appropriate
on a stage with brass poles and flashing lights. Her full-length
black dress looked cheap, was slit too far up the side, showed the
tops of her fishnet stockings, and offered a lewd amount of
cleavage of her ample bust with the deep-cut V-neck of its front.
Brenna’s skin was an alabaster white that, combined with her
naturally raven-black hair, belied an apparently Slavic heritage of
sorts – another gypsy’s ancestor. Perhaps the only concession she
had made to appear somewhat formal for the occasion was that her
naturally straight hair had been tied back into a thick
ponytail.

Aside from that, she looked much like a
gothic sex toy, so it was even less of a surprise for her to have
learned earlier from William that Brenna was a stripper … or, as
such women preferred to be known, an “exotic dancer.” Brenna was a
slave to image and style rather than substance. In spite of the
fact that she was easy enough to look at – in fact, quite sexy, she
could admit – and even though she may have appealed to some other
members of the High Court and to the legions of like-minded human
fans, Brenna would not assimilate well into the House of
Fallamhain. Already, she knew that her inclusion would quickly
prove to be more of a problem than she was worth. It would only be
a temporary inconvenience, but it was uncertain yet how long she
would need to endure this Commoner’s personality before steps
eventually could be taken to rectify the situation.

Casting aside her personal reservations of
Brenna Douglass for the moment, she softly cleared her throat and
allowed a formal smirk to curve her lips as she prepared herself
for public speaking. She calmly and elegantly raised her empty
right hand aloft in a motionless wave of greeting. With abruptness,
the already hushed crowd fell completely silent as one. She lowered
her hand and addressed the crowd as a whole.

“I am Duvessa Fallamhain, Grand Duchess of
the International Vampiric Council and Head Mistress of the House
of Fallamhain,” she introduced herself clearly to the surrounding
audience. “I have come to your land in peace to accept one of your
own as one of my own, and to help bring to justice the rogue
vampire whose crimes have recently been committed against your
people, as well as my own. If there is anyone here who wishes to
speak out against my presence, then please let them do so at this
time.”

Duvessa paused in her speech for a moment,
allowing an opportunity for response. This was not entirely a
matter of pointless ceremony, as there had been occasions in the
past when individuals had actually chosen to protest her arrival –
religious and political activists, usually. Fortunately, on this
morning there were no such protests. The audience remained still
and silent, save for a few muffled coughs. Perhaps those against
her, or those against her kind, were at least respectful enough not
to provoke or taunt her on this night, considering her recent
string of personal and deeply hurtful losses. Of course, if this
event were have to taken place somewhere in the Midwest, members of
a particular extremist Baptist church organization would have
surely been present with signs and wailing chants of hatred, as
they were also the same group of wicked fools known to regularly
stage protests at soldiers’ funerals.

Without any such interruptions, she was able
to breathe a quiet sigh of relief. She turned to Mary, summoned her
with a subtle nod to stand by her side, and then carefully passed
her sword to her. Mary knelt before her as she accepted the sword
with a bowed head, and then stood to place herself behind the Grand
Duchess with the sword held carefully in both of her upturned
palms.

Unarmed now but for her own natural, innate
means of defense, Duvessa turned her gaze to the young Hispanic
female directly ahead of her with a warm smile as she spoke again
to the crowd. With a come-hither gesture of both hands, she invited
her to approach. With graceful but nervous obedience, Raina visibly
gulped back her fears and walked ahead. She was unmistakably
terrified by the idea of being the center of so much public
attention. Duvessa felt Raina’s distinct sensation of nausea with
such intensity that she was very nearly overcome with it, herself.
Raina’s ability to contain her severe anxieties like this for the
sake of public appearance was certainly a reassuring detail. She
would have preferred that Raina not be intimidated by appearing
before a crowd at all, but she would surely learn to overcome that
issue in time.

As William had instructed her beforehand,
Raina stopped in her advance when she was within ten paces’
distance and knelt with her head bowed respectfully. In Raina’s
left hand, she tightly grasped the sheathed sword that had once
belonged to her Maker, Sebastian.

“As you all surely are full aware, the
circumstances of my presence here tonight are not for the sake of
petty ceremony or political fancy,” she explained to the crowd as
she slowly approached a kneeling and visibly trembling Raina
Delgado. “Those whom I most dearly loved have recently been stolen
away from me. They bravely gave their lives to defend my life, my
honor, and my bloodline. While I shall forever mourn their loss, I
am eternally grateful for the sacrifices they have made for the
sake of their Maker, as well as for the sake of the survival House
of Fallamhain.”

Standing over Raina, she paused for just a
moment to compose her emotions, holding back very real tears and
swallowing down sorrow that threatened to choke the clarity out of
her public speaking voice. The sight of that sword meant a lot …
perhaps too much. She was quite glad for her own decision to bestow
it upon Raina, as it was not only a matter of tradition but also
for keeping that impending feeling of doom at bay that had, until
recently, threatened to entirely overwhelm her. Already, she had
been given too many swords of dead lovers and fallen bloodspawn. As
long as this last sword was not being delivered to her with
finality, she could breathe easier with the assurance that her
bloodline would not end with her own death.

As someone of her position, it was not proper
to show such weakness. No one would fault her for falling into a
fit of tears, which she certainly had done in private, but there
was a time and place for such things. As Grand Duchess, she had to
strive to exhibit the image that she was in complete control of
herself at all times, that she was strong enough to endure any
suffering inflicted upon her that would otherwise surely break
anyone else. An image of strength was absolutely essential for the
head of the Council, the governing body of all vampires …
especially in light of recent events. A sign of certain weakness
would be seen as an invitation to challenge her reign, and that was
not something she wished to convey at that time, at all.

“However,” Duvessa finally said, “I am most
grateful of all for the blessing you see before me right now. In
his final hours, poor Sebastian foresaw the inevitability of his
own tragic demise. He wished to see to it that my legacy would not
end with his death, and so he entrusted this brave young woman with
the continuation of my bloodline. While I do sincerely regret the
suffering and personal sacrifices she has had to make, I am
nevertheless deeply appreciative to have this individual as a part
of my bloodline. I would like to take this opportunity to publicly
recognize this young woman for her bravery in accepting the many
great responsibilities that come with her new role, and to welcome
her into the House of Fallamhain.”

Duvessa glanced to Ian with a nod, and he
approached with the ceremonial items. First, he handed her a very
old but well-kept dagger in a black leather sheath. Duvessa took
hold of the dagger by its sheath and drew it slowly and gently from
within by its ornately decorated ivory handle, which had the symbol
of an ankh engraved upon both sides of its double-edged blade. Ian
accepted the emptied sheath as she turned to look down upon Raina
with a gentle sigh.

“The circumstances of this are highly
unusual,” she explained to the audience, “as it is usually
customary for the Communion of Blood to be conducted while the
bloodspawn-to-be is still a human. However, I wish to make it quite
clearly known to all that this is by no means any less sincere or
binding of a ceremony.” To Raina, she asked, “Raina Delgado, are
you fully aware of the consequences of this historic moment, and
the grand commitment which we are about to make to one
another?”

Raina lifted her gaze to look at her directly
for the first time, her eyes appearing very wide in both fear and
awe. Her chin was visibly quivering ever so slightly, but there
were no tears in her eyes, and her voice was steady and confident
as she replied, “Yes, I am.”

“And are you willing to hereby accept the
responsibilities of the role and title that shall be bestowed upon
you as you accept my blood into you?”

“Yes,” Raina replied confidently, “I do.”

“Very well,” Duvessa said with a nod. She
pulled the long, dangling sleeve of her white silk gown up to her
elbow, extending an upturned and bare palm in offering to the blade
she held in her right hand. “As you have hereby offered yourself to
me, so too shall I offer myself to you. May the shedding of my
blood absolve you of your mortal debts, carrying you through death
and into immortality.”

Sheathing the blade in the palm of her hand
and wrapping her fingers around it tightly, Duvessa drew the dagger
out with a sudden and theatrical stroke. With well-rehearsed
precision, Ian quickly handed the Grand Duchess the flat black,
rounded ceramic bowl as she exchanged it for the dagger, which he
promptly re-sheathed in its leather home. Duvessa kept her hand
cupped and her fingers curled in until she had the bowl held safely
under it, whereupon she inverted her hand and splayed her fingers
widely to spread the dual wounds to her palm and let it bleed. The
bloodshed was not dramatic, but significant and swift enough to
give a fair measure for the purposes of the ceremony. After
approximately thirty seconds, she flexed her hand a few times to
wring a bit more blood from her palm as the small trickle subsided
to a dripping before glancing again to Ian. He wrapped her hand
snugly with a black silk scarf and tucked its end under at the back
of her knuckles, securing the already dwindling flow of her
blood.

“Unto you, my blood, my body, and my life,”
Duvessa said as she offered the small bowl to Raina.

She accepted it with visibly trembling hands,
and for a moment she feared – perhaps sensing Raina’s own
anticipation of error – that she might clumsily drop it, ruining
the ceremony. Raina held fast to the bowl, however, and looked into
it with wide eyes for a moment before glancing up to her. She knew
what to do, surely, as William previously had explained it to her.
However, she seemed to be seeking permission to continue. This
gesture of subservience and respect was quite touching, thus
reassuring Duvessa that she had indeed made an excellent choice in
selecting this woman.

“Drink,” the Grand Duchess whispered to her
with a warm smile.

Raina lifted the antique bowl to her lips, as
so many others had done before her, and tilted it back. She
suddenly recoiled a bit, hesitating as she took the bowl away from
her mouth. Duvessa’s blood glistened with a wet, certain scarlet
smear upon Raina’s lovely lips, and the sight of her almost shyly
licking the blood from those already darkly-colored lips was simply
enchanting. She had given her blood to many others before, but
never before had Duvessa seen such innocence and beauty in the
Communion of Blood. As she froze for a moment, her eyes seemed to
relax upon the taste of that blood, and she then raised the bowl to
her lips again to drink the rest. The muscles of her slender throat
worked to swallow the blood without reluctance now, the thirst of
her vampiric nature being sated for perhaps the first time ever.
Raina drank all that she had been offered, and when she lowered the
bowl at last, the heavy-lidded look in her eyes spoke of a thirst
for more. Oh, what a dear she was!

“And so it is done,” Duvessa said softly.
With a bit more volume, so that all could hear, she declared, “The
Raina Delgado known to the world before is now dead and gone. By
what name shall the world welcome your rebirth?”

Swallowing again before speaking, she
replied, “Raina … Fallamhain.”

“Arise, alive and new … Duchess Raina
Fallamhain,” she said, smiling at the sound of many gasps of
surprise from the audience.

With a trembling, damp, clammy hand, Raina
accepted Duvessa’s extended hand and arose to the sound of warm
applause from the surrounding audience. Raina was keeping a brave
face, but the tension within her was so stomach-knotting that even
a blink of a glance into her lovely dark brown, almost black eyes
was enough to convey two unmistakable words: Help me. Duvessa did
her best to give her a reassuring smile as she turned her about so
that they could face the bulk of the crowd, together. With a
sweeping gesture of her right hand, she presented her newest
official bloodspawn, and her heiress by blood, to the world.

The applause was brief, and as it subsided,
Duvessa whispered into Raina’s ear, “I’m very proud of you, dear.
You are handling this quite well.”

“Thank you,” she replied with a shy glance,
before her gaze seemed to gravitate to Brenna, who stood in wait
across the lobby.

She gestured to her assistant and nodded
toward the direction from whence they had come, telling Raina,
“Mary will show you to our room. I will be with you in just a few
moments. We have much to discuss.”

“As you wish, your grace,” Raina replied with
surprising eloquence. William had given her only a precursory
amount of instruction in proper High Court etiquette and
ceremonies. Raina seemed to have either studied these things in
depth on her own, well in advance, or she truly had been destined
for her role.

More and more, Duvessa was coming to
appreciate this young woman’s potential. She had feared that her
choice had been utterly foolish, having been made in desperate
haste. Already, though, she now believed that she would have been
hard-pressed to find a better heir or heiress than Raina, even if
she had been given much more time to do so. Of course, these were
only her initial impressions of the girl – these, as well as the
facts that had led Duvessa to consider her in the first place. She
had yet to examine and interview her at length. There was a strong
possibility that she could learn of one or more details of her that
would make her come to regret having drawn such a quickly favorable
view of her, but it would take quite a bit to outweigh all that she
had so far observed. She was an excellent judge of character … with
two centuries’ worth of experience, of course.

Obediently, Raina followed Mary out of the
lobby after Duvessa’s sword was returned, only giving one final
glance over her shoulder to look at her friend as she left. With a
gentle sigh, Duvessa turned to face the clear lesser of her two
acquisitions. It was not without difficulty, but she nevertheless
managed to maintain her professional smile as she motioned for
Brenna to approach her.

Brenna appeared far more confident and
relaxed than Raina, almost defiant as she approached with what was
perhaps a deliberately exaggerated swaying of her hips. She was no
stranger to public observance, not the least bit shy at all about
being the center of attention in a room full of strangers. She knew
that all eyes were upon her, and she knew how to walk and carry
herself with a sexy sense of self-assurance. However, what she hid
so well from everyone else and only Duvessa could sense within her
was an unmistakable sense of dread and fear that rivaled Raina’s
social anxieties. Brenna was not afraid of being the focus of many
stares, but rather she feared the cold gaze of one pair of eyes, in
particular.

Their last exchange of words had been less
than cordial, to say the least. Duvessa was only mildly impressed
with what she saw to go with the voice and attitude with whom she
had dealt over the phone prior to this occasion. Yes, Brenna was
attractive, and yes, she could handle herself in a position of
public attention … but the question of whether or not she would be
a worthwhile addition to the House of Fallamhain, even as a
servant, left Duvessa with many doubts.

Her loyalty to Raina was steadfast, but could
the same be said for her commitment to the Fallamhain bloodline?
Would her ego surpass her common sense? Could her brash demeanor,
crude speech, and short temper be overcome with discipline and
cultural enrichment? Essentially, to summarize it all: Would she be
a valuable asset or a troublesome responsibility to the House of
Fallamhain? Even now, she had not yet decided that. But she had, at
the very least, decided what needed to be done.

Duvessa tightened her grip upon the sword in
her hands, visualizing exactly what she wanted to do with it.
Brenna stopped at approximately ten paces’ distance and dropped to
not one but both knees, placing her hands in her lap and bowing her
head solemnly. The gesture appeared distinctly Asian, like a
subservient common peasant approaching an empress. It pleased the
Grand Duchess that Brenna was willing and able to publicly
acknowledge not only her status as a Commoner before a High Court,
but also her appropriate exhibition of submissiveness in remorse
for her prior actions. While it would have pleased her even more to
literally have this Commoner groveling at her feet and begging for
mercy, such a display of regret and humiliation was not appropriate
for this particular forum – among the High Court, yes, but not in
the presence of humanity.

“And who is this,” the Grand Duchess asked
with enough volume for all to hear, “that I should kindly thank for
seeing to the safety and survival of my heiress? What is your
name?”

“Brenna Douglass, your grace,” she replied
solemnly without lifting her face to return her gaze. She spoke
only with enough voice to be heard by Duvessa, rather than the
crowd.

“Brenna Douglass,” the Grand Duchess
declared, so that others may hear her name. “Your deeds were quite
brave and selfless. You sacrificed your own blood and risked your
own life for the sake of seeing that my heiress would survive her
Change, as well as the threat of my enemies’ murderous intentions
of conquest. For this, you have my sincerest gratitude.” She paused
a moment, lowering her voice enough that only Brenna could hear
her. “However, your involvement of the human authorities
compromised your ability to properly protect my heiress.
Furthermore, your inability to hold your tongue and address me with
proper respect has placed your life in jeopardy. These
transgressions carry with them a terrible price. Are you aware of
this?”

“Yes, your grace,” Brenna replied
submissively. Her fear was so thick that it was nearly choking in
its intensity, clenching deeply and tightly within Duvessa. She
could practically taste her fear. Delicious!

“Are you prepared, then, to accept the
consequences of your actions and pay the price for your misdeeds?”
the Grand Duchess asked her.

Hesitantly, her head still bowed, Brenna
finally replied, “Yes … your grace. I am.”

Duvessa glanced to Ian, summoning him with a
nod. He approached and took his place beside her. With a delightful
metallic dragging clang that was loud in the almost absolute
silence of the lobby full of enrapt witnesses, Duvessa drew her
sword and held it aloft, pointing it directly skyward as she handed
the scabbard to Ian, wisely then who stepped away with it. Brenna
actually flinched at the sound of the blade clearing its sheath.
Duvessa then took the broadsword into both hands, holding it at
ready. One downward stroke, clean and sure, and she could end this
bit of trouble before it became much more of a nuisance.

And so she did bring down the blade upon
Brenna, eliciting gasps from some in the audience, but she did so
slowly, gently laying the flat of the blade’s tip upon her right
shoulder. Brenna visibly jumped with fear at the touch of the
length of metal upon her bared skin … not only because it was cold,
but because she had expected it first to contact her neck.

The Grand Duchess tapped that shoulder, then
the other, then the right once more, declaring, “I do hereby charge
you, Brenna Douglass, with the authority of a Lady of the House of
Fallamhain, to serve and obey Duchess Raina Fallamhain, and to
ensure the preservation of the Fallamhain bloodline. Arise, Lady
Brenna Fallamhain.”

It took several long seconds for Brenna to
overcome her shock before she finally looked up. Those vivid
emerald green eyes of hers were truly striking, all the more so
when seen from where she knelt so subserviently before the Grand
Duchess. The look upon her face matched the utter disbelief that
Duvessa sensed from her as she received the scabbard again from Ian
and deftly re-sheathed the broadsword.

“It’s okay, dear,” she told Brenna with a
kind smile, “I mean you no harm. Come. Stand with me.”

Reluctantly, Brenna accepted the Grand
Duchess’s hand and arose with surprising ease and grace, in spite
of the manner by which she had been kneeling. At this close range
of arms’ length, Brenna’s height was almost intimidating, but she
still seemed quite afraid of her new head mistress … and rightfully
so. While she was already beginning to feel greatly relieved not to
have been decapitated in public, Brenna still surely had no idea
that the Grand Duchess had not truly forgiven her sins completely,
nor did she apparently grasp the reality of her sentence. Soon
enough, Duvessa thought to herself with a smile, Brenna would come
to understand. She truly hoped to be present to see the look upon
her face, and to feel the emotions racing through her, when the
moment would inevitably come that Brenna realized just what kind of
an obligation she had just made for herself.
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Raina’s heart rate had only just begun to
settle as she stood in the middle of the hotel’s plush, upscale,
dimly-lit suite. She was still nervously wringing her hands when
the Grand Duchess and the rest of her small entourage entered. Ian
was followed by Brenna, then the Grand Duchess, then William, and
lastly Robert, filing into the room and taking their places in the
room with an almost rehearsed ease. Brenna moved to stand with
Raina, while everyone else seemed to form a circle of sorts around
them. With all of the aforementioned individuals, in addition to
Jen and Loki, the den of the suite that had otherwise been quite
large now seemed almost totally cramped for space.

The mood was not quite stuffy, surprisingly.
Lady Mary, who had been Raina’s body double when leaving the
hospital, had seemed to regard Raina with the friendliness of a
veteran co-worker, having insisted that she drop the formality of
calling her “Lady” as she tried to strike up a conversation with
her during their brief wait for the end of Brenna’s ceremony. Raina
was still too jittery to be much of a conversationalist at the
moment, of course. Loki had quite leisurely kicked back on one of
the sofas, propping his legs upon Jen’s knees as she sat quite
calmly with an elbow leaning upon the beige leather arm of the
sofa, idly twirling a few locks of her shoulder-length, wavy, dark
brunette hair. Mary cuddled up to Ian affectionately where he stood
by the closed front door, perhaps silently asserting her territory
to these new members of their House, while William and Robert
flanked the Grand Duchess on either side with blank expressions,
like two perfectly disciplined guard dogs.

The Grand Duchess paused for a moment after
entering, as though for dramatic effect. She was beyond beautiful,
almost ethereal in her form and attire. The long, flowing white
silk gown that she wore was both conservative and provocative, as
it clung to her lithe, supple figure in all the right places
without revealing anything unnecessarily. The bottom half of her
sleeves nearly extended to the floor, the neckline of the front
dipped very modestly down just below the pit of her throat, and her
back was adorned with what almost appeared to be a white silk cape,
much like a shortened version of the train of a wedding dress. Her
blazingly vibrant but naturally colored red hair was tied back into
a thick braided tail that had a pair of thin golden ribbons
carefully woven into it, and her trademark golden ankh hung neatly
in exact place between her pert breasts. Holding her ceremonial
broadsword in both hands, she smiled as she allowed the tip of its
sheath to butt against the floor before tilting its hilt toward
William.

“Well then,” she said with a sigh of obvious
relief as William accepted the sword, “now that the worst of this
occasion has finally passed, we can afford to unwind a bit. Would
either of you care for a drink?”

Raina and Brenna turned to one another and
exchanged a glance that was first surprised, then knowing and
amused. As one, they both turned to the Grand Duchess with matching
smiles and replied, “Absolutely.”

“Lovely. I was assured by the staff of this
establishment that our suite would be fully stocked, and I
certainly do intend to test it,” she declared as she casually
stepped around the sofa upon which Loki and Jen were loafing about.
“You both are a tangled mess of nerves right now, and all that
anxiety is putting me a bit on edge, as well, so it would behoove
me to put you both at ease.”

The Grand Duchess made a shooing gesture at
Loki and Jen, and they both promptly arose and stood aside while
Raina and Brenna were invited to sit in their place. Without being
prompted to do so, William pulled a plush leather chair into
position directly across from them, and the Grand Duchess sat down
in it without so much as a glance over her shoulder, with the
elegant sort of practiced grace that surely came with having been
royalty for so long.

Speaking for the first time that Raina could
yet recall, Robert declared from across the room with an accent she
couldn’t place, “Your grace, we have a bottle of champagne,
compliments of the hotel manager.”

Raina glanced over to see him raising a
bottle from its ice bucket, reading its label. While she had
previously favored to look at William, she could easily admit that
Robert was quite appealing in his own right … perhaps even more so,
now that she had heard him speak. There was an automatic
familiarity about him, something very comforting and soothing. She
quickly turned away, however, as it occurred to her from where much
of that supposed familiarity originated. Her eyes drifted back to
the Grand Duchess, who seemed to have immediately sensed her
diverted attention … perhaps even having read her very thoughts.
This was going to be very awkward, she thought, being around
someone that always knew what was on her mind, no matter how she
might try to conceal it.

Apparently choosing to avoid the issue for
the time being, she said to Robert, “I hardly think one bottle will
be sufficient, dear, but let’s open it. We should have a proper
toast to celebrate this occasion.”

“As you wish,” he replied, immediately
beginning to peel away the foil covering the cork of the
bottle.

The Grand Duchess glanced about the room,
looking as though she had only just then realized how many people
were present.

“Not that I don’t appreciate any of our
present company here,” the Grand Duchess said, “but we do seem to
be a bit crowded here, and there is much to be done. Would the
gentlemen kindly offer their ladies a moment of privacy?”

“Yes, your grace,” they all replied in a
soft, almost mumbled tone. Robert, Loki, Ian, and even William all
promptly filed out of the suite to attend to … well, whatever else
it was they were supposed to be doing.

Mary took over the duty of preparing drinks,
occasionally glancing over to Raina and Brenna with a rather
curious expression. She seemed to be studying them both, though it
was difficult to call her look one of suspicion, nor one of hunger.
Raina felt a strange warmth low in her belly that was comforting,
in spite of her rising nervousness, and she wondered if it had
anything at all to do with Mary, or if she were instead picking up
on some sentiment belonging to Brenna, or anyone else in the room.
What did someone else’s attraction feel like? And what did it feel
like when someone was trying to imagine the taste of another’s
blood? Indeed, it was becoming more and more apparent that this
somewhat telepathic ability of hers was something she was probably
going to learn to hate.

For once, Raina actually felt her
apprehension rise a great deal by being left in exclusively female
company. The thought that this was a precursor to something about
which she had been warned was not pleasant, and she found herself
fidgeting slightly where she sat. Of course, the Grand Duchess was
keen to sense this, her subtle smirk broadening into a full,
beautiful smile.

To Raina, she said, “Why so anxious, my dear?
You are in the company of family and friends. You are completely
safe.”

Raina had been wringing her hands, until she
noticed the Grand Duchess’s attention was upon them. She stopped
abruptly and forced herself to keep them lying still upon her
lap.

“I think I know what she’s so nervous about,”
Brenna offered.

The smile vanished in a blink. “As do I, but
I do not recall having asked for your opinion, Lady Brenna.”

Until she feels comfortable with you, William
had told them both in advance, you should only speak when spoken
to, or when she invites you to do so. Brenna was not nearly as
uneasy about the whole situation, so she was less inclined than
Raina to keep quiet out of sheer fear and intimidation. Brenna did
not appear so much offended as sheepish about having spoken out of
turn.

The pop of the champagne bottle’s cork was
surprisingly loud in the large room, making Raina jump with a gasp,
and Jen moved suddenly as though to swat at something in the air.
Jen turned her hand over to show Mary that she had caught the cork
that had been fired at her. She and the Grand Duchess both
apparently found Raina’s reaction to be amusing. Mary stifled a
chuckle as she softly apologized for startling her. Though she’d
thought it impossible by then, Raina’s cheeks flushed warmly with
embarrassment and her anxiety clicked another notch higher. More
and more, she was being reminded that she was no longer in the
company of humanity … and that she, herself, was no longer human,
either. The rules of human normalcy no longer applied here. When it
came to guessing what might happen from one moment to the next, all
bets were off.

“You truly do need to relax, my dear. If you
glow any brighter, we won’t require lights to keep this room
illuminated,” the Grand Duchess mused with a smile that somehow
avoided the flashing of her fangs.

Sure enough, a glance at her hands revealed
that Raina’s skin was amazingly, incredibly, slightly aglow with
its own subtle luminosity, a faint, light amber radiance that
seemed colored by the very tone of the flesh from which it
originated. She had heard and read about the phenomenon, having
seen a few rare video bits of vampiric bioluminescence on
television and the Internet, and she had briefly seen Duke
Sebastian like this in person, shortly before he had attacked her.
In spite of her prior times of anxiety, or other intense emotions,
she had not exhibited this trait, and she wondered why this High
Court trait was only now revealing itself.

As though reading her very thoughts, the
Grand Duchess explained, “Your Change is not yet complete, in case
you are wondering. There are some details that may take some time
to fully develop. Things that I’m sure are far less obvious than
the traits you’ve surely had an opportunity to discover on your
own. It may be another week or more before your Change has fully
matured, and perhaps longer before you will be able to find
yourself comfortable with them. It is a great shock, becoming a
Fallamhain. But I can assure you with absolute certainty that the
unpleasantness you may feel in the meantime will be far outweighed
by the benefits of these things.”

Raina forced herself to disregard the strange
glowing of her own flesh in order to dedicate her attention to the
individual that was now, by descent, her ancestor. Those strikingly
deep blue eyes, enchanting in their vivid color and rich beauty,
were so squarely focused upon hers that Raina was sure that she
could even physically sense that stare even without seeing it. She
was beginning to wonder if this so-called inspection would have
less to do with a visual looking-over and more to do with a
complete analysis of her very soul by the Grand Duchess’s
preternatural sensitivities.

Mary filled the moments of relative silence
that followed by carefully delivering glasses to everyone else in
the room, and then pouring a fair measure of champagne into each
glass. With the pouring completed, but no more than four glasses
available, Mary simply stood behind the Grand Duchess next to Jen
with the bottle in hand, still regarding Raina and Brenna both with
that strangely blank, yet studious gaze. The Grand Duchess stood
and held aloft her glass with its golden, bubbly spirits glistening
neatly in the dim light of the equally shimmering chandelier
above.

“On this great night, as the waning hours of
twilight give way to another dawn,” she declared, “we have gathered
to celebrate. While the House of Fallamhain has been dealt a great
deal of loss in the past few nights, it has also gained so very,
very much by the inclusion of new blood. Tonight, let us honor you,
Duchess Raina and Lady Brenna, for your grand commitment to the
most noble of all High Court bloodlines.”

While Raina said nothing, Jen said “cheers,”
Brenna murmured the Italian equivalent “salute” – something she’d
picked up from her favorite mafia-themed television drama – and
Mary rather oddly offered the words “up your bum” before taking a
swig straight from the bottle. Without even thinking, Raina downed
her entire glass in one fell swoop, somehow confusing herself into
thinking that she was doing a double-shot of something. In doing
so, she was nearly overcome with the bubbly texture of the drink
and its volume, having to catch a drop that spilled from the corner
of her mouth as she lowered the glass from her lips. Though cold,
the champagne was very dry in flavor and strange, but sweet enough
not to be bitter or unpleasant. She was rather embarrassed to find
that everyone else, including Brenna, had simply chosen to
delicately sip at their drinks.

“My, my,” Jen chuckled, “somebody’s
thirsty.”

As though cued to do so, Mary immediately
stepped over to Raina and offered to refill her glass.

With dark brown eyes much like her own, Mary
met Raina’s gaze squarely as she smiled and said, “Don’t worry. I
didn’t spit in the bottle.”

“You’ll have to excuse Mary’s brand of
humor,” the Grand Duchess said with a smirk. “Our extended families
of the Southern Hemisphere have a rather different way of speaking
… and acting.”

“Extended families…?” Raina echoed softly
with a raised eyebrow as her glass was filled.

“Ozzie, Ozzie, oy, oy,” Mary replied with a
fang-flashing grin. She rolled her eyes at Raina’s confused look,
chuckling as she added, “Sorry … Australian.”

“Oh.” And with that, Raina emptied half of
her second glass in one pull.

Mary glanced at her drink, and then met
Raina’s eyes again with a lingering smile. “Want the bottle?”

“No, thanks.”

“Afraid of getting tipsy?” she asked.

“Maybe…”

“It’ll take a lot more than just this,” Mary
replied with a wink. “May as well drink up and enjoy.”

She shrugged, nodded, emptied her glass, and
accepted the last of the champagne from the bottle. A glance to her
right revealed Brenna’s surprised and amused stare, not just at
Raina’s effort to loosen up a bit on Mary’s suggestion but also at
Mary, herself. Raina had wondered about it before, but now she
understood the look Mary had been giving her. Admittedly, she was
already coming to like Mary’s friendly personality, but the idea of
yet another female being attracted to her was a bit much for her to
handle. Being homophobic was absurd, she realized, especially when
Raina had already admitted by then that Brenna’s attraction was
mutual. But being the focus of every other female vampire’s lustful
interests was beginning to make her feel less like one of them and
more like some highly prized piece of meat.

Raina deliberately broke away from Mary’s
stare to shyly direct her eyes to the floor. Mary lingered for a
couple of seconds before deciding to turn and walk away. She and
Brenna seemed to exchange a silent, knowing look as she passed by.
Brenna looked to Raina, who gave her an inquisitively raised
eyebrow. She merely shrugged and visibly held back a grin as she
took another sip of her champagne. It didn’t take empathic
abilities to pick up on the fact that she knew exactly what was
going on there.

“The next few months may be difficult for
you, dear,” the Grand Duchess said to Raina. “Of course, your
primary challenge will be to learn the ways of the High Court in
detail. I will personally oversee your education in etiquette and
traditions, and once we are back home, Lady Olivia will assist you
in developing your foreign language and public speaking skills.
Perhaps most importantly, of course, will be your instruction in
hand-to-hand combat, particularly in the proper use of a sword.”
She paused, glancing to the sheathed weapon laying across Raina’s
lap. “I was told that you already have some familiarity with
swordplay…?”

“Yes, your grace.”

“Japanese swordsmanship, is it?”

“Yes, your grace,” Raina replied again with a
nod. “I’ve practiced shinkendo, iaido, and jujitsu for over ten
years.”

“Excellent. So, I would estimate that you are
already quite proficient with a sword…?”

She shrugged. “I’m okay, I guess.”

The Grand Duchess frowned slightly. “Is that
a no?”

“I mean, I’m no amateur, but…”

“Are you not confident in your own
abilities?”

Raina hesitated, feeling the eyes of everyone
else in the room upon her. “Well…”

“Well, what?” she pressed. “I was told that
you were an assistant instructor at your place of training. Surely,
someone else must have some faith in your abilities … even if you,
yourself, do not have faith in yourself.”

Raina swallowed back the thick sweetness of
the champagne’s lingering flavor, straightening her posture a bit
as she tried to muster some courage. She considered her reply for a
moment before nodding.

“I am not a master, like my instructor,” she
admitted, “but I’m definitely not a beginner. I guess I’m a little
better than the average person.”

The Grand Duchess blew a sigh between her
pursed lips and shook her head lightly, appearing quite
disappointed. She began to walk around the room as she spoke,
passing the right-hand side of the sofa where Brenna sat.

“The average person? My dear Duchess, the
average person knows only how to swing a club like an ape. The
average person cannot sheathe a sword without looking. The average
person does not know the difference between a hack, a slash, and a
proper cut,” she explained as she picked up her broadsword from
where it had been propped up against a wall. “The average person
would not know that this sword is no more dangerous than a length
of pipe in the hands of a fool. The average person is naïve enough
to think that this sword is strictly a piece of ceremony, rather
than a proven instrument of death.”

The Grand Duchess unsheathed the sword with a
swift, almost violent motion, and in the same movement, swung it
horizontally. With startling precision, and without even looking at
her would-be victim while she instead gazed directly at Raina, the
Grand Duchess halted its deadly arc just shy of touching the back
of Mary’s neck as she stood over the mini-bar, mixing drinks. Raina
half expected to see poor Mary’s head drop from her shoulders to
the floor. While Mary had visibly noticed the faux attack, she did
not appear to be even the least bit startled or scared by it,
clearly trusting her mistress.

Rather sternly, the Grand Duchess told Raina,
“The average person … is the very manner of sorry individuals in
whose blood this sword has been bathed. For you to say that you are
better than the average person is no compliment to yourself at
all.”

Quite calmly, Mary turned around and almost
lovingly laid her cheek upon the flat of the blade now held near
her throat, looking to the Grand Duchess with a smirk. She held up
two bottles.

“Bourbon or gin, your grace?”

“Gin and soda for me tonight, love,” she
replied with an affectionate smile. Turning back to an astonished
Raina, she asked, “And you, dear? What would you fancy?”

“Pick your poison,” Mary said with a glance
to her, even adding a wink.

This was simply getting bizarre.

After struggling to overcome her shock,
feeling the fizz of the champagne still trailing down into her
stomach, Raina managed an answer. “Rum … and cola, if you have
it.”

“Ooh, me too,” Mary commented with almost
girlish glee as she set about the task of filling tumblers with ice
and mixing booze with soft drinks.

The Grand Duchess lowered her blade, gave it
a deft rolling flip of sorts, and re-sheathed it as she turned her
gaze upon Brenna with a rather less-than-friendly look.

“And you, Lady Brenna?” she asked her quite
politely, though she seemed almost to be forcing herself to at
least appear somewhat cordial towards her.

The veiled animosity was not lost on Brenna,
and Raina could hear it in her voice as she calmly replied, “I’ll
have the same.”

“Very well.” She stepped around to the front
of the sofa, handed off her sword to Jen hilt-first, and turned to
face them both with open arms. Lifting her hands in gesture, she
said, “Please, stand.”

Raina set aside her empty glass, while Brenna
hurriedly downed the remainder of her first and only drink before
doing the same, and they both arose as one. Instructing them in a
soft but firm tone, she directed them both to stand with their feet
together, back straight, and eyes directly forward. Knowing this
for what it surely was, whatever sense of ease that Raina had begun
to feel at that point was abruptly erased.

“I feel it is vital that we establish a
proper sense of clarity as early as possible,” she explained. “I am
not in the business of raising an army. I do not want soldiers or
mercenaries. The House of Fallamhain is not a military
organization, nor is it a plantation tended by slaves. It is a
family, and it is bound not only by blood, but also respect and
trust. Without respect and trust, there is no cohesion, no unity.
If someone does not respect you, then surely you cannot trust them,
and likewise you cannot respect someone that is untrustworthy.
Don’t you agree?”

She said this with her eyes focused squarely
upon Brenna’s, to which she received the reply, “Yes, your
grace.”

“I trust all within my House because they
respect me, they respect one another, and they respect the Code.
There is respect because all are aware of the totality of their
commitment to my bloodline, and they are aware that all actions
bring consequences,” the Grand Duchess elaborated. “I am not cruel
or unjust. I do not take pleasure in punishing those whom I love.
And truly, I do love all whom I have welcomed into my House. You
will find that, above all else, I am firm, fair, and consistent. It
is by those three principles that I govern the House of Fallamhain,
as well as the International Vampiric Council. It is exactly how I
expect those under me to oversee those who are, in turn, under
them.”

She had directed the second half of her small
speech at both Raina and Brenna, standing with her hands clasped
and fingers interlaced at her lap. She was very beautiful, quite
simply angelic, but the manner by which she spoke and carried
herself was unmistakable royalty, a haughty brand of majesty. It
was the way she carried herself that not only distinctly set her
above the idea of being just another pretty vampire but also quite
forced Raina to look up to her in a way she had not felt herself
for quite some time. Not motherly, but perhaps like a beautiful but
very stern young aunt.

Just then, the Grand Duchess stepped slightly
aside to be nearer to Raina. Her expression softened as she very
deliberately took in the sight of her, indeed studying her
appearance much in the way a judge might inspect a thoroughbred
horse or pedigree cat. However, very unlike the judge of an animal,
she did something rather strange: she leaned in, closed her eyes,
and actually sniffed at her, first aside her face and then near her
throat. Raina tried her best not to flinch nor to lean away from
her the slightest bit, but it she was nevertheless slightly
unsettled by this. Duvessa smiled at whatever it was that she
perceived.

“Aside from those things,” the Grand Duchess
continued as she leaned away for a moment, “you will come to find
that there truly are many rewards to be had with me. You in
particular, dear Raina, will come to learn much of this, as you are
still very fresh and new to this world as one of us. Life in the
High Court is largely about indulgence … or guilty pleasures of the
flesh, as many humans might call them. Do not confuse this with
gluttony, of course, because there is such a thing as
overindulgence. But because we are who we are … and what we are …
we are afforded many delights which humans have long forced
themselves and one another to be denied. As your companion, Lady
Brenna, can surely testify, there are many foolish preconceived
notions and silly inhibitions that you will learn to let go as you
come to accept your role.”

Again, as though acting with choreographed
timing, Mary approached with two tumblers mixed quite full with
their drinks. To the Grand Duchess, she handed a sparklingly clear
and fizzing soda, tinged slightly blue by the added gin. To Raina,
she gave a rum n’ cola that was mixed so stiffly that the drink’s
very name seemed to be made in order of the quantity of its
ingredients – a glass of cola-flavored rum, essentially.

The Grand Duchess paused for a moment before
taking a step back and saying to Raina, “I must say, you are
dressed quite nicely. Both of you are, actually. However … it is
not your clothes in which I am interested. I will need to see more
of you than this.”

Raina hesitated, perhaps for a bit too long.
She considered the idea of pretending that she had not heard the
Grand Duchess correctly, but the way she was holding her stare so
directly gave her good cause to believe that delaying with that
could possibly provoke her. She was, after all, vampiric royalty as
well as her Maker-by-descent. The Grand Duchess was perhaps
spoiled, accustomed to always getting her way, and “no” was a word
that was rarely spoken to her by those below her, if ever. Besides,
it had perhaps been foolish of her to have hoped that the Grand
Duchess would have simply skipped over this event for the sake of
sparing Raina a bit of embarrassment. She simply wished that this
part didn’t necessitate having an audience of sorts.

With a reluctant, silent nod of compliance,
Raina began to shrug out of her blazer with a sigh. She froze as
the Grand Duchess abruptly raised a hand to stop her, pausing to
take a sip of her drink before speaking.

“Not here,” she said, gesturing for Raina to
follow. “I would not expect you to have an audience for such a
thing. Bring your drink.” To Brenna, she said with a polite smile,
“Feel free to make yourself comfortable, Lady Brenna. Mary and Jen
will see to your needs.”

“Thank you, your grace,” Brenna responded
softly, though her eyes were upon Raina as she walked past.
Clearly, she was concerned for her. Raina did her best to convey to
her, as best she could with a glance, that she was okay with this,
that she would be fine.

The Grand Duchess turned to wait in the
doorway as Raina followed to enter the large, largely unlit
bedroom, illuminated only by the ambient light of daybreak that
seeped in from around drawn blinds and heavy curtains. The
king-sized bed that dominated the room was fitted with rather plain
but quality-looking, thick, comfortable linens, and framed with a
half-canopy brass frame with four posts that stood at least eight
feet in height. The far end of the room was host to a fairly large
private spa, big enough for three people, perhaps four, with
natural-looking semi-rough stone tile flooring covering half of the
floor of the room. There was a large window near the spa that would
normally offer a very pleasant view of one of the many mountains
surrounding the Valley, but the shades had been drawn and the faint
glow of the early dawn glowed faintly at its edges. On the opposite
end of the room was another fireplace like the one she had seen in
the den – it had to be gas or electric, surely. Crazily, her first
thought was that she wished that she had brought marshmallows and
hot dogs to roast over it.

The doorway to a large bathroom was visible
to the right of the spa, and while the door was ajar and the light
on, she could not see enough of the room to know that it was empty.
Perhaps still a bit paranoid, she wondered if there was anyone
hiding within there – another of the Grand Duchess’s guards or
servants, perhaps someone from housekeeping or the hotel staff, or
perhaps even Countess Wilhelmina. This hotel room most certainly
had to be the honeymoon suite, or the Presidential suite, as the
rest of the hotel rooms surely could not be as elaborately
luxurious as this.

“Nice pad,” Raina murmured under her
breath.

Gently closing the door behind her with a
soft click, the Grand Duchess said, “It’s a bit small for my
liking, and the amenities are lacking. This was the best suite that
William was able to find in the area on short notice. I would have
much preferred something in Flagstaff or Sedona, of course, but of
course that would have been a bit of a distance from here. I wished
to meet you as soon as possible, so … this will have to
suffice.”

The Grand Duchess glided away from where
Raina stood near the door, walking with an impossibly fluid sort of
elegance that surely came deliberately with practice, even as she
took a rather long sip from her glass. Though she was rather tall,
she was not proportioned voluptuously like Brenna. Her waist was
very small, though rather obscured by the loose design of her white
silk gown, but her hips were not broad enough to give her the kind
of dramatic hourglass figure with which Brenna … or rather, Lady
Brenna had been blessed. As she turned to face Raina with a warm,
genuine smile, she noted that her breasts were actually quite small
– even more so than her own, which was perhaps reassuring in a
selfish way – and Duvessa’s arms, wrists, and hands were so thin as
to appear delicate. Again, much of the Grand Duchess’s beauty was
not simply in her features, but rather her stature, the way she
carried and presented herself, and the aura of sophistication,
wisdom, and nobility that she seemed to radiate.

“Come this way, dear,” she said with a casual
gesture. “You’ve no need to be shy. We are alone here, and I mean
you no harm.”

Trying her best to force a smile to pretend
that she was okay with this, Raina could not help but to take a
greedy pull from her own drink. As she had expected, but
momentarily forgotten until then, Mary had mixed her drink so
stiffly that it was almost too much to bear. She managed not to gag
upon the mouthful of rum (and some cola), but choking it down
nearly brought tears to her eyes. Exhaling slightly and then taking
in too quick of a breath was akin to doing so after downing a shot
of straight liquor, ice-cold upon her throat but hot in her lungs.
She could not help but to cough slightly in reaction. The Grand
Duchess chuckled softly.

“It was to my understanding that you were no
stranger to spirits,” she mused. “Would you like Mary to mix
something less strong for you?”

“No, no,” Raina said, holding up her glass
carefully as she cleared her throat, “I’m fine. This is good,
actually. I’m just … not used to having this much rum in
there.”

“Alcohol is one of the world’s oldest social
lubricants. For centuries, it has greased the wheels of
conversation between people that would otherwise be too uptight to
speak at all,” she explained. “I have no intentions of compromising
your sobriety, of course, but in lieu of giving you a dose of
tranquilizers, I felt that this was the easiest way to help you
relax.”

Watching her take yet another drink from her
already half-emptied glass of gin, Raina hesitated before speaking.
“May I ask a question, your grace?”

She smiled, shook her head, and waved a hand
at her as she paused to swallow before saying, “There is no need
for formalities when we are in private. You may call me
Duvessa.”

That was a certainly a relief to her,
although a small one compared to the stress of everything else
about the situation.

“I, ah … I hope you don’t mind me asking …
Duvessa,” Raina began shyly, “but earlier, you said that my being
nervous was making you nervous … and…”

“You’re wondering if I am drinking because I
am as nervous as you,” Duvessa said for her with a knowing smile.
She nodded. “Perhaps to a slight degree, yes, I am. Like you, I am
also afflicted with the ability to sense others’ emotions …
although it is more often a curse than a blessing, to be quite
honest. It is a less than perfect form of telepathy. If you can
learn to control it, to prevent it from overruling your own
emotions, then it can be a very powerful asset in many ways.
However, even with years of experience, one cannot help but to feel
a bit influenced by the emotions of others. You have already begun
to feel this to some degree, have you not?”

“Oh, definitely,” Raina replied with a nod,
relieved that someone finally understood what she was going
through. “For awhile, I thought that maybe my hormones were
completely out of control because of, like … well, everything.”

As she turned and elegantly lowered herself
to half-kneel beside the spa, working its controls, Duvessa said,
“You can never truly ignore it. For two hundred years, I have lived
with this ability of so-called emotional empathy, and I have never
been able to completely shield myself from it. At best, you can
only learn to identify your own emotions separately from those
outside your own, but I fear it is impossible to completely prevent
one from influencing the other.”

Duvessa switched on the jets of the spa and
adjusted the digital setting of the water temperature, apparently
quite familiar with how to use some modern technological devices in
spite of her two centuries of age. The water churned and bubbled
with a low gurgling, humming sound, and Duvessa smiled at the sight
of it, as though amused by the novelty of a private spa in what she
apparently perceived to be a less-than-ideal hotel. She stood and
casually stepped over to stand before Raina, taking another sip of
her drink.

“It is because of this ability that I can
feel exactly how nervous you are right now,” she said as she
approached. “You’re very uncomfortable with the idea of what I’ve
proposed.”

There was a moment of silence between them,
as she seemed to be expecting an answer. Guessing, Raina replied,
“You mean … my getting naked?”

“More than that,” Duvessa replied. “It is not
merely the act of being nude before a stranger that unsettles you,
but rather the question of what I intend to do once you have bared
yourself to me.”

She did have a point. If Raina had truly been
given every indication that Duvessa’s motivation for seeing her
unclothed were strictly clinical, so to speak, then she would have
had no more reservations about the idea than a visit to the
doctor’s office … although, admittedly, she had never been very
thrilled about the idea of that, either. However, given the manner
by which the Grand Duchess’s reputation had so preceded her, both
publicly and privately, and her awareness of her own drastic swing
in libido and intimate motivations since her Change, Raina knew
better. At best, to think that Duvessa was merely interested in
sizing her up with a quick visual was probably foolhardy. At worst,
she was being set up for something uncomfortable, unpleasant … and
perhaps unsafe. Countess Wilhelmina’s prior warnings danced about
in the back of Raina’s mind like a little imp with a pitchfork,
ready to poke at her heart the moment it had a chance to say “I
told you so.”

Raina’s only consolation was the sword that
she still held at her side. As futile as it would surely be to try
to defend herself with swordplay against the likes of the Grand
Duchess, whom had been in the business of ruling an entire race of
vampires at the end of a blade, it was better than nothing, at all.
She had been used once this week already, because she had been a
fool to let her guard down around a vampire. That mistake had cost
her job, her dignity, and her humanity. Duvessa certainly seemed
sincere enough … but then again, so had Duke Sebastian. Perhaps the
High Court’s ability to sense others’ emotions made them more adept
at lying. What would it cost her this time if she once again proved
to be a terrible judge of character?

“I do not believe that there is anything I
could promise you, within reason, that would sufficiently reassure
you that my intentions are genuine,” Duvessa admitted with a nod.
“Of course, while I am sure this is of little or no comfort to you
in any way, I also am under no true obligation whatsoever to make
this a perfectly comfortable thing. This is simply a matter of
necessity, solely because I wish it to be. It is by my own request
that you are being asked to do this. I am only going to such
lengths to make you comfortable because I understand your
situation, and I do not wish to treat you with disrespect.”

Raina considered this for a moment, and then
nodded. There was a moment of silence between them, and Raina could
not help but to break their shared stare to look aside as she took
another long drink from her glass. The rum no longer seemed even
half as potent as it had upon first taste. Suddenly, she almost
found herself wishing for something stronger.

Additionally, Duvessa said, “For whatever
good it will do for me to say, if I truly did have any nefarious
intentions towards you, dear, I would have already acted upon them
by now, and with impunity. You are, after all, my bloodspawn. By
the Code, and by human law, your life is truly mine to do with as I
see fit. Unlike others of the High Court, however, I am not so
selfish or so sadistic as to abuse that right. As I have said,
respect and trust are vital. Do you understand?”

Again, Raina nodded silently, meeting her
startlingly clear blue eyes once more.

The Grand Duchess seemed to read her gaze, or
perhaps more, for a moment longer before gesturing lightly to
Raina’s right. “You may place your effects upon the bed as you
remove them.”

And so this was it. Raina surrendered her
drink to Duvessa upon her silent request before stepping over to
stand beside the bed. The Grand Duchess set her own drink upon a
nearby table as she watched Raina begin by laying her sword upon
the bed and slipping off her shoes. Curiously, she seemed to sniff
at Raina’s drink as though it contained some subtle clue, even
eyeing the smear of lipstick upon its edge carefully for a few
seconds. She took a sip from the glass before setting it aside, and
her eyes widened a bit at its taste.

“My word, that is strong,” she said softly as
she folded her arms and leaned back against the nearby wall, next
to a large mirror. Noting Raina’s hesitation at this, she made a
subtle gesture of encouragement to continue.

Resigning herself to whatever inevitability
that she was about to embrace, Raina began to disrobe, laying her
items out carefully upon the bed in a neat and orderly fashion.
Over and over, she continually assured herself that she was making
far more of an issue of this than it was worth, certain that
Duvessa was not about to commit any terrible act(s) against her.
Just as well, she also offered herself the bitter consolation that
even if the Grand Duchess did have unsavory intentions, there was
little or nothing she could do so stop her. What, would she really
be foolish enough to even attempt to raise a sword against the
Grand Duchess, her Maker by ancestry? Even if she did successfully
defend herself against her, the consequences of doing so would make
whatever she might soon endure seem absurdly petty by comparison.
The killing of one’s Maker was a cardinal sin of the Code, and to
kill or even wound the Grand Duchess would not only be an act of
suicide but the issuance of a death warrant for Brenna, as
well.

She could do this. She had to do this. And if
this was the worst of her trials, then perhaps she was even more of
a fool to make such ado over nothing rather than to have allowed
herself to be fooled twice. She had consented to being along with
Duke Sebastian and, thus, she had resigned herself to the
consequences of that decision. So, too, would she resign herself to
the consequences of surrendering herself completely to Duvessa …
although, at least, the risks now were much more clear in this
instance than they had been before.

The Grand Duchess watched from across the
room with great interest, but she was not smiling. This was not
titillating for her, not some cheap thrill. She seemed to be more
interested in studying Raina’s every movement as she removed her
clothes than the bare flesh that she was revealing. She remained
almost completely motionless while she stood and watched, like a
beautiful ivory statue with blazingly red hair, frozen in a pose of
deep contemplation. Raina was forced to watch herself, as well, for
the large mirror upon the wall next to the Grand Duchess reflected
her every action. To that effect, she felt it necessary to make the
process as graceful as possible, rather than yanking off clothes
and simply tossing them aside as though she resented the whole
incident. While she was not aiming to perform a strip tease, she
felt as though that were exactly what she was doing, albeit with
far less flair and enthusiasm than Brenna might have exhibited
during her usual stage antics.

It was only when Raina had managed to reduce
herself to her underwear, bra, and stockings that Duvessa suddenly
seemed to come to life, pushing away from the wall she had been
leaning against. She took two broad steps ahead before halting and
holding up a hand as Raina reached back to unhook her bra.

“Stop,” she said softly. Curling a finger at
her, she directed her to come closer and then to turn about. “Feet
together, arms at your sides, back straight, chin up, and eyes
ahead.”

Obediently, Raina did as she was instructed,
again finding herself more or less standing at attention before the
Grand Duchess, although now with her back turned to her. Her pulse
quickened as she approached, and turning around before her required
not only a measure of trust in Duvessa but in herself, as well. She
had made the right decision in consenting to this. This would be
for the better of things. The alternative to this was far worse.
And, most importantly, this would all be over soon …
presumably.

However, when Raina felt Duvessa’s soft, warm
fingertips settle upon both of her shoulders, she could not help
but to jump slightly and gasp aloud. The Grand Duchess’s
fingernails were very long, manicured to perfection, and they dug
into her flesh ever so slightly as she more or less held Raina in
place. She suddenly had a terrible idea as to what was going to
happen. However, again, there was nothing she could truly do about
it. She steeled herself deep within for what was to come by closing
her eyes and loosening every other muscle she could afford to while
still standing. If fangs were about to pierce her neck, it would
only hurt that much worse if she remained tense.

“Relax, my dear,” Duvessa told her quite
softly, “I do not intend to harm you. Now, be still.”

Instead of pulling her back into a violent
embrace for feeding, Duvessa spread apart her hands and gently slid
them across her shoulders so that her thumbs rested upon her spine
and her nails drug lightly down her shoulder blades. At first, the
gesture was light enough to be ticklish, but Duvessa pressed down
more firmly as Raina fought the urge to reflexively lean away from
her touch any more. Very, very slowly, Duvessa ran her thumbs down
Raina’s spine, gently scratching those neatly white-polished nails
across the back of her ribs and her sides.

“Good posture. Good structure,” Duvessa
commented. When she reached the base of Raina’s spine, she then
trailed both of her index fingers over the top edge of her
underwear’s elastic. “Explain this, please.”

Hesitantly, Raina asked, “Explain what?”

“Your choice of knickers,” she said. “Why a
black thong?”

She searched for an answer that was not
smart-aleck, vague, or however possibly offensive, while still
being honest. With Duvessa hooking her fingers under the bottom
edge of the elastic going over her hips and idly running back and
forth from front to back, Raina’s mind was a complete blank.

“I … I’m sorry.”

“Sorry? For what?”

“I don’t … I don’t really know why I chose
them. I just … guessed.”

“Guessed?” Duvessa echoed. “Is this not
something you would normally wear?”

“Yes.”

“Yes, what?”

“Yes, your grace.”

“No, no,” she chuckled, removing her fingers
from the elastic and resting her hands upon Raina’s hips, “I am
asking … aside from special occasions, is this something that you
normally wear?”

“Yes, your grace,” Raina replied again,
feeling her cheeks flush with warmth.

“Duvessa,” she reminded her. She ran her
fingers over the satiny cotton fabric at the center of the thong’s
rear intersection, as though this were a novel concept in underwear
to her, and then she moved to step around her. Meeting her eyes for
a moment, she asked, “You are a single woman, are you not?”

“Yes.”

“No one else to call your own?” Duvessa’s
eyes drifted downward, liberally taking in the sight of her.

She hesitated. “Well…”

“Do tell, please.”

“Brenna and I…” she began, but could not
bring herself to say more. How could she explain something that she
did not even understand, herself?

“Are lovers?” Duvessa said for her.

“Not really. I mean, not … officially.”

She took hold of Raina’s right hand and began
to examine it. “That was what I was told by William earlier this
evening, but I have heard conflicting reports on this. Are you
intimately involved with Lady Brenna?”

Again, she struggled to find proper words. At
last, she said, “Not physically, no.”

“You have not lain with her?”

“Not yet.”

“Do you intend to?” she asked. Duvessa
released her hand and waited, becoming impatient with Raina’s
hesitancy. Taking her other hand, she said, “I require an
answer.”

“Honestly, I … I don’t know,” she finally
said. “I never really thought about it much before, but ever since
the Change … I just … I don’t know what I want.”

“You do not know whom you want,” Duvessa said
for her. Raina’s silence was enough for an answer. “I understand.
That answer will reveal itself in due time. So, then … this kind of
undergarment that you wear. Is it for her benefit, or your
own?”

“My own … I guess.”

“You guess?” Duvessa released Raina’s other
hand and placed a finger under her chin. “Only fools guess. You are
not a fool, dear Raina. You are a Duchess of the High Court. You
are my heir. Your answers must be swift, certain, and honest at all
times. If you must second-guess your words before replying, then
you are offering something less than the truth, and that is
something I do not wish to have between us. Do you understand?”

“Yes.”

“So, then … what benefit is there for you to
wear these?”

“Well … panty lines are tacky, and a thong
usually hides them,” she answered. “That, and … guys like
them.”

“How is that to your benefit, if you do not
have someone to whom you may show them?”

“I just … they make me feel … a little more
sexy,” she replied reluctantly, feeling her cheeks grow hotter
still. Out of the corner of her eye, she could see that her skin
was beginning to glow once more, and she forced herself not to be
distracted by the strange phenomenon again. “Plus, I just … I like
to be in the habit of wearing them … just in case.”

“Do you randomly invite men into your bed on
a regular basis?”

“No.”

“So, you wear these because you hope that a
random sexual encounter will happen purely by chance?”

Phrased like that, she realized how stupid
the idea seemed.

“Yes.”

“I see. So, then … you do like men?”

“Yes, of course.”

“And women?”

She hesitated, then replied, “Just one, so
far.”

“So far?” Duvessa repeated.

“Since my Change, things have been …
different. Very different.”

She smiled to her, narrowing her eyes
slightly. “Ah. So, am I to believe that you are keeping an open
mind about things, in light of your Change…?”

Considering her own reaction to Mary and,
just now, to Duvessa, Raina swallowed hard before forcing herself
to admit, “Yes.”

The Grand Duchess seemed to approve of that
response, giving a subtle nod. She looked down to the black
strapless satin bra, made to match the thong. “Is there any
significance to the color of your choice of undergarments?”

“No.”

“Then were these simply a random choice of
color?”

“No,” she replied, “all of my underwear is
black.”

“Really? And why?”

“Because … everything matches, and … it’s
easier to do laundry.”

Duvessa loved that, at first a stifled
snicker that evolved into an honest laugh. “Well … at least that
was an honest answer.”

After pausing a moment to collect herself,
Duvessa surprised her by abruptly reaching to her bra and unhooking
the front clasp, allowing the garment to fall to the floor. She
took half a step back to better admire her, the faintest hint of a
smile lifting the corners of her delicate lips. Again, it was
difficult, if not impossible, for Raina to tell how much was her
own reaction and how much was Duvessa’s, but in either event, the
reveal was somehow not unpleasant. Nevertheless, Raina clenched up
within, and felt her very flesh tightening. The room was suddenly
very, very cold.

“What is your heritage, exactly?” Duvessa
asked her, strangely. “Mexican?”

“My father was Spanish,” she replied, too
nervous to be bothered by the assumption.

“I see.” Duvessa waited. “And your
mother?”

“I’m not sure exactly.”

“How so?”

“I was a little kid when she told me about it
once. Cherokee Indian, Irish, Finnish, something else…” She
shrugged, recalling her conversation with Duke Sebastian.
“Basically, I’m just a mutt.”

“Nonsense, dear! You are no such thing,” she
insisted, stepping a bit closer. She reached behind Raina and
pulled loose the two black chopsticks that held her already
slightly disarranged hair in place. “You are exotic, and you are
incredibly beautiful. You should feel no shame for the fact that
you owe your features to the people of more than one land. In
today’s world, all cultures have begun to influence and spread into
one another like never before. You exemplify the new world in its
diversity with your beauty.”

Nervously licking her lips and almost cutting
her tongue once more upon her own fangs, Raina murmured, “Thank
you.”

“The rest, please,” Duvessa said after a
moment, walking around to stand behind her once again. “You may
leave your things upon the floor for now.”

Raina’s heart was thudding in her throat as
she bent to carefully slip off her stockings. Why was this
necessary? What purpose did being naked serve? What could Duvessa
see when Raina was naked that she could not have already seen when
she was already down to her skivvies? Was she looking for tattoos?
Piercings? Scars? Moles? Freckles? Imperfections of some other
sort? What could she possibly be hiding under what little remained?
She certainly was not armed. Raina could not help but to look
across to the bed where her sword lay, far out of her reach and
useless to defend her against what now seemed to be the greatest of
all threats – her own naïve, silly fears.

Dropping her underwear to the floor at last,
she stood tall with a small sigh and kept her eyes directed ahead
after she stepped out of her thong, her gaze drifting only slightly
downward to the telephone on the oak nightstand beside the bed. She
had a stupid urge to run for it, to call for help … but really, who
would help her now? Nobody could help her. She was on her own in
this matter … and really, what was there to fear at that point,
anyhow? She was naked, utterly and completely. This was as bad as
it got, right? This was about as vulnerable as she had ever felt in
her entire life – human, vampire, or otherwise – and even if she
were foolish enough to suddenly choose to fight her way out of this
situation, it would have been a pointless effort. Naked, unarmed,
and without options, nobody could help her … and really, who would,
anyhow? Since when did anyone rescue one vampire from another
vampire? To dive for that telephone, she may as well have used it
to order a pizza, for all the good that it would have done.

Warm, soft hands fell upon her shoulders
again as she waited. This time, she was not startled. She was just
going to accept it, all of it. Whatever was done to her, she was
willing to accept. She had no real choice in the matter. This was
truly inevitability in its truest form. As such, not only was she
not surprised by the sensation of warm, bare flesh pressing against
her back, but she did not object to it, either. This was fate – why
fight it? And if this was the least that she would have to endure,
compared to so many other horrible things that could be committed
against her by others, then perhaps it was simply best to enjoy it.
Conscious decisions aside, her body had already written up its own
agenda far in advance of her mind, as she found herself leaning
back as Duvessa embraced her from behind, wrapping her arms about
her waist and pressing her breasts into her back, soft but yet
firm, feverishly hot, and so very alive.

“My dear Raina,” Duvessa whispered into her
ear, “I must be as honest with you now as you have been with me. I
have been preferential towards sharing my bed with men, but this
has long been an issue of appearances. The world, for the most
part, does not accept the natural tendencies of the High Court as
moral, so I have publicly kept my own inclinations in check.
However, as I am sure you have either been told or have figured out
for yourself, I do not truly allow the petty issue of gender to
determine whom I find worthy of sharing my bed. As I have said,
there are many preconceived notions and inhibitions that you must
learn to let go. Only then may you fully embrace whom and what you
are, as a vampire of the High Court. As Duchess, and my sole
heiress, this is not something that you may afford to neglect at
all. Being true to your sexual urges is as much a necessity among
the House of Fallamhain as is your thirst for blood.”

As she spoke, Duvessa nuzzled her face into
the crook of Raina’s neck. Her hands ran gently over the flat of
her stomach, not so much exploring as merely savoring the smooth
texture of her flesh. There was no point in trying to hide her
anxiety, as Raina’s hands were trembling, her knees becoming more
and more weak. Surprisingly, Duvessa seemed only slightly less
nervous. She could feel the faintest of tremors in her hands, which
were slightly damp with perspiration, and there was a subtle jitter
to the Grand Duchess’s words as she murmured, an unsteadiness in
her breathing. It was entirely possible that Raina’s own anxiety
was so great that it truly was putting Duvessa on edge, too. But
something within her told her that she was perhaps truly nervous on
her own, overcome with excitement for the idea of what was taking
place … as well as into what it might lead.

“In all blunt honesty, I would like nothing
more right now than to feed upon you in body and in blood,” Duvessa
told her, caressing her sides and allowing her nails to ever so
slightly brush against the sides of Raina’s breasts. “How does it
make you feel to know that?”

“You can sense my feelings,” Raina replied,
now keeping her eyes closed. “You probably don’t need to ask me
that to know the answer.”

“I can sense your emotions,” she
acknowledged, “but I cannot explicitly read your mind. Emotional
empathy only allows a vague idea of what a person truly is
thinking. For example, I know that when I do this…” Duvessa cupped
her breasts and gently but firmly pinched her dark nipples between
thumb and forefinger. Raina gasped. “…you find it to be quite
arousing. But this does not tell me the words that go through your
mind. I cannot sense your every thought. So … please, tell me.”

Raina was leaning back against Duvessa almost
completely now. Her breath was becoming a bit more labored, a bit
more shallow, and combined with the mild effects of alcohol that
were only now beginning to vaguely settle in, she felt a bit woozy
as she allowed her head to lay back upon Duvessa’s shoulder. Again,
there was no point in lying, no point in trying to be vague. She
had never been a great liar, and especially now, it was utterly
pointless for her to even try.

“I was afraid that this was going to happen,”
Raina finally admitted. “I was hoping that I was wrong, because I
didn’t want to make any assumptions about you, but I had a feeling
that you would do this.”

“Afraid that I would do what?” Duvessa asked
rather innocently, tweaking her nipples once more and drawing a
small sound from Raina.

“What you’re doing right now.”

“I’m only touching you.”

“You’re … trying to seduce me.”

“Am I, now?” she asked almost coyly. “I think
you are attaching more significance to this than what is really
here. I am simply touching you because I wish to, and because I
fancy you. Is that so wrong?”

She hesitated. “But I don’t know you at
all.”

“That is exactly why I wish for you to share
my bed,” Duvessa replied easily. Her right hand began to drift down
her belly. “You may not yet understand my reasons for this, but in
time, you will. You are still thinking of this as a human would see
it. You must learn to let go of that.” Her hand began to caress her
inner thigh. “Why did you fear this? What do you find most
unsettling about the idea of being with me? Are you intimidated by
who I am?”

“A little bit.”

“What else? Is it because you are still not
comfortable with yourself? That you have not yet accepted and
adjusted to whom and what you are?”

“That, too.”

Duvessa nudged her ankle against one of
Raina’s, silently directing her to part her feet a bit more. “What
is it that disturbs you the most?”

“I … I’ve never … been with another
girl.”

Duvessa chuckled softly. She laid her lips
upon the side of Raina’s neck and ever so slightly poked her fangs
into her flesh, though not enough to break the skin. Raina gasped
deeply, her whole body tensing with fearful anticipation, just as
she had reminded herself not to do earlier.

Taking her mouth away to whisper in her ear
again, she told her, “I am no mere girl, Raina. I am a woman, and I
am a vampire.”

“I’ve noticed.”

“Do you want me to stop?”

She hesitated. What the hell.

“No.”

Duvessa’s lower hand moved up higher,
touching her not only directly but, after gathering a bit of
moisture, also deeply. Raina could not be bothered to restrain the
sound that escaped her, though it was not a terribly loud noise …
yet. Her head was spinning, her mind reeling with thoughts, fear,
excitement, and the developing buzz of the drinks she had already
downed.

“So, in this regard, you are essentially a
virgin?” Duvessa asked as she withdrew her touch before caressing
her with only one finger. “You truly have not been with another
female before?”

“Almost.”

“How so?” she quizzed, moving her finger in a
slow, circular motion.

Raina felt as though she were on the verge of
soon being unable to speak intelligibly. “What you’re doing … right
now … is a first.”

“Then perhaps I should stop.”

Raina abruptly grabbed Duvessa’s wrists
before she could move them away, the first time she had ever
directly touched the Grand Duchess in any way. “Please …
don’t.”

“You should share this with Lady Brenna. I
would not feel right taking this honor from her.”

“No,” Raina insisted softly, “it’s okay. I …
I want this. I really do.”

“I’m flattered by your eagerness, but … quite
frankly,” she said, “I’m not entirely certain that you would know
how to adequately pleasure me.”

Raina turned around in her arms and, without
even thinking twice, pulled her into a kiss that was as natural,
passionate, and sensual as any she’d ever known before. This only
surprised Duvessa for just a moment, but she welcomed it. Keeping
it brief, Raina ended the kiss only to nuzzle her face into the
delicious perfume scent at the pit of Duvessa’s throat, an
expensive musk she could not identify by name but she immediately
loved and would forever remember.

“Teach me,” she said. “I want to know
how.”

“Oh? And why should I?” Duvessa asked.

Raina hesitated, shrugging lightly as she
pulled away for a moment. She struggled to think of a rational
motivation, a legitimate excuse to justify what she was doing in
that moment … even though she had no idea what she was doing, or
why. Consciously, she knew that this was wrong. This was nothing
she would have elected to do on her own. She already knew that she
would deeply regret this, and she couldn’t even imagine how Brenna
would react to it. And yet, in spite of all that … she couldn’t
help herself. It felt necessary, if not inevitable.

“For future reference?” she finally
responded.

“Oh, really? So, you intend to use me, the
Grand Duchess … for practice?”

Duvessa’s soft chuckle brought a warm breath
across her face. Her breath was sweet, minty, clean, and pure, and
the taste of her kiss lingered deliciously upon Raina’s tongue. The
metal of the golden chain and ankh that still hung about the Grand
Duchess’s neck was surprisingly cold against her cheek in contrast
to her otherwise surprising heat. Both Duvessa’s skin and her own
were clearly aglow, even in the ambient light of the dawn that had
just broken over the mountains outside, behind the thick curtains.
Boldly, Raina slid her hands up along Duvessa’s sides before taking
her small, firm breasts in hand, feeling completely strange and
awkward in doing so but nevertheless excited. The pit of her
stomach was knotted with what she could only liken to a sensation
of falling, as though she had just leapt from an airplane and was
freefalling nose-first toward the Earth with reckless abandon.

“I’ll do anything you ask. Anything at all,”
Raina persisted, leaning back to look into her pure blue eyes
directly. “Like you said, my life is yours to do with as you
please.”

“Well then … perhaps I was mistaken,” Duvessa
said with a smile as she gently took her hands away and began to
lead her over to the spa. “It would seem that you already know
exactly how to please me.”
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Raina awoke to find herself in bed with a
complete stranger in a completely foreign room and without any idea
how she had come to be there … and also without any clothes. She
turned her head to look at the individual lying beside her, and the
room seemed to continue moving even after her head had become
still. She could not see much of the person’s face, as it was
obscured by a thick mane of curly, vividly red hair. However, she
could see enough of the alabaster-white bare flesh of the woman’s
back to know that she was likely as nude as Raina. Gently,
carefully pulling back a few strands of hair to try to get a better
look at her face, she revealed something that made her breath catch
in her throat. The woman’s ear was quite long, pointed, and not at
all human, but rather the distinctive ear of a High Court
vampire.

Slowly, her bed partner’s name came to her,
and at the same time, a flood of random memories washed over her.
There was a seemingly countless number of different drinks, the
bubbly water of a spa, the heat of one very warm body against
another, the taste of blood so coppery and yet sweet at once, the
gentle expert touch and tongue of another, and the sound of
passionate cries that may or may not have been her own. It was just
as it had been before – the hangover, the patchy memories amongst
the blackout, and the naked stranger in bed – and, as such, the
regret and shame was no less severe. The nausea was no
unfamiliarity, either, as she fought back a wave of it with narrow
success.

“Not again,” she croaked miserably in a low
voice, rubbing her eyes. “Jesus … God, what is wrong with me?”

She rolled away from Duvessa and tried to sit
up, but she did it too quickly. The room spun furiously, pulling
her back down onto the bed face-first for a few moments. Again, it
took all that she had to hold down everything in her stomach, but
she somehow managed. Raina struggled to gather herself, pushing
herself slowly up off of the bed with a slowness that was more
about caution than weakness. Once more, she attempted to look about
the room to refresh her memory. The Communion of Blood, the first
meeting, the imparting of words of both wisdom and rule, and the
start of her “inspection” came to mind again with increasing
swiftness. Normally, when she blacked out, the memories never came
back entirely, swallowed down forever with the drinks that caused
them. Now, however, she remembered it all, every bit of it came
flooding back with alarmingly vivid clarity. She suddenly found
herself wishing for the blissful ignorance of prior binges, as she
it was no pleasure to be reminded just how out of control she had
been in the hours before.

Raina was surprised to find that she was not
alone in the room with Duvessa. Two other females were present,
both of them sitting together on a tan leather loveseat at the wall
to the left of the bed. One girl, a blonde – she looked no older
than twenty-one, if even that – was quietly reading a paperback
book of some kind while the other beside her, an Asian, was leaning
fully against the other arm of the small sofa, asleep. Raina could
not remember either of their names, but their elegant red silk
gowns reminded her that they were the Grand Duchess’s personal
servants. The blonde looked up from her novel as Raina pushed
herself fully upright, blinking at her with pretty, pale blue eyes
and a carefully selected color of light blue eye shadow. Not
wanting to wake Duvessa, who was quietly snoozing on her side with
her back to Raina, she waved to the blonde and gestured for her to
come over. Obediently, the blonde immediately marked her place in
the novel before setting it aside and quickly but quietly making
her way over to Raina’s side of the bed.

“Yes, your grace?” she responded softly with
a rather blank expression upon her face. She stood perfectly
straight with her hands clasped together at her midsection.

“What’s your name?” Raina asked almost
hoarsely, hating the way her own voice sounded.

“Lady Svetlana Fallamhain,” replied the
blonde Commoner with an obvious accent – Russian, as she then
remembered.

“Svetlana,” she said, “do you know … where my
clothes are?”

“Yes, your grace.”

Raina waited for more. “Where?”

“Right here,” she said, gesturing to a small,
neatly stacked and folded pile of clothes on the nearby nightstand
that Raina had been completely oblivious to until that moment.

“Thanks.” She attempted to reach for the
clothes, holding the sheet to her chest, but realized that she
would not be able to do so without exposing herself to Svetlana.
Without being asked, Svetlana picked up the stack and held them out
to Raina. Her underwear was right on top, folded up in a cute
little square. “Thanks, again.”

She managed to discreetly slip back into her
thong under the sheets while Svetlana continued to stand nearby,
holding her clothes silently and without a sign of complaint, like
a beautiful butler of sorts. This was certainly something new to
Raina, as she was not used to having an assistant for something as
simple and utterly humiliating as getting dressed during a
morning-after moment … or rather, as she could see from the
brightness of the light showing around the edges of the far
window’s heavy beige curtains, a mid-day-after moment. She wanted
to ask Svetlana to turn her back or perhaps leave the room, but she
did not want to be rude. Sure, the Grand Duchess might have trained
her to be utterly subservient and steadfast in her duties, but
Raina was not comfortable with treating anyone like a slave … even
if, by most respects, that person truly was a slave. Just the same,
she was not willing or able to dress herself completely while also
trying to lie under bed sheets, nor was she willing to simply throw
the sheets aside and brazenly expose herself. And, considering
that, something else occurred to her.

“How long, ah … have you been sitting over
there?” Raina asked with a subtle nod toward the love seat where
the other Commoner – Noriko, as she then remembered – was still
sleeping.

“Six hours, I think,” Svetlana replied.

“Do you know what time I … went to sleep?”
Raina asked, reluctant to instead admit that she had passed
out.

“Eight,” she answered.

“And what time is it right now?”

Svetlana glanced over to the clock on the
nightstand on the opposite side of the bed, narrowing her eyes at
it slightly. “Four … twenty-two.”

“Jesus,” Raina muttered to herself, rubbing
her temple with one hand as the room continued to spin a bit.
Looking directly into Svetlana’s clear blue eyes, she asked, “Were
you … like … did you see us … y’know…?”

“The Grand Duchess tell us to stay here,” she
replied without a trace of emotion upon her face. “We serve drinks
while you talk.”

“We talked? That’s it?” Raina asked, even as
she recalled biting into the flesh of one of Duvessa’s delicately
slender, pale wrists.

“You also make sex in the water,” she said
with a light gesture to the spa, “and on the bed. And then she
teach you how to bite. And then you make sex again.”

She only then noticed the small scabs over
the tiny puncture wounds near the base of her neck. Already, they
had mostly healed. Raina quickly ran her hands over a few other
places under the cover of the sheets and found similar wounds in a
similar state of healing upon the sides of both breasts and upon
her left inner thigh. There were faint smears of lipstick and dried
blood near some of the bite marks.

Looking to Svetlana again, she asked, “So you
mean … you were here the whole time? You just stood there and …
watched?”

Svetlana’s face finally revealed a look of
confusion as she asked, “Did you want me to … help make sex?”

“No, no … God, no.” Raina buried her face in
her hands for a moment in shame, but it only made the room spin
faster. She opened her eyes again, and while it helped, it also
meant facing Svetlana. “I’m so sorry.”

“Why are you sorry?” she asked, still
confused.

“Y’know … for making you watch.”

“You did not tell us to leave.” She shrugged.
“I liked. It was good to watch.”

“Jeez, is everyone around here bisexual?”
Raina muttered to herself.

Again, showing no emotion, Svetlana shrugged
as she replied, “Maybe.”

Raina shook her head sadly at that. Bad move.
The entire bedroom seemed to tilt abruptly, practically dumping her
out of the bed. Svetlana was quick to catch her, so that she did
not wind up landing face-first upon the floor. Raina’s worries
about exposing herself were erased as she felt her stomach lurch
with a last-minute warning. There was little more she could do to
humiliate herself before Svetlana, at least as far as nudity was
concerned, so she threw back the covers that still clung to her
legs, scrambled out of bed, and made a run for the bathroom. She
fell to her knees before the toilet, banging her knees painfully
upon the icy-cold, hard ceramic tile floor, and lifted the seat as
she prepared for the worst. She waited … and waited. She almost
threw up, but something seemed to be stopping her. The moment would
begin, and then the reflex seemed to just end as abruptly as it
began. She hated to vomit, not simply because of the physical
displeasure but also because of the shame. But still, she wanted
to. She wanted to purge all of the poison she had packed into her
body the night before – the rum, the gin, the champagne … and
particularly the blood. That possession of nausea began to subside
without even having blessed her with its climactic moment of
miserable relief, that horrible act that was gross and painful to
endure but always made everything feel better afterward.

The room quickly became darker and she heard
the bathroom door click shut, but she did not bother to look –
probably Svetlana closing the door after her. Raina deliberately
pressed upon her own belly with both hands, hoping to simply
squeeze the contents out of her stomach, but it did nothing. She
wanted it out, all of it, everything – the alcohol, the blood, the
ignorant shame, the desperate lust … everything. But should could
not expel that which she was. Turning herself inside-out would not
make her anything different than what she was and what she always
had been … at least for the past fifteen years.

Maybe if she had skipped her shinkendo
practice that night, or maybe if she had not suggested that they
eat at that particular restaurant on the other end of town, her
life would have been so very, very different by then – perhaps not
necessarily happier, but certainly different. Maybe if she had
spoken out or taken actions against the other events in her life
that had preceded that crash, she would have become a very
different person by then. She would not have learned to drown her
regrets with alcohol in an attempt to self-medicate in lieu of
continuing to receive professional treatment. She would not have
become a neurotic mess that no man in their right mind should ever
want. She would probably still have had most of the friends that
she had abruptly pushed away after her parents died … and those
that had pushed her away. Would she be happier? Maybe. Well,
probably. No … definitely.

There was no way that she could have known
how her decisions would have led to such consequences, but neither
could she deny the fact that she was where, whom, and what she was
then as a result of the choices she had made. What bothered her
most of all now was the fact that, as a result of the decisions she
had made before, all of her future decisions had already been made
for her. For each choice or question, there was only one obvious
answer. As such, she was living out a timeline of predestination
where free will was an illusion … and now, as a vampire, that
timeline could stretch on and on, perhaps for hundreds of years, as
it had for Duvessa. That was, of course, unless she made one more
major decision.

Seeming to appear from nowhere, a robe was
laid over her shoulders and hands then gently pulled aside her hair
so that it was clear of the bowl water and not obscuring her face.
Wow. She and Brenna had joked that the sign of a true friend was
someone that held your hair out of your face when you were busy
trying to vomit your liver. Sadly, on more than one occasion, they
had each had to do just that for one another. While she did not
know Svetlana at all, and even though the Russian blonde likely
thought of it as just another part of her job, the gesture was
nevertheless a comforting one … and also embarrassing. First, Raina
had made a fool of herself by getting drunk out of her mind – a
particularly sad achievement, considering that she was now a
vampire and, thus, very difficult to intoxicate solely with
alcohol. Then she had brazenly and thoughtlessly made a sex show
with Duvessa for an untold number of others to witness. Now, she
was half-naked and bowing to the God of Porcelain in front of her.
Indeed, the infamous Halloween Incident was practically a non-event
in comparison to this.

“You must think … I’m a mess,” Raina said
between gasps for air as she tried to recompose herself. “I must
look like … a total slut.”

Svetlana busied herself with pulling Raina’s
hair back more neatly into a ponytail. “I do not think you are
slut.”

“No offense, but … you do know what a slut
is, right?”

“A slut is prostitute.”

“Not quite.” She tried to think of a better
definition. “A slut is … me.”

“A slut is Duchess?”

“No, I mean … me. A slut is someone like me,”
Raina said. “Someone that makes a complete ass out of themselves by
getting stupid drunk, having sex with a total stranger, and then
waking up the next morning, puking their guts up, and wondering
what the hell happened. Y’know … someone with no fucking sense of
self-respect or dignity. Someone like me.” Raina’s voice began to
sound strangled as her throat tightened. “Someone that just doesn’t
give a shit anymore.”

Surprisingly, as Raina inevitably fell into
tears of shame and sobs of remorse, Svetlana put her arms about her
in a warm, gentle embrace. This only made her cry harder. Though
she tried to keep herself as quiet as possible, even stifling her
sorrow in the softness of Svetlana’s silk gown, the sounds of her
misery echoed slightly in the large, dark bathroom that was lit
only by a small low-wattage nightlight near the sink. She did not
want sympathy. She did not want to be pitied. But she did not want
to be left alone, either.

“You are not a slut,” Svetlana told her. “You
are good person.”

“How can you say that?” Raina asked after a
moment. “You don’t even know me.”

“The Grand Duchess thinks you are good
person, and she is very old and smart,” she replied. “I trust the
Grand Duchess, so she is right, and so I know you are good
person.”

Raina paused a moment to sniff back her
emotions, though her voice still cracked as she asked, “You don’t
believe everything she says, do you?”

“The Grand Duchess is good to us. I am happy
to be hers. My Maker was…” Svetlana seemed to be searching for a
word.

Raina waited for more. “Your Maker was an
asshole?”

“Yes. That word, I think,” she agreed, “but
also … what is word for man who … tell prostitute to make sex?”

“A pimp?”

“Yes, that.”

“Your Maker was a pimp?”

“Yes. He was very bad.”

“He was your pimp?”

“Yes. I was prostitute in Leningrad,” she
confessed. “I was prostitute as human, and then as vampire. My
Maker … my pimp … he tell me life is better if I am vampire. So … I
did. But nyet, life is not better. He make me work hard, make me do
more thing I could not do as human … because vampires heal fast. I
let men hurt me very bad because they do not hurt humans very bad.
They give me more money to do these things, but nyet … no … life is
not better.”

Yikes. Svetlana did not elaborate on what
ways in which she allowed men to take advantage of her, but Raina
was certain that she could have guessed at least a few of them, on
her own. And she could see the pimp’s motivations for convincing
his women to become vampires. A natural tendency to be slender and
athletically built, an inability to become pregnant, an immunity to
most sexually transmitted diseases, and the ability to withstand a
lot of physical abuse on a regular basis made for a virtually ideal
hooker. Having good whores in a pimp’s stable meant, in turn, there
would be more income. Of course, the issue of a vampire’s thirst
would need to be addressed somehow, but in a country like Russia,
with many corrupt politicians and police agencies, blood surely
could be bought just as easily as anything else. Compared to Lady
Svetlana’s brief tale, she realized, Raina’s life must have seemed
like a bittersweet fairytale.

Feeling ashamed of herself for being so
distraught over her own relatively petty sorrows, Raina forced down
her sorrows as well as the remaining tinges of nausea. Wiping at
her eyes, even in the gloom of the dimly lit bathroom, she could
see the dark smears of makeup upon the back of her hand. From
apparently having dunked herself in the spa, her hair was a frizzy
and tangled mess, and her skin smelled strongly of chlorine. She
must have looked like a complete mess, especially in comparison to
Svetlana, who still looked every bit as immaculately dressed and
neat as the moment she had accompanied the Grand Duchess out into
the hotel lobby for her Communion of Blood.

“I’m so sorry,” Raina finally said, slipping
her arms into the white terrycloth robe she had been given and
tying its belt about her waist. “How did you wind up with Duvessa,
then?”

“It was business,” she replied simply.

Sitting upright on her knees to face her, she
asked, “Like … what kind?”

“My Maker want the Grand Duchess to do a
thing for him,” she said, “so he give me to her.”

“He pawned you?”

She narrowed her eyes slightly and shook her
head. “I do not know this word … pawned?”

“I mean … he used you as collateral?”

“I also do not know this word.”

“Payment, then? He used you as a form of
payment for a favor?” Raina suggested with a shrug. “Y’know, like …
he used you like money?”

“Oh, that! Yes,” she finally said with a nod.
“I was money for him. He said, ‘Here are my girls. If you do this
thing for me, you take girl that you like’. She liked me, so she
take me.”

Raina hesitated. “Can I ask what it was he
wanted her to do for him?”

“He want other man, a pimp, to die. He tell
her this other man was very bad, that he does things that make
humans see vampires as bad,” she explained quite plainly. “So … she
killed him.”

“She helped one pimp kill another pimp?”

“No,” she said, “she killed other pimp and my
pimp. The Grand Duchess hates men that hurt women. I tell her what
he do to me, and she kill him. I helped. She let me bite him, and
she stabbed his heart and cut off his head.”

Raina’s eyes widened at that. Duvessa was
apparently a feminist of the homicidal variety. At first, she had
worried that Duvessa was more like a female Mafioso don than a
vampire queen, dealing in the business of “favors” that involved
putting hits out on pimps, thugs, and other criminals. However, she
wasn’t so sure that “vigilante murderess” was a better role. While
Raina could respect the fact that the Grand Duchess clearly did not
approve of men that treated women with cruelty, she wasn’t so sure
that this necessarily justified slaughtering them. Perhaps
Svetlana’s pimp was one of the “average persons” to which Duvessa
had been referring the night before while briefly explaining the
experiences of her sword.

But then, it was largely a matter of
perspective. Raina was in no position to be judgmental. Again,
Svetlana had not gone into detail about what terrible things she
had been forced to endure for the sake of her pimp. The same could
be said for the untold number of other women, human or otherwise,
that he had controlled. This was not the kind of pimp she was
likely used to seeing or hearing about in America – purple and
leopard print clothes, big hat with a feather, walking stick,
gold-trimmed Cadillac, and a strong back-hand. Rather, this was a
brand of pimp that was more akin to a slave master, a monster of a
man that truly treated women like livestock. For all she knew,
Svetlana’s pimp probably did deserve the death that he’d been
dealt. For all she knew, if she had been there, Raina might have
even done exactly what Svetlana had done.

Raina thanked Lady Svetlana and indicated
that she would like to take a shower. Snapping back into her almost
robotic servant mode, Svetlana arose to her bare feet and
immediately took to gathering and delivering items to the bathroom
for Raina – her clothes, folded towels, soap, shampoo, and
surprisingly, her little black purse that held her makeup items.
Through the distorted and spotted glass of the shower door, she
could see the vague red shape of Svetlana in her gown waiting
patiently outside the shower, leaning against the sink on the
opposite side of the bathroom. She could not imagine herself being
so acquiescent to anyone else, especially with what appeared to be
genuine dedication. Then again, she could not imagine what Svetlana
had endured in the past either. The blonde Russian’s gratitude for
the life she now lived was likely a strong motivation to put up
with the constant demands of her role.

Raina again sought the cleansing and warm
solace of a shower, hoping to rinse away the shame of her sins with
cool water. Whether by the guilt she felt after hearing Svetlana’s
tale, the temperature of the water, or the passage of time since
she had awoken, she felt more and more sober with every passing
minute. With a relatively clearer mind, she was better able to
reflect upon everything that had happened.

She had allowed herself to be seduced by
Duvessa, plain and simple. Brenna had been trying to win her over
for months … no, years, and she was far more trustworthy, far more
genuinely concerned for her than Duvessa. Brenna loved her, and
Raina had finally been able to admit that she loved her just the
same. Why had she allowed her fears and inhibitions to deny
Brenna’s love, to literally push her away when they’d been afforded
a quiet opportunity alone? Why had she done that, and yet she had
so readily embraced Duvessa? To have shared her first experience
with Brenna would have been very special, very sweet and pure.
Instead, she had drank herself into a stupor and engaged in
something that now seemed dirty, lascivious, and crude by
comparison, and she had done it all with an almost absolute
stranger. Was that what she had really wanted? Was this truly her
new reality as a High Court vampire, to choose physical over
emotional pleasure? Did the pleasures of the flesh now count for
more than those of the heart? If so … then this was a sad, sad
world into which she had been cast, and she was horribly ashamed of
herself for having given herself to it so easily.

Raina had given up on modesty, at least
around certain company, and so she did not object to finding
Svetlana standing right outside the shower door with towels in hand
when her shower ended. She thanked her, wrapping her hair with one
towel and her body with the other, seeing that Svetlana had
additionally laid another towel upon the floor just outside the
shower. Everything she could have possibly needed, and then some,
was made available to her by Svetlana. She had even taken the time
during her shower to neatly lay out an assortment of various
toiletries upon the bathroom sink’s large faux marble countertop:
combs, brushes, lotions, perfumes … the works.

Approaching the sink to look at herself in
the mirror, she smiled to her apparently designated assistant. “You
sure do go all-out with this royal treatment stuff, don’t you?”

Svetlana obviously didn’t get it, simply
staring at her with a blank look and, after a moment, giving a
light shrug. Raina unwrapped the towel about her head to begin
drying it when, surprisingly, Svetlana gently took control of the
towel and began to dry her hair for her before carefully yet
efficiently combing out the snarls and tangles from her hair.
Svetlana combed, brushed, and then blow-dried her hair for her
while Raina simply stood still, except to apply a bit of
deodorant.

She thought that this extra help was all a
very kind gesture, perhaps a bit of comfort to ease her rapidly
fading hangover. However, this was only until it dawned upon her
that, as with the towels, this was all simply a well-rehearsed
routine for Svetlana, and presumably for Noriko, as well. They were
personal assistants to the Grand Duchess. Now, as her sole heiress,
the luxurious pampering and service apparently had been extended to
include Raina.

“Can I ask you something, Svetlana?”

She switched off the hairdryer immediately to
better hear her. “Yes, your grace?”

“Does everyone get this kind of treatment?”
Raina asked with a raised eyebrow.

Svetlana looked almost hurt. “I’m sorry. You
do not like?”

“No, it’s very flattering, actually. I really
appreciate it,” she said, “but I was just curious … y’know … does
everyone else in Duvessa’s bloodline get this kind of special
treatment? Y’know, with the towels and hair brushing and
everything…?”

“Only the Grand Duchess and her consorts,”
Svetlana replied.

“What about the other folks? I mean, just
about everyone in the House of Fallamhain has some kind of a royal
title, right?” she asked. “So, I mean … since you’re Lady Svetlana,
then don’t you get some kind of perks or benefits? Y’know … someone
to help you do things, like what you’re doing for me?”

“We have servants. A maid, a groundskeeper, a
driver, a cook … people to do things for us in daytime,” she
explained.

Raina raised an eyebrow at that. “Human
servants?”

“Humans, yes.”

“Is Loki one of your servants?”

“He is not my servant, no. We are friends. He
is driver.”

“Whose driver?”

“Loki is driver.”

“No, I mean … whose driver is he?” she asked,
smiling slightly at the language barrier. “Like … who is he
assigned to? Does he only drive for the Grand Duchess, or
what?”

Svetlana shrugged, continuing to brush out
Raina’s slightly damp hair. “Loki drives everyone in House of
Fallamhain.”

“Oh. So, he’s like the chauffer, then?”

Again, she shrugged, narrowing her eyes
slightly. “I think so, yes. Is this word … ‘chauffer’ … is this
driver?”

“Yeah, exactly. Someone that drives around
the big shots in a limousine.”

“Oh, limo driver! Yes, I know this word,” she
finally agreed with a nod. “Loki is chauffer. He also do many
things for us in daytime. William and Robert do things, too, but
they are vampire like us, so it not so easy for them. They need
special clothes and skin cream to do things in daytime.”

Raina nodded and, after a few seconds of
silence, Svetlana switched on the hairdryer again while Raina
finally took to re-applying her makeup. The blank spots in her
understanding of the House of Fallamhain were slowly getting filled
in. The idea of employing humans to get menial tasks done during
daylight hours made sense. Actually, there were entire day courier
businesses in operation nationwide.

Somehow, though, she had not expected that
Duvessa would be the type to rely upon humans for anything. While
Duvessa had always publicly preached a rhetoric of tolerance of
vampires and integration with humanity, there was a very strong
elitist sentiment among the High Court that Raina had often heard
and read about. As a rule, the High Court tended to look down upon
humanity as a lesser race, just as they almost universally looked
down upon other races of vampires, and they were very reluctant to
ever seem reliant upon humankind for anything at all, except as a
source of food and/or prospective bloodspawn.

The idea that the Grand Duchess apparently
had a full staff of day servants, in addition to the vampires that
comprised the House of Fallamhain, seemed to suggest that she was
trying to put on a good public image. She hoped to lead others by
her own example. Unless she abused these people in any way, chances
were that her human servants couldn’t have cared less that their
employer had glowing flesh, fangs, and elf-like ears. The money
that she paid them was just as green as anyone else’s.

Just as Svetlana finished drying and brushing
out Raina’s hair to a smooth, amazingly healthy sheen – her hair
felt better than salon-fresh – there was a soft knock at the
bathroom door. Noriko opened it and poked her head inside for a
quick peek. A moment after she retreated, the door opened wider and
the Grand Duchess strode into the bathroom, completely nude from
head to toe, save for the golden ankh that still hung about her
neck. Her curly, fiery red hair was set completely free, and its
amazing length extended all the way to her ankles, discreetly
covering her breasts but nothing else. She smiled warmly to Raina,
though she squinted against the glaring lights over the bathroom
mirror.

“Early to rise, and already just as beautiful
as the night before, I see,” said Duvessa as she approached. She
put an arm about her waist and gave her a kiss on the cheek. “I see
that Lady Svetlana has made herself useful.”

“Yes, she’s … she’s very helpful, your
grace,” Raina agreed after a moment’s hesitation, opting for
formality in the presence of others.

Duvessa nuzzled her cheek against Raina’s,
closing her eyes as she asked softly, “Were you not able to sleep
soundly, dear?”

“I, ah … had a bit too much to drink, your
grace. I’m sorry.”

“Nonsense,” she said, putting another arm
around her waist, “you have nothing for which to apologize. As I
remember it, it was I that kept pouring them into you. Did you find
yourself ill when you woke?”

“Only a little, but I’m fine now … your
grace,” replied Raina, pausing to add that formality as Duvessa
kissed her upon the lips. “Lady Svetlana was very helpful.”

She chuckled softly, and her breath was hot
and surprisingly still sweet upon her face. “Yes, you’ve mentioned
that already. I’m glad that you like her. She and Lady Noriko both
have been exceptional additions to the House of Fallamhain. I am
sure that Lady Brenna shall be just as dedicated and reliable, once
she is properly trained.”

Raina was too distracted by her words to even
mind being kissed yet again by Duvessa, something that would have
been unthinkable only a few days before. When the rather long, deep
kiss ended, Raina drew back enough to look into Duvessa’s
distractingly blue eyes.

“Trained?” she echoed with a raised
eyebrow.

“Yes, of course. Lady Brenna publicly took an
oath to swear her loyalty to the House of Fallamhain, specifically
in your service. It will be her duty to serve you at all times in
the many ways which Lady Svetlana has already demonstrated,” she
explained. Duvessa smiled broadly. “Why? Were you hoping to claim
Lady Svetlana for yourself? She and Lady Noriko are my personal
servants, you know. Of course, you are always welcome to … ask for
their company … whenever you so wish.” She gave her a wink at
that.

Raina felt her brow furrowing. “You’re making
Brenna a servant?”

“She volunteered her services to this House,
dear. I merely accepted that which she offered to me freely,” she
replied. “Are you not pleased to have a familiar face included
among your new friends and family?”

“But she’s my best friend … your grace,”
Raina forced herself to add. “Are you seriously suggesting that I
go from treating her as an equal to—…”

Duvessa laid a finger across Raina’s lips to
silence her before looking over her shoulder to where Svetlana and
Noriko stood with silent patience. “I’m sorry. Would both you care
to give us a moment alone? I think that we will require more towels
than the hotel has seen fit to supply us, anyhow.”

“Yes, your grace,” the both replied with a
slight bow before turning and exiting the bathroom, closing the
door with a rather loud click of the latch.

Duvessa released Raina and took a few steps
away from her before turning around abruptly to face her. She ran
her fingers through her hair to pull the beautiful locks back over
her shoulders and the tips of her ears, baring herself fully as she
did so. She was every bit as stunning in her nakedness as she was
to behold in her formal attire, perhaps even more so. Again, her
figure was not so much voluptuous or severely womanly as it was
ethereal and angelic. If not for her fangs, which only seemed to be
revealed with obviousness when she deliberately made them so, all
that she lacked was a pair of wings to complete the image. Her
navel-less stomach was perfectly flat, save for the very subtle
hints of muscle beneath the surface of her flawlessly pale white
flesh, extending from just below her small bit quite firm breasts
to the flat and folds of her bare womanhood. Her hips were not so
broad as they were sharp, due not only to her structure but also
her very light weight. Her nipples were very small, pink, and
clearly affected by the chill in the air of the suite’s air
conditioning as well as the cold ceramic tile floor of the bathroom
under her bare feet.

Raina already knew every inch of that body in
explicit detail. She honestly could not bring herself to feel
regret for having satisfied that curiosity, at least on a purely
physical level, for there was nothing at all undesirable about the
Grand Duchess whatsoever. However, it was not her physiological
motivations that shamed her so much as the utter lack of
consideration for other far more important factors. There would be
Hell to pay for her sins, one way or another, and it was the
uncertain anticipation of the price to be paid that caused her to
wring her hands nervously as a cold pit of ice formed in her
belly.

“Remove the towel,” Duvessa said to her with
a flippant gesture.

Not nearly as hesitant now, Raina complied,
letting the towel fall onto the floor behind her. She stood across
the bathroom from the Grand Duchess, just as bare as before, but
fortunately not even half as nervous.

“Now, come stand beside me.”

Again, she obeyed, allowing Duvessa to spin
her about to face the mirror with her once she had come near.
Shoulder-to-shoulder, they stared at their shared reflection.
Duvessa was only an inch or two taller, not nearly as drastic a
difference in height to be seen there as between Raina and Brenna.
As such, Duvessa was quite comfortably able to put an arm about her
waist again without needing to bend or stoop at all.

“Tell me what you see in this mirror, my
dear,” Duvessa said softly.

She shrugged. “A couple of naked chicks?”

Smiling slightly, Duvessa gave her waist a
bit of a squeeze and said, “Look more closely.”

“Two female High Court vampires…”

“Yes.”

“…with no clothes on.”

“So it is the nudity that bothers you more
than the vampirism?” she asked.

Raina shrugged. “I guess I’m starting to get
over it. I helped put on a live sex show with a stranger last night
in front of a few other strangers. I guess it doesn’t really matter
anymore who sees me naked.”

“Nudity should be the least of your concerns.
Modesty is not a matter of how little you show your body so much as
it is how and why you show it,” she explained. “But that is not
what I am hoping for you to see here. Two female High Court
vampires, you said … correct?”

“Yes, your grace.”

“No formalities in private,” she reminded her
with a soft pat upon her right buttock. “So, you do not simply see
two females? Two mere women?”

“No.”

“And not a human and a vampire?”

“No.”

“Then you agree that we are the same, are we
not?”

“Yes, we’re the same.”

“Now, if I were to call Lady Svetlana or Lady
Noriko into this room, ask them to undress, and then stand with
us,” Duvessa went on, “what would you then see?”

“Two High Courts and a Commoner.”

“Precisely. And what race of vampire is your
dear friend, Lady Brenna?”

Raina could not help but to frown. “She’s a
Commoner.”

“Exactly. Do you see where I am going with
this, love?” she asked, turning Raina about to face her. “You are
not the same. She does not share the same blood as you and I. She
is a Fallamhain only by name and by oath … not by blood. She is not
entitled to the same rights of privilege and royalty as those of
the High Court. She is a Lady, but she is not a Duchess, therefore
it is her duty to serve you. Do you understand?”

“I understand,” Raina sighed, glancing
aside.

Just as quickly as she looked away, she found
Duvessa’s hand upon her jaw, jerking her back to face her directly
once more. Her grip was not hurtful, but the strength she felt in
that deceivingly delicate-looking hand promised that it could be,
if she wished. Duvessa’s gaze was not angry, but quite stern.

“Do not make the same mistake that others
before you have made,” she cautioned her. “You were reborn into a
position of power and prestige. You were blessed with opportunities
that others could only dream of having, and some that others can
and will kill you to try to claim. You are my heiress, Raina, my
one and only remaining heiress. If you fail to continue my legacy,
all that I have struggled to make of our race and all that I have
made possible for all other races of vampire shall fall into
destruction when I die. Don’t you understand just how vital your
very existence is to our kind?”

Hesitantly, Raina replied, “Apparently
not.”

“The fact that we of the High Court are the
rule of law to which all others must answer is no accident, at all.
Others will try to deceive and confuse you. Lesser races will try
to convince you that we are all equal, that we are all one and the
same,” Duvessa explained, her voice becoming more of a hiss than a
near-whisper with her vehemence. She tightened her grip upon
Raina’s jaw, and now it was a bit painful, causing her to wince.
“The moment that you let a Commoner fool you into believing that
she is your equal, the moment that you let anyone of any race but
your own cause you to think less of yourself … the very instant
that you believe that the blood in your veins is not the most
powerful, most sacred substance on this miserable rock of a planet,
you will have surrendered your title and your right to power. You
will have lost everything. We … all of us … will have lost
everything. We will be cast back into the Dark Ages, back into the
shadows of the forests, the dark and filth of ghetto alleyways from
which I have spent the last two hundred years fighting to help us
all escape. Do you understand me, Raina?”

“Yes. Yes, I understand,” Raina said through
pursed lips as Duvessa kept her grip tight upon her face.

“Lady Brenna is your servant. You may love
and respect her still,” she said, her voice softening a bit, “but
never … ever forget that she is only a servant. You are her
Duchess. You are her mistress. Her bond to you is just as it would
be if you were her Maker. Her life is yours and mine to do with as
we see fit and necessary. She is a wild and strong-willed soul, and
training her will be no easy task, but it shall be done. Lady
Brenna will serve you, and serve you well. Am I making myself
perfectly clear to you, dear?”

“Perfectly clear, yes,” Raina agreed readily
with the barest of nods. “But…”

“What if she does not?” Duvessa asked for
her.

“Yes.”

Duvessa released her grip upon Raina’s jaw,
suddenly looking apologetic. Very gently, very slowly, she caressed
her cheek with the back of her knuckles, and ran her fingers
through the thick, soft strands of her hair. “If Lady Brenna cannot
fulfill the promise she has made to the House of Fallamhain, or if
she refuses to show anything less than absolute loyalty and
dedication to serving us … then she will have failed.”

“Meaning … what?”

Duvessa leaned in and kissed Raina tenderly
upon the lips, closing her eyes briefly as she did so. “My dear …
you don’t really want me to spell this out for you … do you?”

“Maybe I do,” she countered, “just so there’s
no confusion.”

Duvessa drew in a heavy breath and let out a
sigh of regret, shaking her head sadly. “I am sorry, Raina, but
your survival and your success must come first. If Lady Brenna does
not wish to or cannot fulfill her obligations as your servant, then
she must be released from the House of Fallamhain. And you do
realize that there are but two ways two leave a bloodline. One of
them is to be released into the servitude of another House. I think
we can both agree that would be an extremely unlikely proposition
for someone such as your dear friend, given her personality.”

Already knowing the answer, Raina
nevertheless asked, “And the other…?”

“Death,” the Grand Duchess answered flatly.
She stepped aside and gently slid the shower door open, and then
glanced over her shoulder to Raina. “Would you be a dear and send
Noriko in while you’re on your way out?”

Raina nodded silently, grabbing her robe and
clothes before walking out of the bathroom slowly, zombie-like, as
a tingling numbness of utter shock continued to wash over her.
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Chapter Twenty-Two

 


 


 


Until the past week, it had been quite a long
time since Brenna had found herself awake for nearly twenty-four
hours at a time. While having recently sat alone in a county jail
holding cell, she had honestly tried to force herself to get some
sleep, but had been miserably unable to do so with her relentless
worries for Raina’s welfare. The fact that the bed was little more
than a thin pad over a steel bench didn’t exactly help things at
all. But even now, with the availability of a large, comfy bed and
all the amenities and creature comforts she could have ever wanted,
in addition to all of the vampiric comforts any Commoner should
ever desire, she had only managed to force herself to nap for a
couple of hours during the day. Blood, booze, and sex had been
offered to her throughout the morning and mid-day. She allowed
herself to accept the former two but none of the latter.

Clutching a warm ceramic mug of steaming hot
dark roast, she initially wondered how much the hotel desk would
charge for her request for additional coffee after she had depleted
the room’s supply by brewing two pots, mostly for herself. But then
again, she also wondered why it should even matter. The Grand
Duchess was footing the bill, and she had a ridiculous amount of
wealth. As Lady Jen had explained it to her, the Grand Duchess had
built an immense fortune over the past one hundred years or so
through a web of various financial ventures – most legitimate, some
involving the IVC, and a few that were … well, perhaps less than
legal in some areas. In addition to her business and network
associations, her very celebrity status as the Grand Duchess of the
International Vampiric Council meant that there were always
individuals willing to either pay for her to make an appearance or
submit to a televised interview, or to give her complimentary
services and goods. Her public association with businesses or
individuals usually brought an increase in profits in one manner or
another, except in the “Bible Belt” areas of the nation. A prior
announcement that she intended to visit most any location usually
meant that she did not need to settle for what was available as
much as she simply had to choose whatever locale was making the
sweetest unsolicited offers. Everyone wanted to be able to brag
that they had been a host to royalty, or that their services had
been deemed literally fit for a queen … even though, legally
speaking, the Grand Duchess could not call herself a queen.

Quite frankly, Brenna almost wished that she
could say that she had never before found herself in the presence
of a full-on orgy. She almost wished … but not quite. As someone
employed in the adult entertainment industry – particularly as a
Commoner vampire – there were a lot of things that Brenna had
witnessed and even participated in. Some of those things would have
probably traumatized someone like Raina. She had long kept many of
these things completely separate from her dear friend. At least as
a human, Raina probably would not have understood, and she
certainly would not have approved. If she already knew that Brenna
had starred in more than her share of low-budget pornographic
flicks and graced the web pages of many Internet sites, Raina had
kept that knowledge well-hidden. Open-minded as she may have been,
for the most part, Raina was still quite conservative and perhaps a
bit delusional about some aspects of reality.

Brenna had few regrets, if any, about having
done many of the things she had in the past couple of years. She
was not proud enough of them to advertise to the world all that she
had seen and done. But if someone asked her directly, she was not
ashamed to give a straight answer, either. Even as a human, she had
enjoyed sex; as a vampire, she positively lived for it. The fact
that people would often pay to see her simply enjoying herself was
a harmless bonus. She never saw it as prostitution. Nobody had paid
her to do anything that she wouldn’t have otherwise enjoyed doing,
anyway.

But Raina would surely equate porn with
hooking. It was almost a given. Raina regarded sex as being way too
sacred for that. And while sex was indeed a sacred act, at least in
the right context, Raina’s uptight views on the whole idea of it
were probably one of the biggest reasons why the poor girl could
never get laid. It wasn’t like she was still a virgin, and she
wasn’t saving herself for marriage, either. As far as Brenna was
concerned, her friend was just too damned sexually conservative for
her own good. Conservative … and neurotic, quite frankly. Given
Raina’s history, though, it should have come as no surprise to
anyone that the poor girl had more than her typical share of
hang-ups and issues, particularly with regard to sex.

As such, Brenna realized, it probably
wouldn’t go over well if she was dumb enough to mention anything
about the orgy that she had witnessed earlier amongst many of the
House of Fallamhain. At least she had been good enough not to allow
herself to participate … well, not in the intercourse, anyway. A
few stray kisses and touches here and there while she watched and
partook of a few light offerings of blood. She had thought it best
to be loyal, to hold out and deny herself some immediate
gratification in favor of what would surely be a far greater event
in the future. Until Raina indicated that she wanted an open
relationship, if ever at all, then Brenna was committed to being
monogamous with her. This was special to her. She loved Raina. She
didn’t want to screw it up.

But what had been particularly troubling,
perhaps enough to now make her wish in hindsight that she had
simply dove right into that orgy, was the fact that Raina had been
alone with the Grand Duchess all morning and all day long. She
understood that the Grand Duchess had a lot to discuss with her,
and she knew that whole “inspection” thing was likely just a very
small part of all that time they had spent in seclusion. However,
until William had asked everyone else to carry their little “party”
over to their reserved suite next door, Brenna had watched Svetlana
and Noriko going in and out of that bedroom with an almost
ridiculous amount of drinks. Loki had once mixed up a drink for
them with the intent of delivering it himself, but Lady Svetlana
had taken it from him and insisted that it was her job. It seemed
obvious to Brenna that he had wanted to see for himself what she
and everyone else figured was going on. They had been having a
“party” of their own … and probably not at all different from the
one that Brenna had been watching.

She could neither see nor hear what had been
taking place, but Brenna did not need any fancy High Court super
powers of perception to know that Raina had almost certainly wound
up sleeping with the Grand Duchess. She didn’t know whether to be
furious or depressed. What they had between them was special … or
so Brenna had thought. There was history between them. They
understood one another. They just fit. And Raina was by no means an
unreasonable person, not an impulsive fool. So why, then, had she
declined to make love to Brenna the night before and had instead
fucked a total stranger?

She wanted to blame the Change. It was easy
for a vampire to blame their genetics for the terrible things that
they sometimes did. They didn’t really mean to kill that person;
they were just really, really thirsty. They didn’t know that
vampirism could be spread that way, but a little blood got in the
wrong place(s) and it happened. They didn’t want to screw someone
they’d just met, but it had been too long since they’d last fed and
they were blinded with bloodlust. But none of this applied to
Raina. She had already fed. Hell, the whole world had watched her
take that first drink. The taste of blood, alone, should have been
enough to quell any kind of lusts she might’ve had. And she had
surely started to come around, having only refrained from
consummating their union the night before because Raina was worried
about being overheard. So, why this? Why now? And why had it been
with the Grand Duchess, of all people? Why her instead of
Brenna?

Star power was the simple answer. The light
of celebrity status had blinded her from reason and common sense.
Had it been anyone else – Lady Mary, perhaps, who had bluntly
stated that she couldn’t wait to get with the Grand Duchess’s new
heiress – then Raina would have surely held back. She hadn’t even
given in to Duke Sebastian that fateful night, not voluntarily, and
she truly believed Raina when she had claimed to having been
knocked out, raped, and injected, even though she had seemed quite
attracted to that handsome and suave bastard.

But this was the Grand Duchess with whom she
had now been paired, an individual that represented the ultimate in
vampiric power. Who was Brenna compared to someone like that? Why
should Raina turn away a chance to get with what was almost
literally the queen of all vampires the world over, whose beauty
and elegance was almost endlessly praised in magazines, websites,
movies, and television? Compared to that, Brenna was but a cheap
skeeze, a trashy skank by comparison. She was a damned stripper and
a small-time porn actress, for crying out loud. The only thing of
which she could be called the “queen” was vampire girl-girl smut
and double penetration scenes. The Grand Duchess was all about
glory, prestige, history, fame, and fortune; Brenna was little more
than a tramp that had a comfortable yearly income thanks to having
an almost complete lack of shame, and some unusual skills involving
a brass pole, a vibrator, and a man (or two, or more). Faced with
the same opportunity, Brenna wasn’t sure that she would have been
able to resist the temptation to have gone for it, herself. If not
for one detail that was quite simple but very important to her, she
probably would not have been bothered by any of this, really.

Lady Mary – or “just Mary,” as she preferred
to be called – seemed to be the only one understanding Brenna’s
unhappiness, the only person sympathetic at all to her dismay. In
fact, while she had initially participated in the fun, she had been
the first to retire from it, put on her clothes, and sit with
Brenna. She had kept her company with conversation, and though she
had urged her to set aside her thoughts and worries by getting
involved in the alcohol-and-blood-fueled sex party that still
carried on in the den, she only seemed to be doing so for the sake
of genuine concern. She was a friendly type, a caring soul, and she
wanted to help. The only comforts she allowed herself to accept
from Mary involved a sample of her veins and innocently spooning
herself against her back (with Ian, her human pet, against her
own). Brenna had tried to sleep in her clothes atop the covers of
the king-sized bed while everyone else crashed in the living
area.

As she dwelled upon the idea, it took
everything she had to resist the urge to storm out of that suite,
enter the main one, and burst into the bedroom just to verify her
suspicions. She wanted to know for sure, for herself, what everyone
else already seemed to know. Loki and William would be there, but
she wouldn’t let them stop her. Being a human, Loki didn’t have the
physical strength to hold her back. William would have been able to
restrain her, but she wasn’t sure that he would really try.
Considering their conversation the other night, she got the
impression he only wanted to get her away from Raina just to have
Brenna to himself. But what would barging in on the Grand Duchess
and Raina accomplish, anyway? Would simply seeing it with her own
eyes be worth the inevitable cost of bringing the Grand Duchess’s
anger down upon her? She was lucky enough to have been spared her
life the night before, as it was, and getting her any more peeved
would be akin to suicide. But she wanted to know. She needed to
know.

“You haven’t lost her, you know,” Mary told
her softly, patting her knee as she sat beside her on the edge of
the bed. “What she did doesn’t sit right with you, I’m sure. I’m
not keen on it, either. But you do love her, don’t you?”

“Yeah,” Brenna sighed, blowing upon her
coffee to cool it.

“And she loves you, too, right?”

Brenna shrugged. “She says she does, anyway …
for whatever that’s worth.”

“Then let it go. Forgive and forget, y’know?”
Mary suggested. “Holding it against her is only going to make
things go sour. It’s not like she was trying to hurt your
feelings.”

“She’s totally mind-fucking me, Mary. I’m
sick of it,” she said, wiping away more cold, wet sorrow from her
eyes. “Every time I’m thinking, ‘Okay, this is it, she’s finally
coming around, she finally wants to be with me,’ then she says or
does something completely opposite that makes me look like a total
ass. She’s always leading me on and then shooting me down. I don’t
know why I even bother trying anymore.”

“You’re trying because you’re following your
heart. Nothing wrong with that.”

Brenna shook her head and closed her eyes,
feeling a new pair of tears trail down her cheeks. “I should have
just let her go when she Changed. I should have just let her do her
own thing. Y’know, just try to be a good friend and help her
through the physical part of it, and then just let her go free. She
doesn’t need me here. I don’t belong in any of this. I’m not
royalty, Mary. I’m just fuckin’ goth-girl trash.”

“Oh, now, stop that,” Mary said, embracing
her tightly and giving her a comforting kiss on the temple. “You’re
not trash, sweetie. You’re a good person.”

“You don’t know me well enough to say
that.”

“How much more do I need to get to know you?”
she asked. “You know my whole story, and I know yours. I know
you’re decent enough a person that you didn’t just throw yourself
into all that rooting last night, you hardly drank anything at all,
and I just about had to beg you to take my blood just so you could
sleep. You’re really in love with Raina, I know, but you’re tearing
yourself up over this. I’d think it would be stranger if you didn’t
care what she was doing with Duvessa.”

Brenna shook her head. “You don’t understand.
I just don’t fit into this. I stick out like a sore thumb. I know
for a fact that the Grand Duchess never wanted someone like me in
the House of Fallamhain. The only reason she didn’t kill me last
night was because she probably knew how Raina would react. In fact,
I’m not so sure she isn’t still planning on killing me later,
anyway…”

“Are you just unhappy with the idea of being
Raina’s servant?” Mary asked with a lift of one of her thin,
neatly-shaped eyebrows. “I mean, the Grand Duchess did ask you when
you took that oath if you…”

“I know, I know,” Brenna interrupted, waving
her hand, “but when Billy-Boy explained it to me last night, he
left out a lot of important details.”

“Billy-Boy?”

“Y’know … William?”

“Ah.” Mary shrugged. “Well, what important
details? Didn’t you know that you were swearing life-long loyalty
to the House of Fallamhain?”

“Oh, I knew that. That isn’t what bothered
me, at all. And the idea of serving Raina really doesn’t bug me,
either,” she replied. “It’s just the idea that as soon as I
committed to this thing, she turned around and … did what she did …
like she didn’t give a damn about me at all.”

Mary shook her head, wiping tears from
Brenna’s cheeks as she said, “That wasn’t what happened at all, and
you know it. Raina only slept with her because she felt that she
had no other choice. Really … would you want to be one to say no to
the Grand Duchess?”

“Me? Hell no. Like I said, she hates me
enough already, so I wouldn’t want to do anything to piss her off,”
Brenna replied, getting herself under control. “But there’s no way
she’d kill Raina, because she’s the end of her bloodline.”

“She could always find someone else,” Mary
suggested quite casually with a shrug.

Brenna stared at her. “She wouldn’t. There’s
no way she would kill Raina over something like that.” She
hesitated. “Would she?”

Rather than give a direct reply, Mary
shrugged again. That was a scary thought. In fact, it was downright
horrifying. She had not seen Raina since she’d entered that bedroom
with Duvessa. What if Raina had actually rejected her advances? For
all she knew, her dear friend, her love, could be lying dead and
bloodless, having been forcibly restrained and drained. She had
already found her unconscious and victimized by a Fallamhain once,
before. If she walked into that bedroom and found her lying there,
her throat torn out, her perfect skin pierced and marred by
numerous bites…

“Hey-hey … no,” Mary said, keeping a tight
hold of Brenna and forcing her to stay seated as she tried to get
up. Brenna spilled a bit of coffee on her fingers, hissing with
pain and flinging the hot liquid away. “Relax, okay? Don’t even
think like that. She’s fine, okay? I saw her last night. They were
just talking.”

Brenna was tense for a few moments, only
loosening up as Mary’s words sank in. She turned to face her with
eyes that were still quite wide with worry, and likely surrounded
by ruined mascara.

“What?”

“I saw them. It’s okay, she’s fine.” Mary
hesitated, rolling her eyes. “Okay, so I got nosey and wanted to
sneak a peek while everyone was chatting you up in the den. I tried
bringing a drink in for Raina, but Svetlana stopped me right when I
walked in. She took the drink and basically told me to piss
off.”

Brenna narrowed her eyes slightly. “What were
they doing?”

“Talking, just like I said.”

“What, like … just standing around, or
sitting there, or what?” she pressed.

“They were in the hot tub together, just
chatting up a storm, all casual-like,” Mary explained. “It’s not
like I walked in on them doing it, or anything.”

“But … wait. In a hot tub? With their clothes
on?”

“Not from what I could see, no. I’m sure
Duvessa wasn’t wearing anything, but Raina was just kind of
hunkered down in the water like a croc,” she elaborated with a
smirk. “But I saw some black clothes on the bed, Duvessa’s dress on
the floor, and the other two girls were still dressed, so … y’know,
process of elimination.”

“Oh,” Brenna sighed, looking away from Mary’s
lovely dark brown eyes, which were so very much like Raina’s. “So
maybe … they did it before then … or after…?”

“What the hell? Why are you so fixated on
that idea?” Mary asked. “Would you rather hear me say something
like, ‘Oh yeah, I walked in and they were having a sixty-nine right
there on the bed’ or what?”

Brenna shrugged. “I dunno. Maybe. At least
then I’d know for sure what happened.”

“You know, I know, and everyone knows,” she
said. “Let’s not be silly about this. They did it, okay? And Raina
didn’t do it because she was trying to hurt you, or because she
didn’t care. She did it because she had to, because nobody in their
right mind says no to the Grand Duchess. That’s all there is to it.
Besides, it’s not like we all won’t be getting a turn with her
later, anyhow.”

“Yeah, but…” Brenna began to say, then turned
to Mary again with a shocked expression. “Wait, what?”

Mary was about to reply, when they both heard
a soft knock upon the front door of the suite. Immediately, Mary
arose, gave Brenna another affectionate peck on the cheek, and
stepped quickly out of the bedroom with Brenna following closely
behind, leaving Ian sound asleep and half-naked upon the bed. The
others in the den of the suite were still passed out, vampires
generally being severely heavy sleepers by nature. Mary paused to
adjust her dress and make her self somewhat presentable before
attempting to answer the door. Before she could place her hand upon
the doorknob, someone opened the door. William stood in the
doorway, handsome, neat, orderly, and seemingly oblivious to the
scattered collection of mostly nude sleeping bodies that greeted
him. He turned to Mary after glancing at Brenna with a polite
nod.

“Duvessa wants everyone up and looking
camera-worthy within the hour,” he told her.

“Within the hour?” Mary gasped. “Why the
rush?”

“We’ve got a lot to do, and the world isn’t
going to wait for us. We’re running on a bit of a tight schedule
tonight,” William replied before looking to Brenna. “Is everything
all right, m’lady?”

“Just peachy,” Brenna replied blankly as
Raina slipped into view from behind William.

For a few moments, they simply stared at one
another. Raina was dressed in a white terrycloth robe like she had
just showered, but her hair was neat and dry, and she was already
wearing makeup. Even though she was wearing everything but her
shoes from the night before, Brenna must have looked like a total
wreck, given the way her own makeup was likely running in rivers
down her face. Raina looked alert and lucid, though clearly
unhappy; Brenna, oppositely, felt like she was on the verge of a
total meltdown akin to what Raina had experienced the prior night.
Clearly, Raina had been having a far better day than Brenna.

“Good morning … your grace,” Brenna finally
managed to say, not bothering to hide the bitterness contained in
those last two words.

“Evening, actually,” Raina replied. “It’s
like six o’clock.”

“Whatever,” she muttered, abruptly turning
her back on her and walking back toward the bedroom as she sipped
at her coffee.

She heard Mary and William trying to rouse
the others from sleep, slapping their faces and shaking them, while
Brenna retreated to the bedroom. She would not cry anymore. She was
done with that. She already looked like a spook of some kind with
trails of Merle Norman down her cheeks and smudged around her eyes,
so bawling some more wouldn’t help things. She wished that she had
gone with her cheap waterproof stuff, but she’d opted for the
expensive goods in the hopes of looking better for the Grand
Duchess. Had she known that she would’ve been getting stabbed in
the back and crying her eyes out like this, she wouldn’t have
bothered. Actually, had she known to expect this, Brenna wouldn’t
have bothered to beg the Grand Duchess for forgiveness, simply
opting to let Duvessa just lop her head off while the whole world
watched it on television. She heard the bedroom door click shut,
and she hoped that it was Mary.

“Hey,” said a hushed voice behind her.

She didn’t turn around, and she didn’t wait
for an explanation. Brenna simply walked ahead, making a beeline
for the bathroom.

“Brenna, wait,” Raina called out gently.
“Please, just…”

“I don’t wanna hear it,” she replied, giving
the door a hard swing as she hurried into the bathroom. There was a
solid thunk as the door struck Raina. She didn’t yelp in pain, and
so Brenna wasn’t at all sorry that it hit her.

“Will you please just let me explain?”

Reluctantly, sniffing back fresh tears that
threatened to spill, Brenna turned to face her, clutching the mug
of coffee embossed with the hotel’s logo. “What’s there to explain?
What, you wanna gloat about how you fucked the Grand Duchess? Well,
lah-dee-fucking-dah! Bravo!”

“I’m not any happier about it than you
are.”

“Well, you sure don’t seem too broken up
about it.”

“If you’d just let me explain what
happened…”

“Explain? Why? You wanna give me a detailed
rundown of everything that you did with her? I don’t fucking care!
Okay?” Brenna replied bitterly. She sat the ceramic mug upon the
polished faux marble countertop of the sink with a loud clank,
again sloshing a bit of coffee over the edge. “I don’t need to know
all the fine details. I can fill in the blanks just fine on my
own.”

“Brenna … for God’s sake, do you have any
idea how drunk I was?”

“Oh, like I haven’t heard that one a hundred
times before,” she scoffed, rolling her eyes and waving her arms
dramatically. “Give me a fucking break! You wanted her before you
even laid eyes on her. Don’t even try to blame the booze. You
wanted to know what it was like to do it with another chick, you
wanted to test-drive your new vampy body, and this was your chance
at the Holy Grail of all vampire sexual experiences. And hey, I
can’t say I blame you at all for any of that. I mean, she’s
absolutely beautiful, she’s a High Court, and she’s the queen of
all vampires, so she’s filthy fucking rich. Who in their right mind
wouldn’t be turned on by all of that?”

Raina struggled to find words. Her pretty
pink lips moved, but nothing resembling speech came out – a couple
of half-words, a sigh, and finally a miserable groan. Succumbing to
the need she’d been denying for the past half hour or so, Brenna
moved to stand near the toilet. She gestured for Raina to turn
around.

“Unless you wanna watch…?”

Understanding, Raina spun on her heel and
folded her arms as she turned her back upon Brenna to give her some
degree of privacy. Immediately finding that she was facing her
friend’s reflection in the mirror, she had to turn and walk a few
steps to her right to get her out of view.

“Look, it’s not the fact that you made it
with the Grand Duchess that’s bothering me,” Brenna admitted after
a moment. “I totally get that. I’m honestly not really mad at all
with you about that fact, in and of itself. Like I said, I probably
would’ve done the same thing myself.”

“It wasn’t right,” Raina said, shaking her
head. “If you and I are going to be … y’know … more than friends …
then we have to be monogamous.”

“Says who?”

“Says me.” She hesitated a moment. “Don’t
take this as an insult, but … have you ever been in a monogamous
relationship? I mean … ever? Even as a human?”

“Yeah, of course,” she said immediately, “but
just as a human. I won’t say it’s totally impossible as a vampire,
but expecting vampires to be one-on-one is a little bit …
unrealistic. I mean, it’s just who and what we are. Don’t you
remember what Duvessa said last night? Y’know, about letting go of
inhibitions and preconceived notions?”

Raina shook her head, saying, “That was just
something she was saying to set me up for what she wanted to do
with me later. She used that same line on me when she started …
just…”

She closed her eyes and swallowed hard enough
that Brenna could hear it from where she sat. She stared at Raina’s
back, trying not to allow herself to be distracted by the thoughts
of what she may or may not be wearing under that robe. She forced
herself to stay focused upon the conversation at hand. The tears
that still threatened to spill from her eyes would not let her
become too far distracted from the matter, anyhow.

“What she was telling you was the truth.
We’re vampires, my sweet. We’re all about blood and sex. We can’t
help being obsessed with sucking and fucking,” she said quite
bluntly. “The sooner you just face up to the facts, even the
unpleasant and ugly ones, the better you’ll be able to handle
living like this. I know you didn’t choose this. I didn’t choose to
be a vampire, either. So, I’m not going to hold it against you for
doing something that just comes naturally.”

Raina glanced over to the mirror and caught
Brenna in the act of wiping tears from her eyes as she stepped over
to the sink. Brenna tied her hair back with a thin black elastic
band she had been keeping around her wrist, and rather forcefully
turned on the faucet to begin splashing icy cold water upon her own
face.

“If it’s not that,” Raina asked, only raising
her voice enough to be heard over the rushing water, “then what are
you holding against me?”

Brenna hesitated, then pretended not to hear
her as she used a nearby thin bar of soap to scrub the smeared and
ruined makeup from her face. Raina watched as Brenna seemed to
almost deliberately punish herself with such harsh and hurried
scrubbing, her every movement quite tense with both anger and
sorrow. She was making a mess of the sink with her vigorous
splashing, but what the hell, the hotel maid would probably be in
to clean it up soon, anyhow. When she finally shut off the water
and grabbed a nearby towel, not caring that some leftover mascara
and such was smearing upon the clean white towel and likely
staining it, Raina repeated her question. Angrily, she threw the
towel at the mirror and turned abruptly to face Raina.

“God … damn it, Raina!” Brenna cried, causing
her to flinch. “How can you possibly not understand? Are you really
that oblivious? Even with all those fancy High Court powers you
have now…?”

“I’m just asking what’s wrong. You don’t have
to be mean about it.”

“You know what’s wrong! You fucking know it,
Raina!” Brenna exclaimed, not caring if anyone outside the bathroom
heard her. “Don’t even pretend that you don’t!”

“I’m sorry, but …honestly, I don’t,” she
replied in a rather calm voice. “If you’re not upset over the fact
I slept with Duvessa, then…”

Brenna just stared at her for a few moments
in disbelief, totally aghast at her reaction. Finally, she looked
away, shaking her head.

“Oh … you bitch. Now that’s just cruel,”
Brenna said in a tone hushed more by her own shock than by a need
for discretion. “You know why I’m upset, but you just don’t care.
And now you want to hear me spell it out for you, too. It’s not
enough that you went out of your way to hurt me like this, but now
you’ve gotta rub my nose in it, too. You really are something,
y’know that? You really are cut out for this whole ‘queen of the
vampires’ game, after all.”

“Brenna…”

“Fuck you,” she spat, attempting to walk past
her. Raina caught her by the arm, and she halted in her tracks,
turning to glare at her. “You’d better let go of me.”

“Not until you tell me.”

“Don’t make me hit you.”

“Brenna, please…”

She wanted to hit her. She didn’t intend to
punch her, not really, but she did find herself drawing a fist
back, really wanting to do so. She was going to give her another
second. One more second, and she was going to take a swing at that
beautiful bitch, slap her right across the face hard enough to make
her see stars. No sooner did she draw back that fist, however, than
she suddenly felt Raina’s hands move down to grasp the wrist of the
arm she’d held, saw her become a blurred movement of dark hair and
pale flesh as she whirled about and twisted Brenna’s wrist up and
back. She pulled up for just a fraction of a second, and then
pulled her down as Brenna’s knees buckled. Just like that, she
found herself on her back upon the floor. While Raina had been
swift and sudden with the move, she hadn’t slammed Brenna to the
floor so much as she had simply dropped her, deliberately avoiding
a golden opportunity to hurt her (again).

Raina released her immediately and held up
her hands defensively, taking a step away from her. “Don’t be like
that, okay? Don’t make this physical.”

Overcoming her surprise after a moment,
Brenna protested, “Bitch, you made it physical when you grabbed
me!”

“And please stop calling me a bitch.”

Beginning to prop herself up with one elbow,
Brenna replied, “Hey, if the shoe fits…”

“Would you please just tell me what I did
wrong? Please?” Raina begged as Brenna picked herself up off the
cold ceramic tile floor. “Don’t just insult me and walk out…”

“You fucking insulted me! Okay? You insulted
me, and you hurt me,” Brenna finally admitted.

“How? How did I hurt you?” she persisted. “If
it wasn’t because of what I did with Duvessa, then what was
it?”

“It wasn’t why you did it, but … what you
did, and when you did.”

As Brenna faced her directly, Raina stared at
her blankly. “Meaning…?”

“I thought what you and I had was something
special. I thought we were building up to something awesome, you
and me,” she explained. “But what you did … when you did it … you
made it pretty clear that it wasn’t special at all. At least, it
wasn’t special to you. You just gave it away.”

“Gave what away?” Raina asked with a raised
eyebrow. Then, she suddenly seemed to get it, and the other eyebrow
went up. “My first time with another girl? Or my first as a
vampire?”

“Both!”

“Oh.”

“Jesus Christ! You just now figured it out?”
Brenna exclaimed with an exasperated sigh.

“That’s really the only reason you’re
upset?”

“Yeah, well … I know it’s all just small
potatoes to a fancy-pants High Court like you,” Brenna quipped,
rolling her eyes, “but it seemed kind of important to me at the
time. But … y’know what? Fuck it. I’m glad you did it with her. I’m
sure she was better than I would’ve been, anyhow. Y’know … two
hundred years’ worth of experience and all that has got to count
for something in the sack, right? I mean, it just makes more sense
to share your first time with her. When your choices are a cheap
two-bit Commoner whore or a High Court vampire that’s over two
hundred years old but doesn’t look a day over twenty-one … shit,
that’s hardly even a contest. No wonder you didn’t want to be with
me when you and I had the chance yesterday. You’d already made up
your mind at that point, hadn’t you?”

“Quit it. Please, just stop it, already,”
Raina begged, stepping closer. “What I did was wrong. There’s no
excuse for what I did.”

“Oh, but you were so drunk!” Brenna countered
mockingly, waving her hands in the air dramatically.

“That was a stupid thing for me to say, I
know,” she admitted, “and there’s a thousand other excuses I could
use to try to justify it. But I’m not going to do that. What I did
was wrong, I know that I hurt you, and I’m sorry. I really did want
to be with you first … and I still want to be with you. I mean … if
you still want to be with me…”

Brenna considered that for a moment, and then
shrugged. “Well … it’s not like I’ve got a choice anymore. I’m your
servant for life. I’ve already signed my life away.” She paused for
a moment, and then stepped past her to walk towards the bathroom
door. “I just wish that I’d been smart enough to read the fine
print before I decided to commit to this shit.”

In a blink, she was already out the door in
her haste to get away from Raina.

“Brenna…” she said just as the door slammed
shut.

Already, Raina was becoming aware of the fact
that, in this new life of vampire politics and drama, a crazy
German female High Court with a sword and a homicidal grudge
against the House of Fallamhain was perhaps the least of her
worries.
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As instructed, within the hour, everyone had
somehow scrambled into motion and made a hurried dash to the
bathroom to clean up, dress up, and make themselves presentable.
Considering the number of people that this involved, and the
limited availability of facilities between the two hotel suites,
this was actually quite a feat. Given that the majority of the
House of Fallamhain had indulged in a celebratory orgy of sorts
beforehand, it came as little surprise to Raina that there was
quite a bit of sharing of showers and the like going on.

William more or less retrieved Raina from the
second suite and escorted her back to the first, where Duvessa sat
her down in the den and began to explain to her the details of what
lie ahead. Most of it was logical and expected. Some of it was
unpleasant, but necessary. Either way, she remained silent and
attentive for the most part, feeling a bit like a pupil before a
private teacher of sorts. Duvessa had brought others through the
Change before in both antiquated and modern times. She knew exactly
how this would go. She knew exactly what to do, and what not to do.
Raina was still so flustered and lost by everything that had
happened as of late, she would simply have to trust the Grand
Duchess. More importantly, though, she would have to try to keep
the situation with Brenna out of her mind, at least for the time
being.

Being a newly reborn vampire, she was
required by Federal, state, and local laws to register herself with
the authorities as a vampire and obtain the necessary documentation
and identification items she would require to travel. One of those
things necessary would be a Vampire Identification Card, or VIC.
Since it was Duvessa’s personal belief that one should always be
looking their best for any photograph, she wished to see her look a
bit more polished than she presently did.

Ladies Noriko and Svetlana both were directed
to assist with Raina’s appearance, touching up her makeup, hair,
and attire, in addition to their already constant duties of
responding to the Grand Duchess’s every minor request. She was
dressed in exactly the same clothes as the night before, but upon
Duvessa’s request, her makeup and hair were done quite differently,
leaving her hair mostly down and giving her makeup a lighter, more
natural and less severe style than she usually wore.

“You did bring some form of your prior
identification with you, did you not?” Duvessa asked at one point
while Svetlana delicately dusted a soft-bristled brush upon Raina’s
face.

“Just my driver’s license and debit card in
my purse,” she admitted. “William had it, last I remember.”

“And your Social Security card?”

“At home, in a fireproof lockbox with some
stuff. I’m kind of paranoid about identity theft.”

Duvessa smiled approvingly. “Very smart of
you, dear. We will need that, however, as well as a copy of your
birth certificate, if you have it.”

“In the same lockbox.”

“Good. And your documentation from the
hospital when you were discharged?”

“At Brenna’s place.”

“Excellent. And do you have a passport?”

“I do,” she said, “but I don’t know if it’s
expired or not. My parents insisted that I get one, in case I
wanted to visit another country sometime, like Mexico. They didn’t
want the Border Patrol to give me a hard time. Everyone used to
accuse my dad of being Mexican, but he was actually from Spain, so
he was constantly dealing with that. And since I’m half Hispanic,
then … well, everyone assumes the same thing about me, so…”

“I see. Well, you will require a new passport
anyhow, but having your old one with you will make things a bit
easier,” Duvessa said with a nod. “The authorities will need to
issue a formal notice of your change in status from human to
vampire, and they will want all of those documents on hand so that
they may issue your VIC, your driver’s license, and your other
legal identification. Then once they have finalized your death
certificate and you have your other forms of ID in hand…”

“Death certificate?” Raina echoed with wide
eyes.

Duvessa frowned at her. “Do not interrupt
me.”

“Sorry … but did you say death certificate?”
Raina persisted with caution.

“I believe that I spoke that part quite
clearly, yes,” she confirmed quite haughtily.

“But … I’m not dead. I mean … obviously!”

“It’s a formality. They have to close your
status as a human by declaring you dead before they can issue any
documentation to you as a vampire,” she explained quite flatly.
“Apparently, the modern-day American human government takes the
concept of your rebirth as a vampire just as literally as we of the
High Court have done for centuries in Europe. If I may
continue…?”

Raina hummed with a careful nod, trying not
to get poked in the eye as Noriko carefully applied a bit of
mascara to her lashes. The blue-blooded nature of Duvessa’s royalty
was becoming more and more obvious. While it was not exactly
irritating, at least not yet, Raina was not entirely fond of this
aspect of Duvessa’s personality.

“Once you have been issued your necessary
credentials, we will sit down as a group with my legal staff, whom
I have already instructed to draft an updated will that will name
you as the sole beneficiary of my full estate, as well as the
obvious transfer of power that would be necessary to name you as my
successor as Grand Duchess of the Council.” She hesitated. “I
realize that this is a lot for you to take in at once, dear, but
considering the circumstances we face, I believe it is wise to make
the best use of the time we have available to us.”

“Why the rush?” Raina asked. “I mean, aren’t
we pretty much immortal? We’ve got all the time in the world.”

Duvessa took Raina’s right hand gently into
both of hers as they sat beside one another upon the edge of the
bed. Her hands were warm, velvety soft, and perfectly dry, very
calm and steady. Those hands held so much grace, so much beauty, as
did all of Duvessa. But yet, while she knew that those hands could
bestow very, very pleasurable sensations upon others, she was also
quite aware of how much death and suffering they had likely
inflicted, just as well. Svetlana’s pimp, for example, or any
number of the enemies that Duvessa had supposedly struck down in
duels and other forms of violence over the past two hundred years.
She was glad to have those hands in her good graces, even if
perhaps only for the time being, as she feared saying or doing
anything that might give her cause to use those hands for something
other than pleasure and affection.

“My dear,” the Grand Duchess told her softly,
“you should never allow yourself to foolishly take the gift of your
second life for granted. I will admit now that, until just
recently, I have been guilty of having done just that for a very,
very long time. Worse still, I took for granted the lives of those
around me. I allowed myself to believe that things could truly last
forever simply because we had all been together for so long.” Raina
felt her own stomach knotting inside and a lump forming in her
throat, as though the sorrow she heard in Duvessa’s voice was her
own. “I thought that my consorts could never leave me, that they
could never be taken from me. I thought that we would be together
forever, truly. And I was wrong. Someone of my age should not be so
naïve as to believe something so childish. But I did. And, of
course, I was wrong. Please do not make that same mistake, my
dear.”

“I won’t,” Raina assured her in a murmur.

“There are others besides Countess Wilhelmina
that wish to see me dead. You are familiar with the CROSS, are you
not?”

Raina shrugged lightly. “I’ve seen their
protest rallies on the news and around town. I’ve heard about some
of the things they’ve done.”

“These people are more dangerous because they
are not bound by the Code, and because they have humanity and
religion on their side,” Duvessa cautioned her. “It is very
difficult to battle someone that will never confront you directly,
someone whom is always hiding behind policemen, politicians, and
priests. What’s worse, even if you are confronted directly by one
or more of them, you cannot intimidate them or force them to back
down. You cannot threaten someone with death if they truly believe
that they are guaranteed an eternal afterlife. To them, death is
almost a desirable outcome because they sincerely believe that they
will be rewarded in heaven for the crimes they commit against
vampires in this life. And many of these people are not celebrities
or millionaires, but rather simple-minded country folk. Their
loyalty can rarely be bought. For the most part, they have no
desire for worldly things. As such, someone with nothing to fear
makes a truly frightening opponent.” She looked directly into
Raina’s eyes. “Your biggest foe will not be the Countess, nor any
other particular vampire, nor even the human race as a whole … but
religious zealots, in general. And they walk both sides of the
line, as humans and vampires, alike. Always be wary of these
people, Raina. Never trust them.”

Raina was momentarily taken aback by the
Grand Duchess’s intensity, yet another one of these small lectures
that seemed to come from out of nowhere. Duvessa seemed to be
following some sort of script of her own with these speeches, like
a set of lessons she had rehearsed in advance in preparation of the
odd event that she would just so happen to have an unexpected
bloodspawn suddenly find herself under her care. Of course,
thinking rationally, she perhaps had been through this sort of
thing enough times in the past with her own prior bloodspawn that
she had probably honed the process of “raising” a bloodspawn in the
ways of the High Court, as well as advising them in how to follow
in line with her own policies and philosophies.

This was all well and good, of course. But
what seemed a bit unusual, perhaps a bit absurd, was the fact that
she was so quickly leading into the details of taking over the
duties of heading the House of Fallamhain and the IVC. Unusual, not
because she wisely desired to secure her power base and protect her
bloodline, but because none of her other bloodspawn had ever lived
long enough to succeed her. Her consorts had an unfortunate habit
of dying before being given a chance to fulfill their role as heir
or heiress to her title. Then again, Raina was unaware of whether
or not Duvessa had ever had a female consort before. Just the same,
she wasn’t entirely sure why that thought suddenly occurred to her,
or why that detail should even matter.

“Which brings us to the matter at hand this
evening,” the Grand Duchess said. She paused for a moment, gently
took hold of Raina’s hand, and asked, “I would very much appreciate
your support tonight. I don’t do well with funerals.”

Raina blinked. “Funerals?”

“A memorial gathering for those we’ve lost,”
she replied, “for my consorts, and their fallen servants. Nothing
as formal as a service held in a church, of course, but it will be
public, and there will be a few celebrity dignitaries present, as
well as members of the media.”

Almost reflexively, Raina flinched at the
word “media.” She hated cameras, and the idea of appearing before a
virtual audience of millions (again) was unbearable. She wasn’t
ready for this. She would never be ready for this kind of
attention. There would be tabloid headlines with her image splashed
across them, perhaps catching her making some odd face by chance
that would give these fiction-writing gossip columns a visual basis
for their stories. If she looked worn out or tired, they would
claim that the Grand Duchess abused her. If she itched her nose,
they would say she has a cocaine addiction. If she smiled at all,
even once, they would say she was indifferent to everything and
that she was in it all for the money. If they saw any kind of
closeness between herself and Duvessa, she would be instantly
labeled a lesbian … that is, assuming they hadn’t already, given
her public introduction with Brenna. They could say anything. And
they would say anything, surely – anything to sell magazines, gain
viewers, or earn a few extra website hits. She didn’t want this,
any of this. She wasn’t ready. She’d never be ready.

Sensing her swelling anxiety, Duvessa stroked
her hand gently, giving her a warm smile. “Do not worry. The media
is not something to be feared. Public opinion is more of a tool
than a threat to us. I believe that now would be a golden
opportunity for you to continue to make a good first impression
upon others.”

“But … what if they ask questions? What if
they want to talk to me?” Raina asked nervously.

“Then let them ask,” she answered soothingly,
stroking her fingers through Raina’s hair affectionately. “You
don’t have to answer them. Ignore them if you wish. I will not ask
you to speak publicly tonight. I know that you are not comfortable
with public attention. But given time, you will learn. As Duchess,
you must learn to control the masses with your speeches, to have
them hanging upon your every word, and to have them look upon you
with admiration and respect. You will learn. I shall see to
it.”

Everyone gathered in the Grand Duchess’s main
suite and presented themselves for her visual approval. With
everyone dressed and prepared to her liking, Duvessa gave the
go-ahead to Loki and Robert to ready their vehicles. The swarm of
photographers, reporters, and video camera operators in the lobby
and outside the hotel was drastically thinner than it had been the
previous night, perhaps twenty or thirty people strong, but still
significant enough to set Raina’s insides into a series of knots.
Duvessa had instructed her to remain calm and appear as indifferent
and blank as possible. While she managed not to let her fear show
upon her face, she could not help how stiffly she walked and how
her hands were clenched solid with anxiety. Raina gripped the sword
that now hung from her hip with her left hand as though she
expected someone to run up and try to grab it from her … or, worse
still, as if someone might suddenly force her to use it.

They made their way to the awaiting limousine
and luxury SUV without much incident, aside from William
reprimanding a couple of photographers that rudely chose not to
switch off their flashbulbs when snapping pictures, momentarily
blinding Raina. Brenna was directed to pile into the SUV with Loki
along with Mary, Jen, and Ian, while everyone else fit rather
comfortably within the stretched black Lincoln Town Car. For
whatever reason, William stayed behind at the hotel, presumably to
keep an eye on their belongings while everyone else was away.

While she had expected that they would be
going to a funeral home, they instead made their way to a rather
well-to-do neighborhood at the outskirts of Gold Canyon. There was
very little conversation amongst the passengers of the limousine.
Svetlana had been using the small LCD television screen in the back
to watch the news. The media outlets were already replaying their
departure from the hotel before clipping to file footage of Duke
Sebastian with the Grand Duchess, whereupon Duvessa demanded that
she switch it off immediately.

“It’s not enough that I’ve lost nearly every
man that I have ever loved,” she said with disgust at what was
being said in the report. “Now they’re placing bets on whether or
not the Countess will finish what she’s started. It’s all just a
bloody game to them.” She visibly struggled to hold back her
emotions as the limousine pulled into a gated and guarded property
with a large circular driveway. “We have a lot of fake condolences
and insincere sympathy ahead of us. Don’t let most of these people
fool you, Raina. Most of them couldn’t care less if we live or die.
As they see it, we’re only here for their amusement.”

“Then why are we doing this?”

“For Sebastian and the others,” she replied.
“I feel terrible enough that I could not arrange a proper burial
for any of them. As you know, we vampires are not often buried
because others will find irresistible the temptation to dig us up
and desecrate our remains.”

“You mean … like in the old days,” Raina said
more than asked. “The stake and the garlic and…”

“Yes, yes, that,” Duvessa interrupted, waving
it off. “I can’t even bear the thought of it. Anyhow, the least I
can do is take time to publicly honor Sebastian’s memory, as I have
done for the others.”

Raina found her vague reference to “the
others” as a little odd. The idea of loving more than one man at a
time was foreign enough to her, but how she could profess to have
loved them so and yet casually refer to them in memory as “the
others” seemed rather cold. Perhaps Sebastian was simply her
favorite. He was apparently the eldest of her consorts, and the one
with whom she had been the longest. Or perhaps her other consorts
had simply come to be hers as a matter of convenience and politics,
more like business partners that she slept with on the side … like
William, Raina realized.

There was quite a crowd at this large
adobe-styled house, with the parking area quite full of many
expensive and exotic cars. The media swarm had apparently
anticipated their arrival, but they were much more orderly and less
shark-like now than they had been when they had left the hotel. No
questions were shouted at them, no flashes were used. The press was
respectfully quiet as Robert opened the door of the limousine and
guided everyone out with a politely extended hand.

The warm night air was fresh with the scent
of desert trees and a hint of chlorine, presumably from a nearby
pool, and exotic birds chirped and warbled from nearby branches.
They stood beneath a large awning over the front entryway of the
immense house, obstructing Raina’s view of the night sky that was
surely clear and glittering with stars in this part of town far
enough away from the glare of the city lights and right at the foot
of the small local mountains of the north side. Everyone gathered
in an almost choreographed group behind the Grand Duchess, with
Svetlana and Noriko dutifully positioning themselves at her right
and left, Mary, Ian, Raina and Brenna behind them, and the rest
spread out behind them, in turn. Standing before the entryway of
the home was an equally arranged series of faces, some familiar and
many not. Immediately, Raina recognized two major celebrities – one
a musician, the other a politician – and one other local celebrity,
one whose eyes met hers and immediately smiled. She barely managed
not to frown, instead settling for that blank, neutral expression
that Duvessa had advised her to assume.

The musician was one whose heavy metal days
of major fame and glory were seated more in the Eighties than in
anything recent, aside from his nationally syndicated evening
classic rock radio show. He had never exactly been a handsome man,
the years having not been kind to him, but he did at least look
more presentable and somehow more polished than he had on the prior
occasions that Raina had seen him on TV at local events.

“As honored as I am to see you again, your
grace,” Allen Culver said quite politely, “are you sure it’s a good
idea to be out in public right now? I mean, what with this Countess
What’s-her-name still being in town, aren’t you worried about her
popping up and starting a fight?”

“Allen, dear, I understand your concern,”
Duvessa said with a smirk, patting his chest as if they were old
friends – and, for all she knew, they very well could have been
just that. “But I can assure you with absolute confidence that
Countess Wilhelmina von Reichenbach has far more reason than I to
fear a face-to-face meeting. Let her come. I will be more than
happy to introduce her to her true destiny.”

Duvessa gently patted the hilt of the battle
sword that she wore at her hip, an ornately decorated saber in a
sheath wrapped in red cord with strands of gold interwoven, and an
intricately carved golden hilt. It was different than the claymore
sword she had previously used in the earlier ceremony. At a glance,
Raina knew that this weapon was far lighter, shorter, more
practical, and better suited for swift-paced combat. It was
beautiful, yet there was no doubt in her mind that it was purely an
instrument of killing. Indeed, Duvessa was ready for the Countess.
Raina, gripping the hilt of her inherited katana anxiously, was
equally ready to meet her attacker, if it ever came to that …
although she was not nearly as confident of her own abilities as
the Grand Duchess was of her own.

Allen, dark shock rocker extraordinaire,
surprised her by daring to kneel and kiss Raina’s hand before
expressing his sympathies to her as well … as if Raina might have
any reason to mourn the deaths of Duvessa’s consorts. She had
always liked Allen and had wondered if she might ever meet him by
chance, being that he lived in the Scottsdale area, but she had
never imagined that it would be under these bizarre circumstances.
The encounter came and went with dizzying swiftness – there and
done, just like that, no big deal.

The next two individuals to greet the Grand
Duchess were, amazingly, two of Raina’s last phlebotomy clients –
the filthy-rich Commoner and his used-up blonde trophy girlfriend.
He looked past Duvessa after greeting her and met Raina’s eyes,
immediately recognizing her and smiling. Raina only managed to
force a smirk, given that she was still too preoccupied with
stressing herself out over the presence of so many cameras, many of
which were aimed at her. She wanted to get inside the house, lock
herself in a room, and hide there for the duration of this event.
She would not allow herself to be so weak, though. Duvessa needed
her. The Grand Duchess was not a woman of frail emotions. It was
amazing that she had held up as well as she had lately, considering
the staggering degree of her losses. Duvessa had requested her
presence and her support, so Raina had to be strong for her. She
did, after all, owe the Grand Duchess her loyalty for a number of
reasons, both political and personal.

“Long time, no see,” the vampire greeted her
as she shook his hand.

“Hello,” she replied simply.

“So,” he began with raised eyebrows, “I guess
this means you’re out of the phlebotomy business…?”

“Not really,” she replied with a shrug. “I’ll
probably still keep doing blood draws … except now I’ll be drinking
what I draw.”

The Commoner laughed heartily at that as
Duvessa urged her onward with a gentle tug at her shoulder. The
four main dignitaries then, in turn, greeted Raina with handshakes
and kind words. Their words of condolence meant little to her, for
the departed was someone whom Raina had not even known in person
for a full hour. Brenna was greeted politely with little more than
brief nods and hellos, apparently deemed less worthy of the royal
treatment than Raina or Duvessa. This did not seem to bother
Brenna, at least as far as Raina could see or otherwise sense, but
it did irritate Raina slightly that her friend was even being
regarded by others outside of her bloodline as a lesser person. It
appeared that the social caste system of vampires apparently
extended beyond the High Court, after all.

They were ushered into the foyer as a group,
with the Senator leading the way into what was presumably his home.
The foyer opened up into a dining area to the left, a large kitchen
area to the right, and then an immensely huge and high-ceilinged
den. The far wall of the den was almost entirely glass and faced
northward, away from the sun, giving a strikingly beautiful and
exclusive view of that part of the desert mountainside. Largely
visible, as well, was the immense Olympic-sized swimming pool and
patio that dominated the back yard. A rocky artificial waterfall
fed into the shallow end of the pool, its gurgle completely
inaudible within the large home. A diving board extended out above
the deep end, over a miniature sea that was illuminated from below
by several red lights, giving it a rather ominous, spooky sort of
appearance.

“Toss a few big chunks of dry ice in the
water, add a couple of strobe lights, and throw a few fake cobwebs
around, and that pool would look pretty friggin’ sweet,” Brenna
commented softly to Raina. It was the first attempt at idle
conversation she had made thus far. She seemed to be almost as
nervous as Raina, though she could not sense exactly why.

“Seems kind of tacky, given the occasion,”
she replied in a near-whisper. “The red light makes the water look
like blood.”

“Probably not a coincidence,” Brenna said
with a nod.

There was a scattering of many well-dressed
strangers spread throughout the house and out on the patio, a crowd
of anywhere from thirty to fifty people, most of whom were holding
drinks. Almost as one, their soft-spoken conversations stopped
abruptly as their attention turned to the House of Fallamhain as
they entered.

“Ladies and gentlemen,” Senator Daniels
announced, “please welcome our most distinguished guests of honor,
the head of the International Vampiric Council, the beautiful and
wise Grand Duchess Duvessa Fallamhain, and her lovely heiress,
Duchess Raina Fallamhain.”

The many guests rewarded the Senator’s words
with a very soft applause of golf-clapping. Everyone seemed to be
making a deliberate effort to be quiet, as though they feared that
being noisy would somehow awaken some unseen beast that would ruin
the party. The Grand Duchess gave an elegant, royal wave in
response. It was that strange twisting of the wrist with a
loosely-cupped hand that Raina had always seen being used by beauty
queens and such, a gesture that looked like someone screwing in an
imaginary light bulb. She again forced a polite smirk, nodded at a
few random faces here and there, and then looked to Duvessa, who
stood with her back to her for the moment. Duvessa was soaking up
the attention, which was fine by Raina. She certainly didn’t want
any of it.

The Senator turned to the Grand Duchess with
a smile as a man in a dark suit approached them from the right. The
man, a tall, dark, and handsome sort of fellow with a large nose
and very Mediterranean features was accompanied by two attractive
blondes in sexy black cocktail dresses adorned in sequins. Raina
did not recognize the man at all, and yet as soon as he approached,
she suddenly felt a twist of unmistakable fear within her belly.
She was already on edge, being so close to the center of attention
amongst so many of these strangers, but the reaction she had to
seeing this man completely surprised her. He was not ugly, but
actually rather handsome, and there was nothing specifically about
his appearance that should have given Raina any reason to fear him,
but something about him absolutely terrified her.

“Your grace, I’d like to introduce you to the
man hosting this event in honor of your consorts,” Senator Daniels
said, “Mister Dante Giovanni.”

Raina felt Brenna’s hand abruptly take hold
of hers and squeeze it tightly, bringing her to turn and look. The
reaction, as it turned out, had not been hers at all. Clearly,
Brenna recognized Mr. Giovanni. The emotion in her eyes was one she
had never seen before, a barely restrained look of utter
terror.

“No fucking way,” Brenna murmured, trying not
to gape at him as he shook hands with the Grand Duchess.

“What’s wrong?”

Brenna did not answer. Her entire body
stiffened as Mr. Giovanni finished his greeting and Duvessa stepped
aside so that he could face Raina, approaching her directly while
his two bits of blonde arm candy stayed behind. His eyes glanced
twice in Brenna’s direction, even as he moved to greet Raina.

“A pleasure to make your acquaintance, your
grace,” Mr. Giovanni said as he extended his hand to Raina, subtly
flashing the fangs of a Commoner as he spoke. His English was good,
but the genuine Italian accent was unmistakable. “You are even more
beautiful in person than I could have ever imagined.”

“Thank you,” she responded softly, accepting
his hand.

“You have my sincerest condolences for the
loss of your Maker. He was a very good man, and he will be missed.”
Releasing her hand, he then turned directly toward Brenna. “I am
sorry, m’lady, have we already met?”

Brenna visibly swallowed back her fear as she
did an expert job of trying to appear calm and indifferent. “Maybe.
I’ve got kind of a generic goth-girl look. There’s hundreds of
other girls just like me in this town.” Strangely, she actually
smiled. “A face like mine is easy to forget.”

“No. Not at all,” he disagreed. They stared
at one another for just a second, his smile faltering a bit as
something unspoken passed between them, and he finally broke their
gaze by taking a step back and snapping his fingers softly at the
two trophy blondes.

He curled a finger to summon them and they
immediately obeyed, their dress shoes clacking upon the black
marble tile floor and their barely contained and surgically
enhanced breasts bouncing perkily with their advance. They may as
well have been twins, given their matching outfits and hairstyles,
but their facial features were very different. They looked vapid
and dim-witted to Raina, not because they were blonde but because
of the vacant, glassy-eyed expressions upon their faces in spite of
their perky smiles, like a pair of deer caught in the glare of an
oncoming automobile’s headlights. They were not vampires, but their
pupils were totally blown. Given the slight swaying that one of
them exhibited, Raina figured that they were probably high on
something. Neither of these human poodles could have been older
than twenty-five, perhaps not even twenty-one.

Turning back to Duvessa for a moment and then
sweeping his glance back to Raina and Brenna, Mr. Giovanni asked,
“This is Amber and Alexis, two of the most talented girls of any
club in the Valley.”

“Oh really?” Duvessa chimed in, looking them
both up and down. “What sort of talents do they have?”

“Amber is one of my most popular dancers,” he
explained, “and Alexis is both a dancer and an actress.”

“Oh, an actress? How interesting.” she
responded with raised eyebrows. Raina could sense the insincerity
of her enthusiasm. Looking to Alexis, she asked, “On film or
television?”

“On the Internet, mostly,” she replied,
almost shyly twirling her fingers in her hair and swiveling back
and forth upon her heel, “but I’ve done a few DVD videos, too.”

Duvessa’s smile all but vanished as she
suddenly understood. “Oh. I see. Well … good for you, dear. And
you, too, Amber. I wish you both the best of luck with that.”

“Thank you,” they both replied in unison with
a sickeningly Lolita-like, little-girl tone.

Mr. Giovanni stepped between the two blondes,
placing his arms about them both in a sort of hug, and asked
Duvessa, “Would you like something to drink, your grace?” He
deliberately aimed his eyes at Amber and then Alexis, making a
not-so-subtle hint.

“Maybe later, dear,” she said. “Perhaps the
Duchess would like something…?”

Mr. Giovanni’s dark brown eyes turned to her
only momentarily, quickly looking past her to where Brenna stood
nearby, still clutching her hand. Brenna’s nervous grip upon
Raina’s hand tightened so hard that Raina felt herself wincing with
pain.

“Um … got anything with alcohol?” Raina asked
awkwardly.

“Only the best! Anything that you’d like. I
have everything.”

She would have requested a rum and cola, but
considering her last experience with it, as well as the other
experience that accompanied that, she was certain that the very
scent of it might make her physically ill. Besides, given the
highbrow company surrounding her, she wanted to at least attempt to
appear somewhat sophisticated.

“Amaretto?” she suggested with a shrug.

“Disarrono on the rocks,” Mr. Giovanni told
Amber, taking his arm off her shoulders and gently patting her
behind.

Raina glanced to Brenna, asking, “How about
you?” Brenna simply raised an eyebrow at her, apparently baffled by
the fact that she was even asking. Quickly, Raina turned away and
added, “Could you make that two, please?”

“A double?”

“No, I mean … well, yeah, that too, but …
y’know,” she hinted, pointing to herself and Brenna. “One
each?”

“Ah, yes. Two doubles, please,” he told Amber
before sending her off.

Out of the corner of her eye, Raina noticed
the direction of Duvessa’s stare. She was not exactly glaring at
Brenna, but she was certainly fixated upon the sight of her for
some reason at that moment. Apparently, she sensed Brenna’s fear,
as well. Only when Mr. Giovanni began to strike up a conversation
with her did she turn her attention away, whereupon their words
both surprisingly broke into fluent Italian. Brenna backed away two
slow, small steps and tugged for Raina to come with her.

“We need to talk,” she whispered into one of
Raina’s pointy ears.

She gestured with just her eyes. “About …
him?”

Brenna nodded with wide eyes. Quickly
thinking of an excuse, Raina waited for a lull in the foreign words
between the Grand Duchess and Mr. Giovanni before saying, “Would
you excuse us for just a moment?”

Duvessa blinked at her for a second with
surprise. Instead of asking what was wrong, she smiled and nodded
as she immediately resumed her conversation. Mr. Giovanni’s
attention focused squarely upon Brenna as they passed, and Duvessa
elegantly regained his attention by laying a hand upon his shoulder
as she spoke. All too well, Raina knew that the Grand Duchess’s
touch was not something that could ever be ignored.

Brenna seemed to know exactly where they were
going. As luck would have it, someone was just exiting the bathroom
as they approached. The man recognized Raina and said hello,
attempting to start a conversation as she sidestepped past him.
Politely, she excused herself from him in just a few seconds and
followed Brenna into the large, elegantly decorated bathroom.
Brenna locked the door after her anxiously, as though she thought
someone might be following them.

“Holy fucking bat shit on a Slip n’ Slide,”
Brenna groaned, piling her hair atop her head in a panicky gesture,
“this is beyond insane. He should be fucking dead by now. He
should’ve at least left town, but he didn’t. Jesus, he’s still
alive, and he’s still here in the Valley…”

“What the hell’s going on? Who is that guy?”
Raina demanded, taking her by the shoulders to try to meet her
gaze.

Brenna’s eyes were suddenly misty with tears.
“I thought he was dead, Raina. I really did. I thought someone
would’ve killed him by now, or that he would’ve at least been smart
enough to leave town.”

“Yeah, you mentioned that, but who the hell
is he? How do you know him?” she persisted. Brenna’s eyes were
focused on nothing, her mind seeming to be completely wrapped in
memories. Raina gave her a gentle shake. “Brenna! Relax, okay? Talk
to me. What’s the deal?”

“I heard he got caught. I heard they were
gonna put him down,” she said, perhaps more to herself than to
Raina. “I dunno, maybe he had a lawyer get him bailed out, maybe he
got out and left town for awhile, but…”

“Hey! C’mon! Please … will you just settle
down and tell me what this is all about?” Raina pleaded, gently
lifting Brenna’s gaze with a finger under her chin. “You’re
starting to kinda freak me out a little…”

“It’s him, Raina. It’s him.”

“Him, who?”

“He’s a big-money producer of adult films and
he owns half the clubs in the fucking Valley,” she finally
said.

“So what? We just met Allen Culver and a
United States Senator a minute ago, for crying out loud! Why is
this other guy such a big deal?”

“Because … I sort of worked for him a long
time ago, and … and … fuck! This is just crazy,” she stammered.
Hesitantly, meeting her eyes, Brenna finally confessed, “He’s my
Maker.”
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“Are you asking me to kill him?”

Raina gaped at Duvessa for a second or two in
shock. It wasn’t quite the reaction she had expected after having
quietly drawn the Grand Duchess aside and relayed Brenna’s tale to
her. Overcoming her shock, Raina shook her head anxiously.

“No, of course not,” she said. “I just…”

“Good … because I won’t,” the Grand Duchess
interrupted curtly. “He is a valuable asset to me for a number of
reasons. I will not be urged to slay him on account of something he
may or may not have done some great deal of time ago.”

Raina stared at her as the beautiful
redheaded High Court delicately sipped her gin martini, still
stunned by her immediate and cold response.

“I … I never said anything about … killing
anyone,” Raina stammered awkwardly. “I just thought that it was
something you should know.”

She looked at her as though she were utterly
baffled. “Why should something like that concern me?”

“Well … because it affects someone in your
bloodline. I mean … yeah, I know she’s not directly from your
bloodline, but she’s a part of the House of Fallamhain, and…”

“Shhh, Raina … dear, listen to me,” Duvessa
interrupted her, placing a hand upon her shoulder. “What happened
between Lady Brenna and whomever else before you both came to me is
none of my concern. How she became a Commoner has absolutely no
bearing whatsoever upon our present situation, or at least in this
instance. Your Change was different because your Maker was my
bloodspawn. As the Maker of your Maker, I am therefore responsible
for Sebastian’s actions and the consequences of those actions.
Mister Giovanni is of no blood or oath relation to me. He is a free
agent, as far as the House of Fallamhain is concerned. The sins he
has committed against others are between himself and those whom he
may or may not have wronged.”

“May or may not have wronged?” Raina echoed.
“Look, the man is Brenna’s Maker. There’s no question about it. If
you don’t believe me, we could prove it with a DNA test and…”

Duvessa pointed a long, neatly-manicured nail
right at Raina’s nose, silencing her. “Do not take that tone with
me, child.”

Nodding submissively, Raina softly replied,
“I meant no offense, your grace.”

“I know you did not, dear,” she said,
softening her voice as quickly as it had sharpened. “You must learn
to mind your words. Because you are new to this life, I can be a
bit more forgiving. Others, however, you will find are far less
understanding.” She paused, taking another sip of her drink. “At
least it is good to know that Lady Brenna’s Maker is someone of
respectable standing. I would have honestly figured her to be the
bastard bloodspawn of a random back-alley hoodlum. Her Maker’s
blood is rather noble for a Commoner.”

Raina watched her for a moment as Duvessa’s
eyes scanned the crowd from where they stood outside on the pool
patio. “Doesn’t it bother you at all that this guy attacked and
raped Brenna before leaving her for dead in a trash bin?”

“Well, I must say that it comes as little of
a surprise to me. He is as much a careless, heavy-handed pig as he
is a skilled businessman,” she admitted with a shrug. Duvessa
gestured with her drink to where Mr. Giovanni’s two blonde bimbos
were standing. “Look at his choice of company. He selects women
solely for their sex appeal, rather than their intellectual
capacity or personality. I expect that one or both of those two
insipid tarts will also become his bloodspawn soon. Either that, or
they may simply disappear one day because of him. I’m sure it will
simply be a matter of accident, either way. Men such as Mister
Giovanni never learn from their mistakes. They don’t have to.”

“So, you’re okay with vampires attacking
humans, then…?”

“No, of course not, dear,” she said
immediately, “but that’s not my point. The simple fact is that I
can’t be bothered to track down and slay every boogeyman from the
childhood of everyone in the House of Fallamhain. You agreed to
come into this House without condition, arising alive and new from
your Communion of Blood. And your servant, Brenna, swore
unconditionally to serve this House to the best of her ability for
all of her remaining nights. It was to my understanding that you
had already considered what these commitments entailed. I believed
that you both are intelligent young ladies that were able to grasp
that concept quite easily. Was I wrong to think as much?”

Raina looked away with a sigh, shaking her
head. “No, your grace.”

“Good. Then I trust we can put these issues
of the past behind us and carry on with matters in the present
tense…?”

“Yes, your grace,” Raina agreed with a nod.
“Although … I’m not so sure Brenna will be able to let it go so
easily.”

“I can appreciate her frustration and desire
for justice, but there is a time and a place for that. This
particular evening is neither the time, nor the place. She will
need to live and let live … even if only for now.”

“Does that mean you’ll do something about it
later, though?”

Duvessa looked at her with a slightly annoyed
expression. “I do not wish to be burdened with promised favors at
this time. Has the thought of your own Maker’s death already
slipped your mind, dear? How can you, on this night of all nights,
be thinking of anything but the memory of dear Sebastian, or how
you may avenge his death?”

The very thought nearly made Raina physically
ill. Sebastian was worthy of neither vengeance nor fond
remembrance. If anything, knowing now what she did about him, she
would have much preferred to spit upon his rotting corpse … or to
give him a “burial at sea” by unceremoniously flushing his ashes
down a public toilet, if he had already been cremated.

“I’m sorry, your grace,” Raina apologized
softly, trying to be as diplomatic as possible. “I did not mean to
bring this up tonight. I understand that this party is being held
to honor Duke Sebastian. I’m sorry if it sounds like I’m trying to
draw your attention away from that. I can’t even imagine how you
must be feeling right now, in light of everything that’s
happened.”

Duvessa said nothing in reply to that.
Instead, she simply narrowed her eyes at Raina slightly. Surely,
the Grand Duchess could sense the relative lack of sincerity in
Raina’s words. More likely, she could directly sense Raina’s
emotions.

“But … I only just now found out about what
happened between Brenna and Mr. Giovanni, and…”

“Raina … please, dear. No more,” Duvessa
interrupted softly with a smile, gently touching a finger to her
lips. “We will discuss this later. This is not a proper setting for
this conversation. Too many open ears connected to loose lips, you
know. I am surprised no one has yet asked why you are glowing so
brightly. You’re making quite a spectacle of yourself.”

Reluctantly, she nodded in concession,
looking down. Indeed, her skin was slightly aglow as a physical
expression of her emotional state. It was still a fascinating,
bizarre sight, but she tried not to allow herself to become too
distracted by it. She tilted her head back and downed the remaining
contents of her glass in one long pull. The amaretto was smooth,
delicious, and icy, though its alcohol content had a slight burn to
it that spread a warm tingle down her throat and into her belly.
Duvessa lifted Raina’s face back in her own direction with a finger
under her chin before giving her a quick, chaste kiss upon the
lips. She licked her lips approvingly after they parted, apparently
having tasted a bit of the amaretto. The way that Duvessa gently
stroked her cheek and looked into her eyes in that moment somehow
made Raina feel at ease immediately. The Grand Duchess seemed to
radiate calmness and solace, much like the soft glow that had been
showing upon Raina’s skin, a glow that now faded as her anxiety
subsided. Duvessa was utterly confident, self-secure, and totally
in control her own destiny. That sort of self-esteem had a tendency
to rub off on Raina … or at least it did now, being that she sensed
Duvessa’s emotions as her own, especially when standing in such
close proximity to her.

Ladies Svetlana and Noriko moved as one as
they stepped away from where they’d stood near the wall and placed
themselves on either side of Duvessa and Raina as the Senator
approached. Raina was unsure of whether or not the two servants had
any actual training to serve as protectors, or if their rehearsed
response to a stranger’s approach was simply for the sake of
appearance. Trained or not, they were naturally armed with vampiric
strength and fangs, an able threat against anyone that might be
foolish enough to try rushing at the Grand Duchess. Raina did not
especially feel threatened by the Senator, anyhow, and William’s
presence nearby was an additional reassurance.

“Your grace,” Senator Daniels began politely
with a slight bow, “please forgive my disturbing you at this time.
I understand you will soon be delivering your public eulogy for
Duke Sebastian.”

“It’s quite all right, Senator. What do you
wish?” the Grand Duchess replied with a well-practiced but
genuinely beautiful, diplomatic smile.

“With your permission … and, of course, if
it’s okay with her,” he said with a nod to Raina, “I would like to
ask for a moment to speak privately with the Duchess.”

It took her a second, but Raina realized that
by “The Duchess,” Senator Daniels was, of course, referring to her,
rather than Duvessa. Why? The Grand Duchess eyed him almost
suspiciously with a subtle tilt of her head, though she still held
her smile. As Raina was beginning to learn, herself, the strange
High Court gift/curse of emotional empathy did not extend to
humans, or at least not this particular individual. The Duchess
could only read his intentions by his body language and judge him
with her own intuition.

“Why, dear Tommy … are we not already in a
setting of privacy?” the Grand Duchess asked, gesturing with both
arms to the largely unoccupied pool patio. Raina had slipped out
with Duvessa and her servants to this area to speak with her while
everyone else was still gathered inside the more comfortably
air-conditioned house, although there were still a handful of
well-dressed strangers milling about the outdoor area.

Senator Daniels offered his own political
smile. “I mean no offense at all by saying so, your grace, but the
matters which I need to discuss with the Duchess are of a personal
legal nature. Specifically, they pertain to her recent, ah …
transition.”

“By that, you mean her Change,” she
suggested.

“Yes, of course,” he concurred with a ready
nod. “The FBI has a few unanswered questions with regard to its own
investigation into the matter. As a favor to them, and being a
United States Senator, of course … they have asked if I could
interview Duchess Raina briefly and pass this information on to
them.”

“The FBI has ordered a United States Senator
to conduct an investigation for them?” she asked suspiciously. “I’m
not sure I understand why a member of Congress would be conducting
business on behalf of the Executive Branch.”

“I agree, this is highly unusual, and I
apologize for being vague, your grace. But I’m not at liberty to
discuss specifics at this point in time.”

“Is she in some kind of trouble?”

The Senator waved it off with a chuckle, “Oh,
no, no … of course not. She’s done nothing wrong, of course. They
told me that they simply need to wrap up their investigation as
soon as possible, and they just have a few loose ends to tie up,
just a few details that they would like to have clarified. It won’t
take long, your grace, I assure you. I will only need just a few
minutes of her time.” And he again looked to Raina. “Again, with
your consent…?”

Raina shrugged and looked to Duvessa. The
Grand Duchess gave her a rather blank look for just a moment before
smiling reassuringly and placing a hand upon her shoulder as she
turned to the Senator.

“I’m sure she’ll be happy to answer any
questions that you may have for her,” Duvessa answered confidently,
more or less presenting Raina to him like a gift.

“Thank you, your grace,” he said with another
slight bow of gratitude. Almost as an afterthought, he added, “He
also asked that I speak with Lady Brenna as well, since this
largely pertains to her involvement with Duchess Raina.”

“Of course, Senator. Oh, William?” she
called, giving her beloved head of security a come-hither gesture.
“Would you kindly escort the Duchess and her servant to speak with
the Senator in private?”

He seemed to snap to life abruptly, like a
robot whose power button had just been jabbed, and he straightened
his suit jacket as he approached with a nod. “Yes, your grace.”

Senator Daniels had been approaching the door
leading inside when he halted in his footsteps to turn and face the
Grand Duchess once more.

“I, ah … will need to speak privately with
each of them, of course,” the Senator said in what seemed to be
protest. “This is part of a federal investigation. The interview
may involve information that others may not necessarily be
authorized to overhear.”

“Now, Tommy. How long have we known one
another other? Almost ten years?” Duvessa chastised him gently with
a smile. “You should know me well enough by now to realize that I
cannot afford to let my sole heiress go off alone without a proper
guard.”

“Yes, of course … but, ah…”

“William is the most trusted and able of my
personal guard. He is not a gossiper, nor a member of the press. He
knows well enough to mind his own affairs, if it is the issue of
privacy to which you object.” She smiled to her favorite Commoner.
“He already knows all of my own dirty little secrets, but he’s wise
enough to know the importance of discretion. Don’t you, dear?”

William nodded to her with a blank, serious
expression. He seemed almost on-edge this evening, whereas before
he had been formal, but relaxed enough not to seem cold. His
defenses were up. He was in full-on bodyguard mode. He was all
business when he needed to be. It was no wonder Duvessa trusted
him. His level of professionalism was truly outstanding. He wasn’t
quite robotic, but he wasn’t far off from being an extremely
well-disciplined guard dog. It may not have made him the
friendliest of individuals, but at least it made his tendencies
reliably predictable.

“I hope this is not a problem for you,
Senator…?”

Reluctantly, the Senator clearly forced a
smile and shook his head. “No problem at all, your grace. Thank
you, again.”

Duvessa gave them both a consenting nod as
Senator Daniels politely held open the patio door for her and
gestured for her to enter the house. Somehow, Raina did not feel at
ease about this. The last time she’d spoken with the Sheriff, it
had been on less than pleasant terms. The guy seemed hell-bent on
putting down the “vampire plague.” There were even rumors that he
was officially in league with groups like the CROSS, or SAVIOR, and
that his department’s general harsh treatment of vampires was his
way of carrying out their anti-vampire rhetoric. He had refused to
accept the official endorsement of either extremist group,
particularly that of the CROSS, but probably only on the grounds
that they were borderline terrorist organizations that would only
bring negative publicity upon his campaign with their often violent
actions. The CROSS was, after all, famous for being to vampires
what Neo-Nazis were to Jews and the KKK were to blacks. SAVIOR was
simply their more public image-friendly political cousin.

Brenna was standing just on the other side of
the patio door, awaiting Raina. She quickly moved beside her and
walked with her as they entered. “So, what’d she say?”

“She kind of blew it off and said we’d talk
about it later,” Raina sighed.

“What? Are you fucking serious?” Brenna
gasped. She glanced over her shoulder as Senator Daniels stepped
past them and gave Raina an expectant look that urged her to
follow. “What the hell’s going on?”

“It looks like we’re going to play another
round of Twenty Questions with the authorities.”

“Again? Why?”

“I’m really very sorry for the inconvenience,
ladies,” he told them, stepping backwards as he did so. “It will
only take a few minutes, I assure you.”

Raina took hold of Brenna’s hand to lead her
along, finding her palm to be quite damp. She nodded toward the
Senator. “Let’s just play along. The sooner we can get the
authorities off our backs, the sooner we can get on with life.”

“Yeah,” Brenna scoffed as she followed, “easy
for you to say.” And then, a moment later: “God, this is such utter
bullshit.”

“Please, don’t make a scene,” she advised her
softly as they passed a series of faces that all turned to look at
them. “You know I can’t go over Duvessa’s head. She’s the one
calling the shots, not me.”

“How can she just let something like that
go?” Brenna demanded in a half-whisper, glancing to one side. “I
mean, just look at that smug son of a bitch! He knows who I am! And
he knows he’s getting away with it.”

“Just chill, okay? He hasn’t gotten away with
anything yet.”

“Not if I get my hands on him, he won’t.”

As the reached the front door, Raina stopped
and turned to face Brenna directly, meeting her gaze.

“Don’t. Okay? Just don’t even think about
it,” Raina warned her sternly. “I tried to make her listen, but she
shut me down, and she got really bitchy when I tried to push the
issue. If you go off and do something on your own, she’ll have your
head on a stick.”

“Hey, at this point, it would totally be
worth it.”

“No,” Raina insisted, “it wouldn’t. Listen to
me. Now is not a good time. Okay? Maybe later, but not right
now.”

Brenna glared at her, shaking her head. “My
sweet … you have no idea what it’s like. You don’t have a clue what
I’m feeling right now.”

Raina rolled her eyes before pointing at her
own elf-like ears. “Hello? High Court super powers! I know exactly
what you’re feeling right now! I can sense emotions, remember?”

For a moment, Brenna looked almost
embarrassed. “Oh, yeah…”

“Great, so that’s why I need you to calm down
and just try your best to let it go for right now. Okay? Let’s just
get through this deal tonight, and we’ll both have plenty of time
to explain everything in detail to her later.”

“I thought you said you’d already told her
what happened…?”

Raina cringed. “She got impatient with me, so
I had to give her the short version…”

“Oh, for fuck’s sakes…”

“Is everything okay?” Senator Daniels asked
them with a raised eyebrow as he continued to hold open the
door.

“Oh, everything’s just peachy! Wonderful!”
Brenna assured him with a sour, very fake smile.

“Brenna … please,” Raina pleaded softly,
gesturing toward the open door. “Play along? For now, at
least…?”

Brenna glanced briefly to the Senator and
then back to Raina. With a heavy sigh and a groan, she rolled her
eyes and reluctantly allowed Raina to lead her outside by her hand.
The media had dispersed for the most part. Those that still
lingered were caught off guard by the unexpected appearance of the
Senator with Duchess Raina and Lady Brenna. A large black limousine
had been pulled up in the entryway and the door was already opened
as they approached. Before any of the press members had time to
ready their cameras or lights, they had already each safely ducked
into the big black Lincoln with the door closing behind. William
remained outside of the limousine, standing beside it with his back
to the window like a royal sentry. A bodyguard, presumably one of
the Senator’s, stood on the opposite side of the limousine to guard
its other door.

The interior of the limo seemed almost
unnervingly black, even with Raina’s enhanced sense of low-light
vision as a vampire. Her slight anxiety had set her skin only
slightly aglow, but her very flesh seemed almost like a neon light
in the vault-like interior of the limo. Raina had to slip the
sheathed sword from the loop of the black leather belt she wore in
order to sit down in the limo, laying the comforting weapon across
her lap. They were not alone with the Senator, as he seated himself
next to someone across from Raina and Brenna. The figure was
dressed almost as completely in black as the interior of the car,
itself, aside from the extremely pale exposed flesh of her hands
and face. The long, straight burgundy hair was unfamiliar, but the
face was recognizable after she stared at it for a second or two.
As soon as their eyes met directly and she recognized her, Raina’s
stomach flip-flopped and she almost reflexively reached for the
sword, beginning to draw it. Her elbow thumped painfully against
the closed door, preventing her from drawing the blade fully. The
muzzle of the gun that she suddenly found pointed at her was enough
to stop her movements completely.

“Relax, Duchess. I’m not here to kill you,”
Countess Wilhelmina von Reichenbach told her, keeping the compact,
silver-colored pistol aimed steadily at her. “Please do not give me
a reason to change my plans for the evening.”

The Senator appeared just as unsettled as
Brenna and Raina felt as he anxiously gestured for Raina to lower
her half-drawn weapon. “Yes, let’s … let’s not do anything we might
regret here.”

“I don’t believe it,” Raina gaped at Senator
Daniels. “Seriously? You just handed us over to her?”

“Should’ve known better than to trust a
fucking politician,” Brenna grumbled.

Daniels waved a finger at her. “Now, that’s
not true. I only brought you here because she promised me that she
only wished to talk this whole thing out with you. She assured me
that she wished to settle this whole feud of yours with words,
rather than with violence.”

“That’s not what I said, you stupid man,” the
Countess said tersely. “I said that I wanted an opportunity to
speak with her before I put an end to this war.”

He looked genuinely and foolishly surprised.
“Oh. But…”

“As I have said before, I do not wish to kill
you,” she said to Raina. “Please sheathe your sword. It is useless
to you in this situation.”

Raina was aware of the futility of bringing a
sword to a gunfight, but she was reluctant to surrender that one
and only means of self-defense in the face of what was surely her
impending demise. Just the same, she was too scared by this
unexpected second encounter and too intrigued by the Countess’s
assurance of peace to be stupid enough to try to make use of her
sword. Slowly, she sheathed the finely polished steel blade, hiding
its gleaming finish from the light of her own flesh and the parking
lot’s ambient light that filtered in through the darkly tinted
windows. Raina laid the sword back down upon her lap and drew in a
deep breath, doing her best to slowly exhale and release her
tension.

Her eyes flicked cautiously toward Brenna
every second or two, but Countess Wilhelmina slowly lowered the aim
of her gun and allowed it to rest upon her own lap, as well.

“I apologize for threatening you with a
pistol,” the Countess said sincerely, “but I knew that your first
instinct would be to fight.”

“Good call,” Raina conceded with a nod.

Countess Wilhelmina straightened her posture
and jutted out her chin slightly. “So then, Duchess Raina … now
that you have had time to meet Duvessa, what is your opinion of
her?”

Raina blinked at her. “You showed up here
just to ask me that?”

“It has been impossible for me to contact you
by any other means,” she replied. The Countess smirked slightly.
“Would you have preferred that I use messenger pigeons?”

“I don’t think this is the smartest time and
place for you to show up, what with the entire freakin’ House of
Fallamhain being here in one place,” Raina said. “I mean, c’mon!
Duvessa’s favorite bodyguard is standing right outside this car.
All I need to do is scream…”

Countess Wilhelmina lifted the gun in her
right hand slightly to remind her of what she still held. Her faint
smirk remained. “And all I need to do is squeeze the trigger. Don’t
be stupid.”

Raina stared at her. “Didn’t you just say
that you didn’t come here to kill me?”

“Yes. I did say that have no intention of
killing you, Duchess.” And then her eyes moved to look at Brenna
for a moment, silently expressing the other half of her intentions.
“I promise you, it will be worth your time to hear what I have to
say.”

She considered it for a moment, searching her
own feelings and reconsidering the wisdom of making a desperate
attempt to overcome her, before Raina finally took her hands off of
the sword in her lap and clasped them together peacefully at her
knees. She drew in a deep breath as she looked to Brenna, who
appeared relatively calm outside but was genuinely scared within.
She certainly was being faced with a lot of so-called choices that
had but one option that could even be remotely considered
reasonable.

“Okay, then,” Raina sighed, “let’s hear
it.”

“Of course. But … you still have not answered
my question,” she replied, her smirk vanishing.

Raina stared at her for a moment, having
almost forgotten what she’d asked. “How do I feel about the Grand
Duchess?”

“If that is what you wish to call her, yes,”
Countess Wilhelmina acknowledged.

“She’s okay, I guess,” she said with a shrug.
“A little bit bossy, of course, and she’s honestly got kind of a
stuck-up attitude, what with the whole royalty thing and all. But
she doesn’t come off as some kind of evil monster like you’ve made
her out to be.”

The High Court vampire in a wig gave her a
curious look. “Don’t you find her to be secretive? Does she always
answer your questions directly? Or do you sense that she is holding
back more than what she is willing to tell you?”

“She likes to shut me down right away if I
start to question her about anything,” Raina admitted. “She seems
more interested in hearing herself talk and giving little speeches
than she cares about listening to what anyone else has to say.”

“Have you noticed the way that she treats
others? Has she given you her passionate little speech on racism
yet?” she asked, again daring to smile in a way that alluded to
some manner of unspoken knowledge.

Raina stared at her for a moment, hesitant to
speak of it in front of her friend. Carefully, she confessed, “She
did almost get violent with me this morning over something really
stupid. Basically, she expects me to look down upon Brenna like
she’s some kind of lesser being, just because she’s a Commoner.
She’s really hung up on titles. It’s like … she acts like the world
will come to an end if I treat Brenna as an equal instead of a
friggin’ slave or something.”

“A servant, you mean?”

“Yeah, exactly.”

“Well, y’know … technically, that’s my job
title,” Brenna admitted with a shrug.

Countess Wilhelmina smiled broadly at that.
“Your job title? Really? You consider yourself to be working a
job?”

Brenna frowned slightly, bobbing her head
with a bit of attitude as she snapped back, “Yeah, a job! That’s
pretty much all this is for me, at this point. Like, a job with a
lot of fringe benefits. Y’know, free room and board, all expenses
paid, free booze and blood…” She glanced at Raina rather bitterly.
“…plenty of sex…”

From the look she gave them both, Countess
Wilhelmina clearly picked up on the friction between the two of
them, perhaps already knowing in full what had happened.
Fortunately, however, she chose not to speak of it for the time
being. Her eyes drifted to Raina’s and locked her gaze
securely.

“She has promised that you will be taking her
place when she dies,” she said rather than asked. “Judging by how
quickly she seems to be progressing with her usual schedule, I have
succeeded in scaring her. Duvessa is truly afraid that I will kill
her soon. She is becoming desperate to ensure that her legacy
survives.”

“Well … yeah! I mean, considering you’ve
pretty much slaughtered all of her consorts and their servants,”
Raina said with a raised eyebrow, “I don’t really blame her for
being a little bit freaked out by the whole situation.”

Countess Wilhelmina was grinning now, baring
her fangs carelessly. “But she is the Grand Duchess! The almighty
queen of the High Court, the head of the International Vampiric
Council, and the idol that all vampires and humans should worship
and obey! She has fought so many battles, she has conquered so many
in duels! Countless foes have fallen under her sword and been
drained by her fangs! Why should she be afraid of me? Why should
she be trying so hard to see me killed? What threat am I to
her?”

“You killed off almost her entire bloodline!
Our bloodline!” Raina protested, feeling a bit odd about taking
such a daring position of bias in that moment. “Out of nowhere you
just showed up and started hacking people apart right and left. You
even killed Duke Sebastian … who also happened to be my Maker, in
case you didn’t already know.”

The Countess shook her head at that. “I’m
sure you’re absolutely heartbroken over that. I can sense it quite
clearly.”

Pretending not to hear that, Raina continued,
“You killed both of his servants for no good reason.”

“Oh, I can assure you, Duchess,” she said
confidently, “I was within my rights to slay them. I do not kill
without reason.”

“Y’know, it’s a good thing you’ve got that
gun, or else I’d…”

Raina caught herself as Brenna put a hand
upon her thigh and squeezed firmly with urgency, seeing Raina’s
hands beginning to reach for her sword once more. She forced
herself to instead place her hands upon her knees and grip them
firmly. Raina was skilled and surely quick enough that she could
stop the Countess from shooting her to death, but she wasn’t
confident enough that she was willing to risk it unless she was
forced to try.

“Or else you would do what, child? You would
fight me? You would cut me down and avenge your other Maker?” she
asked doubtfully. If Raina’s reaction was not visible upon her
face, surely she could at least sense it. “Yes, I am aware that
Lady Brenna is also your Maker … which is why I have not already
killed her. I do not care for her attitude, but she is relatively
innocent in this war between Duvessa and myself … just as you were
innocent, as well, before she ordered Sebastian to force his blood
upon you.” She paused for a moment. “Before she later forced
herself upon you, as well.”

“I wasn’t forced into anything,” Raina said
in a low voice, narrowing her eyes and deliberately ignoring the
latter part of her statement.

“Oh? So, you willfully accepted the Change?”
she asked. She waited for an answer and, hearing none, she smiled
as she said, “Of course, you didn’t. I know what he did to you. I
know exactly what he did to you.”

“Oh, really? Well … don’t believe everything
you read on the Internet.”

“I did not learn this from hearing rumors
about you. I know this from personal experience. Sebastian Made me
in exactly the same way,” she explained, leaning back in her seat
to observe the reaction of shock that washed over both Raina and
Brenna. “He was my Maker, too.”
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Duvessa was uncharacteristically nervous.
Raina had been gone far too long. Her dear, sweet Raina … and that
miserable, lowly harlot that Raina considered a friend, they were
both overdue to return. William was gone as well. She still had the
comforting security of her other loyal subjects – Robert, Svetlana,
Noriko, Mary, and the rest – but she had been a fool to turn loose
of so much at a time like this. In fact, in hindsight, it had been
downright foolish of her to have let Senator Daniels take Raina
away. This was exactly the kind of strategic mistake that wretched
witch, Wilhelmina, wanted her to make. She had been choosing to
wage her vendetta one duel at a time. She knew better than to ever
try to confront them all as one. The girl was not stupid, only
bitter.

Wilhelmina wisely realized that she could not
command a war by herself, and she no longer had the support of the
House of von Reichenbach. That fool, Klaus, had been too kind and
generous for his own good when he had taken Wilhelmina under his
wing. He had pitied her, and in trying to save her, it had cost him
his wealth, his bloodline, and ultimately, Duvessa figured, even
his life. Well, a fat lot of good his kindness and generosity had
done anyone. He had helped to create a situation of instability and
division within the High Court, a rift amongst the elders of the
Council that would never have begun if Duvessa had not made the
mistake, herself, of failing to successfully kill that miserable
wench when she had been given more than ample opportunity.

Yes, Sebastian had started it all, but
Sebastian had been Duvessa’s responsibility – a liability, perhaps,
but the most beloved of her bloodspawn, nevertheless. It had not
been a matter of mercy. No, Duvessa had wanted that young girl’s
throat in her mouth just as hungrily as Sebastian had wanted to
bury the length of his manhood within that same girl. The
difference was that Duvessa had shown restraint because he had not.
She had hoped it would be an opportunity for him to learn the
consequences of his actions, his careless and wanton overindulgence
in humanity. He was to have raised that girl to become a true lady,
to have educated her … to have been responsible for her, just as
Duvessa was responsible for Sebastian. She had grown tired of
picking up after him, through with covering for his indiscretions.
It would have been a good lesson, and in the grander scheme of
things, it would have been well and good for everyone … that is,
had it involved anyone else but someone like Wilhelmina. Oh, how
she looked forward to seeing that miserable little wench being cut
apart…

“Your grace,” Mister Giovanni said, kneeling
before her and taking her hand to kiss it, “it breaks my heart to
see you so unhappy. You have my deepest condolences for your
loss.”

Duvessa snapped out of her momentary trance.
“Thank you, Dante. I appreciate your kindness and generosity for
hosting this event.”

“It was the least I could do for the kindness
you have always shown me, your grace,” he said with a smile, bowing
his head again before standing. “Without you, I would not be where
I am today.”

Duvessa smiled and nodded and began to pull
her hand away, though he continued to hold onto it. She didn’t want
to appear ungrateful or impolite. She just wanted him to go away.
She needed some time to herself. If she was to be forced to worry
and fret over Raina’s well-being, she did not want to also be
confronted by this parasite of the American underworld at the same
time. She had only helped Dante in the ways that she had because of
what he could do for the House of Fallamhain in return. He had many
girls and many friends, many associates that were willing to do
things for little or nothing – deeds done as favors, just for the
honor of her company and blessings. While he could provide them
with worldly comforts and the use of his extended influence in
Arizona, his assistance always seemed to come with a higher and
higher price every time.

Saving Dante from what would have been
certain death after his incident with Brenna was, in hindsight, far
more trouble than it had been worth. She had seen to it that
certain records had been lost, that witnesses had seen or
remembered nothing, and that Dante had an airtight alibi for the
night upon which he had tried to sample more of his own wares than
he should. If Duvessa had known what a crude and strong-willed
whore that Brenna would prove to be, and that this Commoner would
only later become more of a problem than an asset, she would have
arranged to have Brenna killed in a way that would have labeled
Dante a rogue vampire, leaving him to the mercy of local law
enforcement officials.

Instead, now she faced a potential crisis yet
again because of these two lowly Commoners. If she’d had her
druthers, she would have buried her fangs within both their throats
on this night and bled them dry before dawn. But, alas, she
realized that Raina would never stand for that … the poor, foolish
girl. Duvessa needed Raina’s loyalty. Damn her, she needed the
silly girl, and it seemed that Duvessa would simply have to accept
all of the baggage that came with her – a “packaged deal” as the
Americans might have called it.

“Your grace,” Dante continued gently, “I must
confess that I have already met with Lady Brenna in the past. When
we last saw each other, it was … I’m not sure how to say this … it
was…”

“A criminal act that could easily have earned
you a label as a rogue?” she suggested. “Yes, I have already been
made aware of this fact. I must admit that I do find this bit of
information to be very displeasing in a number of ways.”

Dante again dropped to his knee, reaching for
her hand to kiss it. “Please, your grace, forgive me…”

She jerked her hand away with disgust,
saying, “Stand up, Dante. You’re degrading yourself in public. It’s
sad and unnecessary.”

“But … I have sinned against you, your
grace,” he protested, remaining upon his knee as he looked up to
her with those sad, mournful, puppy-dog eyes. “I have committed a
grave offense against a member of the House of Fallamhain.”

“Are you begging for punishment or
forgiveness? I already forgave you long ago, if you will recall. I
did clean up your mess, after all.” She raised an eyebrow at him.
“However, if it is punishment that you desire…?”

“No! No, I do not want punishment,” he
insisted anxiously.

“Would you prefer humiliation, instead?”

“Your grace, I … I need your protection.”

Duvessa blinked at him. At first, she merely
chuckled. The more she looked at him, basking in the soothing
tremor of his fear and dread that tickled her from within, her
chuckle swelled to full laughter. She stifled her own laughter,
slightly embarrassed by her own reaction to his plight as a few
attendees’ gazes were drawn in their direction.

“Protection?” she echoed with a smile after
managing to regain control of her laughter. “You are asking me for
protection, Mister Giovanni? You, of all people?”

“Yes, your grace.”

“Protection from whom?”

“From your bloodspawn … the Duchess,” he
replied.

“Raina?” she blurted with a laugh. She
quickly smothered her own laughter discreetly with fingers over her
lips. “And why should I protect you from Duchess Raina? Why should
she wish harm upon you?”

“Because I am Lady Brenna’s Maker…?”

“No,” she said, “you are not. Now, stand up
before everyone sees you groveling like this. It’s embarrassingly
pathetic.”

He promptly stood, glancing over his shoulder
to those behind him. Onlookers quickly turned away, pretending not
to have noticed his sad display of fake remorse and genuine
cowardice.

“But I … I do not understand, your
grace.”

Duvessa rolled her eyes at him. “We discussed
this long ago, Dante. You agreed to abandon your claim to Brenna
when you chose not to be accountable for your actions upon the
night that her Change was initiated. And now, Lady Brenna has sworn
herself to me. She is as much a Fallamhain by oath as Duchess Raina
is to me by blood. Twice over, you are absolved of any obligation
to Lady Brenna that you may have had, should you have chosen to
keep her.”

He looked no less afraid, not the least bit
relieved by her declaration. “But … I thought … I was sure that she
was … dead…”

“To you, yes, she was dead. Lady Brenna was
left by you to be an orphaned bloodspawn,” she explained. “The
House of Fallamhain cleaned up after your careless mess, and you
have long ago repaid us for this. As far as your involvement is
concerned, we may simply pretend that nothing has ever happened. I
have since adopted Lady Brenna as a Fallamhain, and she will now
serve Duchess Raina.”

“This is … what frightens me, your grace,” he
admitted with wide eyes. “Brenna recognizes me. She wants revenge.
I saw it in her eyes, how she hates me for what I did to her. She
may ask Duchess Raina to kill me.”

Duvessa could not help but to continue
smiling. “And so she may. As it has been said, hell hath no fury
like a woman scorned. Whatever debts that either of you may feel
still remain are entirely between you and Lady Brenna … and Duchess
Raina, it would seem. If Lady Brenna wishes to exact revenge upon
you for what you did to her, then she is within her rights to do
so. She does not need Duchess Raina to do this for her. Yours is a
private dispute between Commoners that does not officially concern
my bloodspawn.”

He gathered his courage for a moment, visibly
swallowing back his anxiety as he wrung his hands nervously. His
fear, his sharp, delicious fear was almost smothering in its
intensity. Duvessa was fighting the urge to take a step away from
him so as to place distance from his psychic influence, but she did
not want to appear intimidated by him in any way. And anyway, it
was simply too pure, too raw to deny. Only her dear, sweet Raina
had given her this much of an intense taste of her favored empathic
treat in recent history. It had been too long since anyone had
prostrated themselves at her feet. She was quite tempted to
privately punish him, herself, simply to indulge in that taboo
luxury she had denied herself for so long.

“I am sorry, your grace,” he said softly,
“but I must invoke the right of Maker’s Immunity.”

Her smile disappeared abruptly. “I beg your
pardon?”

“I wish to invoke the right of Maker’s
Immunity,” he repeated, straightening his suit jacket slightly.
“The Code says that a bloodspawn cannot slay their own Maker,
either by their own hand or by…”

“I bloody well know what Maker’s Immunity is,
you arrogant dolt! In case you may have forgotten, Mister Giovanni,
I wrote the Code!” she snapped. “I am simply appalled that you
would have the audacity to presume that you have any right to
invoke such a privilege.”

“I am Brenna’s Maker, your grace,” he
insisted. “She cannot slay me if I invoke the right of Maker’s
Immunity.”

Her hand flew outward in a blur of movement.
The palm of her hand struck his cheek with such force that he very
nearly was knocked off his feet, spinning him halfway around and
causing him to stumble to maintain his footing. She had not struck
someone publicly in quite some time. The sound of flesh upon flesh
was always musically pleasant, but this was not so much gratifying
as it was necessary. She hoped to knock some sense into this
dim-witted fool. The sound of her blow echoed slightly off the tall
fencing that surrounded the pool patio and the glass windows behind
him. Even those inside that did not actually see the slap
apparently heard its report as they turned to look at its source.
She did not allow the sudden audience to distract her – in fact,
she felt better, knowing that others would bear witness to Dante’s
humiliation.

“How dare you!” she hissed, raising her voice
to a public volume. “Who do you think you are to even think that
you may lay claim to a Fallamhain? How dare you insult me with such
stupid arrogance!”

“Your grace, please! Forgive me, I…”

She slapped him again as soon as he stood
upright. The blow was much harder this time because she was
afforded the opportunity to deliver it with more precision, trading
off speed for technique and force. The sound was quite like the pop
of a leather whip. Mister Giovanni spun and fell to his knees this
time with a grunt. She could have punched him, but she preferred to
reserve such blows for actual combat. Her intent was not to kill
him, for a solid punch could have broken his neck. Rather, she
meant to humiliate and shame him with (barely) non-lethal
punishment. Delightfully, it was working quite well.

“You gave me your word, Mister Giovanni, that
you were content with the terms of our agreement,” she reminded
him. “What I did for you was a favor, a gift of friendship. And now
you come to me again? You dare to extend your hand once more, not
simply asking for my generosity but demanding it? You invited me
here under the false pretense of a memorial for my consorts,
thinking you could use this as an opportunity to force me to grant
you another favor? How dare you!”

“Please! You don’t understand! Let me
explain!” he pleaded, tears creeping into his voice as they began
to spill from his eyes. “Please, your grace! I meant no
offense…”

Duvessa took half a step closer to him,
lifted the hem of her dress slightly to allow herself more
movement, and she kicked a foot out at his face. He apparently did
not anticipate the kick, or at least was too stunned to think to
even turn his face away, and so the instep of her left foot struck
him directly in the mouth. Immediately, she realized the error of
this blow, for she should have used her heel, instead. Her foot
instantly went numb upon impact as she was simultaneously rewarded
with a softer pop sound as it met his teeth. Dante’s head flew back
with another grunt and almost toppled him over backwards before he
brought his hands to his mouth and curled into a ball upon his
side, sobbing pathetically.

Blood spilled readily from between his
fingers clasped tightly over his mouth, dripping wetly onto the
desert-warmed surface of the concrete pool patio in a lovely
crimson drool. Bits of teeth were visible immediately, and Dante
removed his hand to spit out several more bloody and broken dental
items that clicked like dice upon the concrete. Duvessa looked down
and found the flesh at the top of her instep, exposed by the open
design of the elegant shoes, to be torn in a ragged and ugly
pattern with a couple of oddly-colored spots. She stared for a
moment, lifted her foot enough to grab it with her left hand, and
winced painfully as she extracted both of Dante’s broken-off upper
canines from where they had embedded themselves between the bones
of her foot.

“You … bastard!” she shrieked as she threw
the ruined fangs at him where he lay. “You worthless, deceitful,
traitorous bastard! How … dare … you!”

The damage she had done to him at that point
was largely deliberate. As a vampire, he could always grow another
set of fangs in a week or two. At first, before delivering that
kick, she had thought it best to let him wear the temporary badge
of shame that was his shattered grin until he had healed, ensuring
that others could see and forcing him to explain his foolish
arrogance to them.

Now, however, seeing that he had also
succeeded in injuring her, she realized that mere humiliation was
not an adequate punishment. Not only had he insulted her and
challenged her status, as well as her right to claim Brenna, but he
had also drawn her blood without her consent … whether
intentionally or not. Reaching for her saber, she knew that this
grave offense could not be allowed to stand unanswered. Public or
not, this had to be done. Justice had to be meted out swiftly. She
would see to it. Had she ever executed someone in public since the
Great Reveal? If not, then she was about to make history yet
again…

Duvessa’s hand was stayed by the sound of the
patio door sliding open and guests’ voices of astonishment and
dismay filtered out. She looked up and to her right to see William
rushing over to them. Robert had moved closer, but wisely had thus
far elected not to intervene. Raina and Brenna followed closely
behind William, all looking equally concerned and surprised.

“Your grace? Is everything okay?” William
asked as he hurried to Duvessa’s side.

She found herself somehow smiling at their
arrival, relieved to know that they were safe. “Oh hello, dear.
It’s no bother, really. I have everything perfectly under
control.”

He glanced at where Dante lay, then to
Duvessa’s hand as she mercifully decided not to draw her saber.
Instead, she interlaced the fingers of both her hands at her waist,
doing her best to appear utterly innocent of the bloodshed at
hand.

“So … where is Senator Daniels?” she asked
him as she noticed the absence of a prominent face.

“He asked me to express his regrets that he
had been unexpectedly called away on an urgent matter after meeting
with the Duchess,” he explained quickly.

“Did he, now? That’s rather odd of him…”

“What happened here?”

“Oh … oh, this? Well … you see, Mister
Giovanni chose to insult us all by inviting us here under false
pretenses,” the Grand Duchess replied calmly, ignoring the rapidly
worsening pain in her foot. “He saw my grief as an opportunity to
take advantage of my generosity.”

“Um … your grace? You’re, ah … you’re
bleeding,” Raina declared uneasily.

As one, everybody’s gaze simultaneously
looked down to where Raina pointed at her foot, and suddenly they
went wide with alarm. Glancing down, she saw that a tiny pool of
blood was forming around her right foot underneath the hem of her
white gown. She pulled up her dress slightly in the hopes of saving
it from harm, but its hemline was already spotted with crimson.

“Oh, bother! My dress,” she bemoaned softly,
shifting her weight to her left foot and feeling a wetness that was
gradually cooling underfoot. “And now my shoe is ruined.”

Thinking quickly, Raina hurried over to a
nearby table of drinks and snacks. She grabbed a handful of plush
napkins, knelt beside her, and pressed a stack of them over the
wound atop Duvessa’s instep. The pain was horribly sharp for a
moment, but she sustained it. To a small degree, she even savored
it. Her vision wavered slightly for a moment with the intensity of
the pain before her eyes sharpened as she glanced to where Dante
still lay upon his side. She looked then to Brenna, who stared down
at Dante with a blank expression and a swirl of mixed emotions.

Somehow, seeing and even smelling so much
spilled blood and then beholding the admittedly appealing physical
image of Brenna, she found herself wanting to know her very soon.
Yes, she was partly at fault for this incident, and yes, she was
not particularly fond at all of this Commoner’s personality. Still,
Duvessa could not deny that Brenna was both a strong and beautiful
creature. She stared at her unabashedly, imagining her completely
bare and ready, and she dared to think what fun she could offer
with what she had heard was a great deal of lustful experience.

It was only then, as she found her own breath
and pulse gradually quickening, that she became aware of the fact
that she was in the early stages of bloodlust. She had not fed
since the prior morning, and even then, she had not dared to take
much more than a light taste from her dear Raina, for she’d still
had so very little to spare. The poor girl was still recovering
from her Change, surely not yet able to offer a full feeding as any
of her others might have, and so they had both satisfied one
another’s cravings with lust rather than bloodshed. However,
considering the blood she had given beforehand in the ceremony, as
well as the resources needed to heal the cut she had inflicted upon
her own hand, her nutrient intake and bodily consumption were not
balanced. Added atop this were her worries for Raina’s welfare, the
stresses of an imminent confrontation with Countess Wilhelmina, her
ongoing grief for the loss of her consorts, this nonsense with
Dante, and now a rather painful wound to her foot … bah! It was no
wonder that she was so short-tempered and longing to kill on this
night. It had been a very long while since she had found herself in
such a predicament, but it appeared that she was actually in the
early stages of bloodlust. How embarrassing!

“Pick him up,” she said to William. He
hesitated, blinking dumbly at her. She snapped her fingers loudly
and then pointed at Dante. “Pick … him … up!”

“As you wish,” he finally said with a shrug,
nodding to Robert. Together, they dragged Mr. Giovanni to his feet
by his arms and held him aloft as his knees momentarily appeared
unable to support his own weight.

Duvessa turned to Brenna with a kind smile.
“Does it bring you any satisfaction, dear, to see him like this?
Does it please you to see him suffering in pain and
humiliation?”

Lady Brenna momentarily appeared surprised
that she would even ask such a thing, but soon turned to look at
her unofficial Maker. She studied him for a few seconds, reflecting
upon her own feelings for a moment, and then turned to look at
Duvessa once more, shrugging.

“A little bit, yeah.”

“Only a little?”

She glanced at him once more. “I just … I
wasn’t expecting you to … y’know … kick his ass for me.”

“I did no such thing,” she insisted
innocently, glancing down at Raina as she continued to tend to her
wounded foot. “His injuries were a result of his own arrogance.
Essentially, he did this to himself. He challenged my authority by
hoping to claim you as his own. He wished to insist that he was
your Maker.”

She was clearly confused. “But…”

“He is not,” Duvessa insisted, silencing her
with a quickly raised hand. She pointed at Brenna. “You took an
oath of eternal allegiance to the House of Fallamhain. In doing so,
you have renounced anyone else as your Maker. And through his own
actions, Mister Giovanni long ago forfeited any claim he may have
had to you. He was overstepping his authority by trying to invoke
the right of Maker’s Immunity.”

“Immunity from what?”

Duvessa grinned at her. “Why, immunity from
you, my dear! He was afraid of being destroyed by the monster that
he had created.” Brenna was within reach, and Duvessa reached out
to gently caress the enchantingly pale, silken, flawlessly
alabaster flesh of her cheek. “I mean that only as a figure of
speech, of course. You are far too lovely to be called a
monster.”

“Uh … thanks,” she said reluctantly.

“I am sorry … so sorry, Lady Brenna,” Dante
blubbered, drooling blood messily as he slurred his words with
pain, emotion, and broken teeth. “I did not mean to … I did not
mean to hurt you.”

“Shut up,” Raina warned him as she looked up
from below. “Seriously, don’t push your luck. Just shut up.”

“No, I must … I must … apologize,” he
insisted, accidentally spraying a shower of crimson upon her as he
spoke that last word. Raina flinched away as droplets of blood
spattered upon her arm and shoulder. Dante saw this and was
fearfully remorseful. “Oh! Oh, I am … I am so sorry … so sorry,
your grace! Please…” And again, that last word clumsily misted her
with redness, dotting and smearing her exposed let as she scooted
away from him.

“Jeez! Say it, don’t spray it,” Raina
muttered as she got up, blotting herself with a clean napkin from
her other hand.

Darkly amused, even aroused by so much blood,
Duvessa looked to Brenna with a smirk. She was looking right past
the Grand Duchess and glaring hard at Dante now. Ah, yes! There it
was. The anger was welling up within her, bubbling up like molten
rock within a volcano. Perhaps it was his clumsy liquid assault
upon Raina, or perhaps she perceived some kind of insincerity in
his apology. It was obvious enough to Duvessa, at least, that
Dante’s remorse was largely a matter of fear and cowardice. An
apology by necessity was better than no apology at all, but for the
manner of crime committed against Brenna, an apology seemed hardly
adequate.

“Well then, my dear,” Duvessa said, “he
wishes to make amends for his sins against you. Are you willing to
forgive him?”

Brenna hesitated for a moment, exchanging
glances with Raina as she moved to stand beside her. Brenna’s
striking emerald green eyes met Duvessa’s gaze squarely.

“Would you?” she asked with a raised
eyebrow.

Duvessa shrugged, unable and unwilling to
restrain the smile that tugged at the corners of her lips. “It is
not my judgment to make. Only you may decide what you are willing
to accept as restitution for his crimes. If it is enough for you to
see him like this, bloodied and humbled, then it is your right to
accept his apology.”

She considered it for a moment, staring at
Dante as he managed to stand on his own. Duvessa watched with
amusement as Raina worriedly tried to take hold of Brenna’s hand,
but she gently pulled it away in refusal. Raina could sense her
dear friend’s anger and hatred just as readily as Duvessa, as
Brenna looked to her once more.

“And what if I don’t?” Brenna asked with a
shrug.

Without any more of a hint than a glance from
the Grand Duchess, both William and Robert released Dante and took
a step away from him, almost as though they were afraid he might
explode.

“Then, my dear, you must decide what you are
willing to accept.”

“What I want from him is more than I’m sure
he’s willing to give.”

“You are a Lady of the House of Fallamhain.
He is but a Commoner without title,” Duvessa explained. “The degree
to which he is indebted to you depends upon what you feel the
severity of his offenses are against you.”

Brenna stared at her for a moment. The
emotions of pure rage radiating from her seemed to momentarily give
way to a strange feeling of excitement. “So basically, you’re
saying his life is in my hands. Right?”

“More or less,” she confirmed with a light
shrug.

“I see.”

Raina touched her shoulder gently, clearly
concerned. “Brenna, please…”

She brushed Raina’s hand away as she stepped
toward Dante, simultaneously kicking off her stiletto-heeled shoes.
She seemed to deliberately position herself in such a way that she
was able to give both Duvessa and those watching behind her a clear
view of what was taking place between them as she grasped the
lapels of his suit jacket.

“How long has it been?” she asked him in a
low voice. “How many years has it been since that night? Huh? What,
five, six, seven years?”

“My lady, please,” he begged, wisely covering
his mouth this time. “I was wrong, I know. I did not mean to hurt
you.”

“You didn’t mean to hurt me?” she echoed with
disbelief, her swelling fury creeping into her sultry, womanly
voice. “You beat me until I was unconscious. You raped me. You
tried to tear my throat open. You threw me in a fucking Dumpster
and left me for dead. How the fuck can you say you didn’t mean to
hurt me?”

“I … I was not thinking! It was … it was
bloodlust, and I…”

“Bullshit! When you drove me from the club
and out behind that store, you knew exactly what you were doing!”
she hissed as she tightened her grip upon his jacket, lifting him
upright. Even without her high heels, she was eye-to-eye with him
in height. “You had every intention that night of fucking me and
killing me. You were gonna use me and lose me like a piece of
meat.”

“I’m sorry! Please! Really, I’m sorry!” he
cried, falling into sobs once more.

“Brenna, don’t…” Raina began to plead softly,
taking a step toward her. Duvessa caught her arm and held her back,
shaking her head silently as Raina looked to her with a horrified
expression.

Brenna sneered at Dante, aggressively
flashing her fangs as she spoke. “You’re not sorry … not really. I
know I’m not the only one you’ve done like that. I know there were
other girls. I remember. Every once in awhile, someone just
wouldn’t show up for work. You said they’d quit, or that you’d
moved them to another club. Or if it was one of your girlfriends,
you’d just say she dumped you and ran off. Nobody questioned it.
It’s just how the business works, right? So, it was a perfect
cover. You got a steady supply of blood and pussy, and you were
making money at the same time. You’re a fucking serial killer,
Dante, and a sick fucking pig. You’re not sorry. You’re scared.
You’ve done a lot of bad things over the years, but the single
biggest mistake you made was not making sure that I was dead.”

“Please … please, don’t…”

She jerked his lapels tight again, and there
was a sound of tearing cloth this time. “Don’t do what? Don’t kill
you? Why not? Huh? Why shouldn’t I?”

“You know, Dante,” Duvessa said, “you are
fortunate to be in her hands right now. I had only been told half
of your story. I was wrong to think that I knew you. Had I known
this much about you a few moments ago, you would have been facing a
much worse fate.”

“You don’t think I wanna kill him?” Brenna
asked, glancing over her shoulder to her.

“Oh, I would kill him, yes,” Duvessa
admitted, “but I can assure you … he would much prefer to die by
your hands than by mine.” She smiled to him. “Dante, love … you
know how creative I can be.”

“Oh … oh God,” he moaned as Brenna released
him abruptly and took half a step back. He began to babble in his
native tongue, but his Italian was so garbled and hastened by his
damaged mouth and his pathetic emotions that it was almost
unintelligible even to Duvessa.

Brenna’s first blow of choice was a simple
but solid punch straight into his prominent nose. The cartilage
crunched audibly under the force of her knuckles and blood
immediately blossomed out, as though she had thrown a tomato at his
face. Blinded and distracted by that, he was completely unprepared
for the knee that Brenna then thrust into his groin. The long slit
up the sides of her dress allowed flexibility and freedom of
movement that perhaps Duvessa had not considered, and so the strike
was delivered with such perfect ease and brute force that it
literally lifted Dante off his feet. From there, a crossing blow
with her right elbow to his jaw sent him around and down to the
concrete near the edge of the pool.

His long, straight black hair had been tied
back neatly but was now coming loose in somewhat oily strands.
Blood gushed from his nose and lips in thick, drooling strands that
dribbled and oozed upon the patio surface audibly enough to even be
heard over the artificial waterfall at the far end of the pool. He
was a pathetic, sobbing, broken mess of a man. Raina touched her
fingers to her lips and cringed in horror, and others within the
house could be heard gasping and crying out in alarm and concern as
Brenna continued to punish him.

“How does it feel? How does it feel, fucker?”
Brenna demanded before standing beside him and kicking him in the
side. The impact surely crushed half of his ribs. Even though he
curled an arm up reflexively, partly in agony and partly to protect
himself, the next time she kicked him must have done just as much
damage to his arm and shoulder. The blow that those powerful, long,
fishnet-clad legs could deliver from that angle was tremendously
devastating.

“Please! Please, don’t … don’t kill me!” he
bawled.

Brenna swung her leg up and over, crashing a
heel down upon his back and possibly rupturing one of his kidneys.
He remained upon his hands and knees, crushed, utterly destroyed as
Brenna towered over him with her fists balled up at her sides.
Raina called out to her one last time, and Brenna turned to look at
her. She was utterly gorgeous in that moment, the way her hair flew
aside with that abrupt turn of her head, the flash of those
chilling green eyes as she gazed to her mistress. Duvessa realized
that she had been very wrong to despise this one so easily. Truly,
Duvessa wanted her, and soon. She was perfect. Lady Brenna was
exactly what the House of Fallamhain needed … and exactly the kind
of thrill that Duvessa needed to counterbalance the timid passion
offered by her far sweeter, more innocent half, Duchess Raina.

“Please, Brenna … don’t do it,” Raina begged
her softly, shaking her head. “Killing him won’t make things
right.”

Brenna looked at her long and hard for a
moment. Her expression of rage softened slightly, just a little,
and then her eyes drifted to Duvessa. The Grand Duchess smiled and
offered only a shrug. She considered it for just a second, and then
turned her attention back to Dante. She grabbed the tail of his
hair and used it like the handle of a teapot to hoist him to his
feet, having to hold him aloft by his throat. For a moment, Duvessa
dared to hope that she would be treated to the sight of something
wickedly delightful. Perhaps she would tear his throat out with her
bare hand or her teeth? That would certainly make for a deliciously
pleasant highlight to counterbalance the otherwise unfortunate tone
of that evening’s gathering.

“She’s right,” Brenna told him. “Killing you
right now would be stupid. I think it’s pretty obvious to everyone
here now what a worthless piece of shit you are. So, I’ve got a
better idea. I’ll just let you live with the shame.”

Brenna released his throat and pushed him
backward by thrusting her palm into his face. Dante fell backward
into the pool, already red with the glow of lights from below, and
splashed into the water with his arms flailing uselessly. She
turned her back upon him and stepped away with a sigh of relief,
the barest hint of a smirk upon her delicious full lips. Brenna
looked at the hand she had used to push him away, saw it covered
wetly in blood, and then glanced up to the Grand Duchess. In a
gesture so alluring, so irresistibly luscious that it made Duvessa
clench deeply with excitement, Brenna dipped her index finger
between her lips and licked the blood clean, pausing in the
withdrawal of her digit as her lips reached the tip of her
fingernail.

“My, my,” Duvessa murmured, “what a saucy
vixen you have proven to be.”
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Raina was amazed by how indifferent the Grand
Duchess appeared to be with regard to her own injury. She felt that
she could sense the slight emotional distress that Duvessa was
experiencing, but she could not tell whether it was due to her
wounded foot or the need to publicly apologize for what the
attendees of the party had just witnessed. She walked along with
the barest hint of a limp in her strides, gliding almost as
effortlessly and gracefully as ever in spite of the fact that she
left half of a bloody footprint with every other step.

People seemed to look at Brenna as though she
had sprouted horns and a tail and was carrying a pitchfork,
especially since she had to be told by Duvessa to stop licking the
blood from her hand because it was clearly disturbing some people.
Mary and Jen both somehow seemed overwhelmingly excited for Brenna,
giving her warm and supportive hugs to essentially congratulate her
on the successful pulverizing of her former Maker. Apparently,
Brenna had shared her story with them beforehand, so they could
appreciate the significance of what she had just done. Brenna
seemed relieved, having obviously sated a long-standing desire for
vengeance, and she seemed to have almost completely forgotten
anything she had just been told about the Grand Duchess. Whereas
before she had been rather distrusting and wary of her, she now saw
Duvessa as a dedicated ally, if not a mother figure of sorts.

And, even more strangely, the Grand Duchess
now suddenly seemed to be positively smitten with Brenna. She had
literally gone from being resentful of her very presence to being
irresistibly drawn to stand near her and exhibiting such
supportiveness of her in just a matter of a few minutes. It was
strange and sudden, but it made sense, considering what Raina now
knew about the both of them.

Raina was honestly relieved to have the
lion’s share of the attention away from herself for awhile. The
downside of this was that it afforded her more time to quietly
digest everything that Countess Wilhelmina had explained to them in
the limousine. Brenna apparently had either turned a deaf ear to it
all or, at the very least, had been so distracted by Mr. Giovanni
that she simply couldn’t think about it. This bit of public
violence had only cemented the Countess’s words in Raina’s mind as
absolute truth.

It was undeniable that Duvessa was the kind
of person whom the Countess had described her as being. She was
indeed self-righteous, vain, narcissistic, manipulative, abusive,
and perhaps even maliciously deceitful, although Raina had not yet
caught her in an outright lie – only a series of half-truths. The
Countess had warned her that Duvessa was trying to secure Raina’s
loyalty and devotion through a variety of methods. She was trying
to pass herself off as Raina’s generous savior, lover, and teacher.
She needed to earn Raina’s absolute trust – something Duvessa,
herself, had stressed on the night of their first meeting – so that
she would not question any of her less savory traits or methods,
nor would she think to delve into her laundry list of dirty
secrets. By casting Countess Wilhelmina as the Big Bad Wolf, so to
speak, with a campaign of slander and political spin, she could not
only gain Raina’s trust and loyalty but reinforce that of those
around her, as well, by presenting herself as their protector. Even
Duvessa’s all-white outfit seemed to be an obvious attempt to play
upon her self-made image of purity and goodness.

Raina had been made a fool once more. She
could admit that to herself now, much like when she had realized
how Duke Sebastian had similarly misled her. But it hurt her worse
this time to know that this individual was responsible not only for
deceiving her now, but for having essentially ordered Duke
Sebastian to do so, as well. Raina had dared to trust her, dared to
open herself up to Duvessa like a dear friend … and like a lover.
She had shared with her something that she had not even found
herself able to share with Brenna, someone whom she truly loved and
now regretted having second-guessed. Somehow, Raina felt worse
knowing that she had been seduced under false pretenses rather than
to have been rendered unconscious and sexually assaulted. Being
tricked into believing that she had somehow wanted to be used by
someone was actually worse than someone taking advantage of her
overtly. It seemed that rape could be a consensual act, after
all.

Raina’s regrets and seeds of anger were
already far buried now, however, as she worried for Brenna. She
knew better than this. She had heard what Countess Wilhelmina had
told them, the detailed account of how Duvessa had misled her and
manipulated her before ostracizing her once she had become fully
aware of the Grand Duchess’s history and her true motivations.
Wilhelmina had been sidelined, labeled a madwoman unable to cope
with the circumstances of life as a High Court vampire. Duvessa had
decided that it had been best to trade off a troublesome bloodspawn
and to wash her hands of Sebastian’s disgrace by giving her away to
another bloodline in exchange for Cedric, a new bedroom plaything
and loyal servant. Wilhelmina had been shown only slightly more
care and affection with her new master, Count Isaac Richardson; he
had not been the kindest of men, but he had been far less cruel and
sadistic than Duvessa. During that time with him, she was warned to
never show her face before the other Elders of the International
Vampiric Council. Wilhelmina had been convinced that the Elders
would challenge her and cut her down in short order, for they
wholeheartedly believed all of the rumors and misrepresented facts
about her that had been presented to them by the Grand Duchess.

Even after hearing that tragic tale, Brenna
was still somehow able to cast all of that information aside and
voluntarily stand with Duvessa. Brenna actually seemed … well,
grateful. The opportunity to confront and punish the man that had
attacked and nearly killed her, the one that had forced the Change
upon her, was perhaps the greatest gift for which she could have
ever hoped. As she apparently figured, the bearer of such a great
gift could not possibly be as bad as Countess Wilhelmina had
described her. Surely, all of those things she’d been told were
either lies, half-truths, or (at best) a complete misunderstanding.
No, it was clear to Raina, as she watched Brenna smile and almost
cuddle herself against the Grand Duchess, that none of that
mattered to her friend. Earlier, Brenna had accused Raina of being
blinded by celebrity star power; now Brenna, herself, was just as
blinded by the euphoria of an opportunity for long-awaited
justice.

Perhaps Duvessa sensed some vibe of what
coursed through Raina’s mind as she watched them talk with guests
on their way out. More than once, she glanced at Raina with a
curious look and once asked if she was okay. Raina tried to smile
and dismiss it, insisting she was simply a little bit rattled by
what she’d seen. While it wasn’t exactly a total lie, it was enough
that Duvessa likely sensed the presence of things left unsaid
within Raina as she continued to regard her almost suspiciously. If
she had any idea at all that she was aware of her meeting with the
Countess, she was not willing to address it at the time.

They eventually made their way out of the
house to leave. Upon bidding a few more people farewell and
stepping outside, they were immediately accosted by a swarm of
cameras and pesky reporters with microphones and a flurry of
questions. Their vehicles were ready and waiting for them, but
actually getting to them, even that short distance from the front
door of the house into the back seat of the limo, was a challenge
of sorts.

Hoping to appease the press, the Grand
Duchess shushed them and issued a very brief statement, explaining
that she was disappointed by the rudeness of their host, that the
wound to her foot looked far worse than it truly was, and that she
was sorry that so many people had witnessed such an ugly,
unpleasant, and unfortunate event. She did not explain in detail
the reasons for Dante Giovanni’s severe beating, only stating that
he had owed the House of Fallamhain a Debt of Blood and that his
debt had now been satisfied. Thereafter, William held off the
throng of persistent paparazzi so that Duvessa, Raina, Brenna,
Noriko, and Svetlana could pile into the back of the limo before he
hopped into the front beside Loki. Robert followed behind in the
SUV with Mary, Jen, and Ian.

It was only when she was out of sight of the
cameras that the Grand Duchess finally let on just how badly her
foot was hurt, kicking off her bloody shoe with a heavy sigh and
slumping in her seat as she propped her foot upon Svetlana’s lap.
Her Russian servant dutifully did her best to tend to the wound,
using a few napkins that she had taken from a snack table, much
like Raina had done earlier.

“That was bloody foolish of me,” she
grumbled, wincing as Svetlana moistened the napkin with her tongue
and dabbed at the drying blood around the wound. “I should have
known better than to use the top of my foot.”

“You don’t think you lost your temper a
little bit?” Raina blurted.

Duvessa narrowed her eyes at her almost
angrily. “I beg your pardon? Are you implying that I only punished
him because I am not in control of my own emotions?”

“No, no, I just … what I meant was … maybe
you just got a little bit caught up in the moment, and in all that
excitement you just … y’know … weren’t careful about how you kicked
him.” She felt extremely sheepish with everyone looking at her
then. How dare she question the Grand Duchess? How dare she?
Whatever.

“Wait a moment with that, dear,” Duvessa said
to Svetlana as she tried to dab the napkin at the wound. Looking
past Raina to Brenna, she said, “It would be a shame to waste good
blood, would it not?”

Brenna looked at her for a moment with a
slightly surprised expression, but she readily caught her drift.
She raised an eyebrow as though to silently ask for permission.
Duvessa nodded with a smirk and pivoted in her seat to lay her leg
across Raina’s lap so that Brenna could reach it. She took the
Grand Duchess’s long, slender, very pale leg in hand almost
delicately, much in the same way that Raina had first handled Duke
Sebastian’s sword when it was bestowed upon her.

Consciously, Raina knew what this was. She
knew what Duvessa was trying to accomplish, and she could see that
Brenna was playing right into it. She was feeding her treats, so to
speak. Duvessa was leading her on and doing her best to win her
over. It was plainly obvious now. Things like this before would
have simply seemed strange and random before having heard what
Countess Wilhelmina had told her, but now it was all so very easy
to see through. Raina could only hope that Duvessa would not be
able to sense her thoughts with such detail as to sense just how
much she was aware of how she could see that her dear friend was
being played.

Smiling, glancing at Raina frequently as she
did so, Brenna held Duvessa’s foot with a hand upon her strong
lower calf and the other under her heel and slowly raised it to her
face. She extended a moist, pink, slightly pointed tongue and
licked around the wound ever so carefully. The taste was immediate
and, from what Raina could both sense and see as Brenna’s eyes
closed, the flavor was heavenly as she was honored with a taste of
the most sacred of any High Court blood. Raina had never thought to
ask if Brenna had a foot fetish, and frankly the idea of having
someone’s toes anywhere near her mouth was a little bit gross. Even
so, she found herself to be somewhat envious as Brenna circled the
tip of her tongue around the perimeter of the still rather ugly
wound to Duvessa’s instep, closing her eyes with delight and
opening them only slightly with heavy eyelids as she looked at
Raina invitingly.

“Oh … God,” Brenna breathed with a smile, “I
had no idea it could taste this good.”

“The blood of a High Court vampire is the
sweetest of any to be found,” the Grand Duchess explained. “The
blood of a Fallamhain is the most highly prized of all, and for
more reasons than just its power.”

“I can see why,” she answered with a light
nod before resuming her small feeding. After a moment, she looked
to Raina with a smile. “Now I can see how you took your first drink
so well the other night.”

Watching Brenna relish her slow, sensual
feeding, Raina dimly recalled the moment she had taken that first
sip from the chalice of Duvessa’s blood during the Communion of
Blood. Having been a phlebotomist, she had already been very
well-acquainted with the scent of human blood. As a human with a
macabre interest in vampirism in general, she had tried to sample
her own blood a time or two in the past and had found anything more
than a few drops to be overwhelmingly strong, bitter, and metallic.
Facing a cup half full of freshly-shed blood, Raina had not been
squeamish so much as honestly disgusted by the idea of consuming so
much of something that she had been certain would taste so foul and
wrong.

However, when her lips had first met that
sacred fluid that was so warm, almost hot, and the first trace of
it had hit her taste buds, something within her had opened up.
Something, some innate instinct told her right away that this was
not just good but absolutely awesome. She had tilted the chalice
away for a moment to recover from the surprise and shock of it, and
without even thinking, she had gone back for more and devoured it
with gusto. She had not merely gulped it down, either. Raina had
been so approving of its unexpected sweetness and smoothness that
she had held much of it in her mouth to let it sit upon her tongue,
analyzing and savoring its primal essence like some expert wine
taste-tester before swallowing it.

The urge, the spasm she felt within herself
as she watched Brenna feed was both her own reaction as well as
what she sensed from her friend. Brenna was undeniably aroused by
the act in which she was engaged, and Duvessa seemed no less happy
to oblige her with this token blessing. Their feelings were Raina’s
feelings – damn her High Court emotional empathy! The close
quarters of the limousine in which they were packed meant that
there was no way she could physically distance herself from them to
better discern her own reaction from theirs. Worse still, with
Raina essentially sandwiched between the two of them, she was
essentially being forced to receive their sexual vibes in
stereo.

Just the same, she could not deny the appeal
of what she witnessed. Her mind was awash with sensory memories as
she watched Brenna begin to not so much feed upon as fondle the
Grand Duchess’s foot and lower leg. Raina knew the taste of
Duvessa’s blood. She knew the alcohol-like intoxicating effect that
blood had upon vampires. She knew the feel of nearly every inch of
Duvessa’s soft, pale, feverishly hot, subtly glowing flesh. And she
had kissed Brenna just enough to know the sweet deliciousness of
her lips. She found herself watching Brenna caress Duvessa’s foot
and lower leg as she looked to Raina. It hardly came as a surprise
that Raina found herself being passionately engaged in a kiss with
Brenna in the next while Duvessa drew away her leg.

She did not fight it. She did not draw away.
She was beyond that, now … finally. It didn’t matter. She was not
being seduced. She was not being used or manipulated. And she
certainly was not drunk – at least not in the traditional sense.
No, this was what she had wanted. This was what both she and Brenna
had waited for all this time. This was finally happening.

Raina and Brenna kissed long and fully,
embracing passionately, fingers running through hair, tongues
intermingling, and deep breaths escaping through flared nostrils
while their lips remained almost perfectly sealed together.
Audience or not, and no matter if it went too far or no farther
than this kiss, Raina welcomed this moment of emotional
release.

Though her eyes were closed for much of it,
Raina knew that Duvessa was sitting back in her corner in stillness
to watch and admire. The Grand Duchess was impressed by their
passion, their genuine love. Though the instigation of this event
had been largely physiological and spontaneous, the emotions behind
it were long-standing and very raw. Of course, the voyeuristic
delight Duvessa got out of such close observation of the event was
understandable and intense, but she elected, perhaps even politely,
not to include herself for the moment. She had done enough,
already, to initiate the moment with the sharing of her own blood.
It was like striking a match in a small room drenched in gasoline,
and both Raina and Brenna were burning, oh yes, burning alive as a
result.

Brenna’s lips moved to her cheek, then along
the line of her jaw as a hand cupped Raina’s left breast roughly
through the fabric of her blouse and bra. Raina gave herself to it,
letting her head fall back and closing her eyes while Brenna kissed
a trail down the side of her neck. When Brenna reached that
sensitive bit of muscle where the base of her neck met her inner
shoulders, Raina almost reflexively tilted her head aside and away
in surrender. She opened her eyes and found her face very near
Duvessa’s. She smiled at Raina and caressed her cheek gently while
Brenna gently kissed and nipped at her throat, using her front
teeth rather than her canines. Duvessa kissed Raina briefly,
lightly, and looked directly into her eyes, so enchanting and clear
in their color, even in the gloom of the dark, dark interior at
night.

Raina waited for it. Brenna kept kissing,
nibbling, but going no further. She kept her eyes fixed upon
Duvessa’s, blinked slowly a few times, and then let out a heavy
sigh as she closed them.

“Do it.”

Not even a second later, she felt the sharp
sting of fangs sinking into her flesh. She winced, but managed not
to tense up her shoulders. It was like physically preparing herself
for a blood draw – and it was just that, although not in the usual
medical sense. Instead of needing to relax her arm, she had to
avoid tightening her neck muscles. Brenna had told her enough about
it beforehand, and even as drunk as she had been at the time, Raina
had vividly remembered Duvessa’s hands-on crash course on vampiric
feeding. Relax completely, do not anticipate the bite, and savor
the pain when it comes, she had said.

The hum of Brenna’s sounds of approval
against Raina’s throat tickled slightly, and the feel of her
lapping away the blood that welled slowly to the surface from those
shallow puncture wounds was quite soothing. Vampiric saliva, she
had been told, had a bit of a natural anesthetic in it, much like
that of the vampire bat and other similar creatures. It did little
for the pain of the initial bite, but it certainly did well to
erase it soon after and to sweeten the experience of having one’s
life essence sucked and licked away. She gave herself to Brenna for
the first time ever, and she wondered then how she could have been
so foolish to be afraid of this gentle, sensual, intimate act for
so long and to have denied it to Brenna, or any other vampire for
that matter, for all of her human years. She had thought that the
idea of being a vampire’s steady blood was simply a morbid draw
that some people had, or that it was perhaps a price they were
willing to pay for the sexual and emotional relationship that
usually came with such an association with a vampire. Raina had no
idea that the act of letting someone else feed upon her could be so
divinely pleasant.

Even more surprising, as she narrowly opened
her eyes and looked aside, was the sight of Svetlana pressing
Noriko down and aside, feeding upon a fresh bite inflicted upon her
bared shoulder. Neither of them made a sound, and while Noriko
seemed to be submissively allowing herself to be used by her fellow
Commoner, she did not seem to be unhappy about it in the least. Her
beautiful almond-shaped eyes were closed and her lips were parted
with shallow breaths of ecstasy. She had thought Noriko to be a
more strictly heterosexual vampire, but on second thought, she had
neither seen nor heard of her having done anything with anyone
else, aside from perhaps Duvessa. Was every female in this camp
gay, or at least halfway so?

Raina let Brenna take as much as she wished,
alternately keeping her eyes closed for awhile and then opening
them to look into Duvessa’s, occasionally kissing her. With a dimly
passing thought, and as she sensed some strange twinge of amusement
that did not seem to be her own or anyone else’s nearby, Raina
finally turned her face and looked toward the front of the
limousine. Above Svetlana and Noriko, through the barrier window
between the front bench and the rear passenger area, she saw that
William was turned around in his seat to watch with a deviant
smile. Loki’s eyes could be seen repeatedly glancing back at them
in the driver’s rearview mirror as he drove them along to whatever
destination awaited them. Brenna’s hands slipped underneath Raina’s
skirt and hooked her fingers about the waistband of her panties,
tugging them down. She wanted this, but for some reason, having
William and Loki as an audience felt too pressuring. It was one
thing to be physically involved with more than one person at the
same time, but to be simply observed like a sexual entertainer …
that was something she would leave up to someone far braver, like
Brenna.

“Sorry, gentlemen,” Duvessa said, apparently
sensing Raina’s uneasiness, “ladies only.”

With the press of a switch, the darkly tinted
privacy window slid up between the rear passenger area and the
front. William’s soft chuckle could be heard as he turned away just
before the window fully closed.

 


* * * *
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They arrived at their destination long before
anyone was willing (or able) to exit the limousine, and even then
they had to pause for a few minutes to reapply makeup and tidy
themselves up before stepping out in view of a few lingering
paparazzi around the hotel. Half of the entire House of Fallamhain
was so intoxicated with blood and sex that they each had to be
physically escorted, literally drunk enough that they needed to be
led by the hand from the limousine into the hotel.

Brenna felt as though she were higher than
she had even thought possible after finally having consummated her
love with Raina. It had been, without a doubt, the single most
awesome, emotionally and sexually intense experience of her entire
existence, bar none. Of course, having Duvessa on hand to lend her
support, so to speak, was no minus at all. Watching Svetlana feed
upon Noriko and then gently return the favor had been an additional
side treat. But at least ninety percent of the experience was her
focus upon Raina. It had been perfect, every bit of it. She had
fantasized of this event countless times before in a variety of
seemingly impossible scenarios. Never before had she expected or
even dreamed that such a thing would happen in such company, but
the fact that it did only seemed to heighten the experience and the
majesty of the moment all the more.

It was all for Raina, all of it. Brenna’s
sole delight in the experience had been in pleasing Raina. And if
the fact that she had quickly lost count of her orgasms had been
any indication at all, then it seemed quite obvious that she had
succeeded in at least that much. She had wished for nothing at all
in return, expecting nothing, but since Duvessa had delighted in
involving herself and pleasuring her as Brenna had focused
wholeheartedly upon Raina, she felt as though the pleasure had been
just as equally her own. Of course, she had felt obliged without
even being asked to return the favor as soon as Raina had indicated
her surrender – literally left intoxicated by blood and sex, Raina
had briefly passed out – and so Brenna’s sensual worship of the
Grand Duchess had been both a matter of gratitude and privilege, as
well. She had quickly forgiven Raina for having succumbed to her
charms and her expert touch, as Brenna had been just as
instantaneously and completely overwhelmed by them, herself.

They had paired up in leaving the parking lot
and begun to make their way into the hotel – Noriko with Duvessa,
Svetlana with Raina, and Brenna with Mary, after she had hurried
over to them from the parked luxury SUV. William, Robert, Loki,
Jen, and Ian all seemed rather amused by the whole matter, smiling
and exchanging knowing glances here and there. At least they were
discreet (and wise) enough not to actually make any comments. A
small-scale orgy in the back of a limousine? What, was this
something no one in history had ever done before? Brenna thought
with a smirk, If they think this is something special, they should
rent some copies of some of the movies I’ve done. They’d probably
even write down notes for future reference.

The twilight hours were approaching, but dawn
was not even beginning to show even a faint hint of glow upon the
eastern horizon yet. Indeed, just as a new day was about to begin,
this was to be the dawn of a new era of happiness for her. Brenna
had, after all, been permitted to finally take that one big,
almighty step through the barrier that had separated her love from
Raina’s. She was still simply ecstatic that the time had finally
come that she had opened up to her, totally and completely. Their
love was mutual, their passion equally shared. This was no longer a
one-way street of affection. Raina loved her, and she knew it. She
was certain of this not simply because Raina had finally had sex
with her, but because a shy girl like her had been brave enough and
committed enough to do so in front of others. It wasn’t a matter of
being kinky, it was simply a matter of proving a point. Indeed,
Brenna realized she should be content to know that she had, indeed,
realized the love of a lifetime, and that all of the waiting and
frustration that she had endured for so long beforehand had finally
paid off in full.

It wasn’t the first such occasion that Brenna
had been amongst a group of vampires that were staggering about
like a bunch of drunken college kids on their way home from a wild
frat party. But for Raina, surely, this was kind of a weird and new
experience, to say the least. And honestly, in spite of how giddy
and utterly euphoric she was about her now mutual love with Raina,
Brenna felt a little awkward about the whole night thus far, as
well. They had gone to Dante Giovanni’s residence in a rather
somber mood, intending only to pay tribute to those in the House of
Fallamhain whom had recently fallen; they had returned to the hotel
bearing smiles and laughter, everyone seeming to brazenly paw at
one another like newlyweds as they made their way inside.

Brenna realized that there was a strange
sense of familiarity now in being amongst the House of Fallamhain.
This was her new “crew,” her new group of colleagues with whom she
would be sharing both good times and bad, alike. Instead of
strippers and porn actresses and actors, snooty royal figures and
servants surrounded her. There was both good and bad that came with
it all. She had been quick to see much of the negative side of it,
but she had been surprised to find this other much more positive
side of things almost as quickly. She had long ago dismissed the
High Court race, as a whole, and all of their associates as stuffy,
holier-than-thou aristocrats that were completely out of touch with
middle- and lower-class reality. A lot of that sentiment still
remained, an impression that was very hard to deny completely while
being around someone like Duvessa. Still, it was a great relief to
know that they were not so far-removed from humanity (and reality)
as to find themselves unable to indulge in a bit of spontaneous
excitement.

Even more surprising was how Duvessa had done
a complete about-face from the time they had left the hotel to the
time they had returned. It had not been that long ago that Brenna
had quite literally feared for her life, almost certain that the
Grand Duchess was simply trying to think of an excuse to kill her.
Before they had even met, Duvessa had actually threatened her with
death simply for copping an attitude with her over the phone. While
her punishment for that had apparently been commuted from death to
eternal servitude, even that was not much of a disciplinary action.
She had not been willing to protest the lesser punishment at all,
for she was certain that Duvessa would just as happily reinstate an
unofficial death sentence upon her.

Now, with the taste of both Duvessa’s blood
and body still mingling with that of Raina’s upon her tongue,
Brenna was almost alarmed to see just how quickly Duvessa had
seemed to buddy up to her as she had with Raina. Perhaps she was
truly being honest when she had softly apologized for misjudging
her. It was not clear whether Duvessa’s change of tune was simply a
matter of how Brenna had conducted herself publicly, doing her best
to be mindful of all the many rules and bits of etiquette, or if it
was simply how Brenna had gone about exacting her very public
revenge upon Dante Giovanni. Perhaps it was neither of those things
at all. Maybe Duvessa had simply decided to like Brenna in spite of
her personality, rather than because of it. It was not the kind of
relationship that Brenna would have preferred, but it was certainly
better than being decapitated or bled to death.

“Guess I missed out on all the fun,” Mary
said to Brenna as she helped her along through the hotel lobby. “I
would have loved to see it.”

“Why? You some kind of voyeur?” Brenna asked
with a smirk.

Mary shrugged and smiled. “Maybe a little.
But it’s good to see you and her patched things up. Y’know … you
and your mistress.”

Brenna shook her head, laughing as the motion
made her stumble aside enough that Mary had to hold her upright.
“Nah, I was just blowing things outta proportion. I mean, I
might’ve thought it was a big deal at the time … but I was just
freaked out by everything. It was just, like … just a
misunderstanding. Y’know? I mean, we had our little tiff, and now
things are cool. It’s not like it’s the end of the world or
anything.”

No sooner had she spoken those words than the
sound of a sword clearing its sheath with a ringing scrape met
everyone’s ears. Brenna thought her heart would leap out of her
chest when she saw a woman with long, bright red hair walk into
view, placing herself in the general path that everyone was taking
across the large, wide hotel lobby. The woman was wearing a long
black overcoat, which she shrugged out of before grabbing a handful
of that red hair, yanking it off, and then throwing aside the
elaborate Halloween wig. Brenna was two pairs back from the others,
but she could quite clearly see the Countess standing before them
with a sword drawn and ready in both hands.

“Duvessa Fallamhain!” she yelled with an
almost shrill voice that rose in volume and anger with every
syllable as she aimed the tip of her sword at the Grand
Duchess.

As one, everybody fanned out on either side
of the Grand Duchess as she stood with Noriko. Svetlana
protectively pushed Raina back behind herself, and Noriko attempted
to do the same with Duvessa, although she was met with some
resistance. William and Robert flanked her on both sides, drawing
pistols from under their suit jackets and holding them readily in
both hands but aiming them at the floor – they could not simply
shoot the Countess on sight, it seemed. Mary tugged at Brenna’s arm
and tried to pull her away, but she nevertheless struggled against
her and moved to stand beside Raina, taking her hand.

The Countess was both beautiful and
frightening at once. As on the night she had killed Duke Sebastian,
she was wearing the same clingy black cat suit and tall boots as
before, having drawn her straight single-edged sword from a sheath
strapped to her back. Her long blonde hair was tied back neatly in
a French braid once more, her High Court ears bared and readily
visible. While she was wearing makeup, it was quite minimal and
simple. She was all business, ready to kill, but she somehow
appeared no less feminine and elegant than the Grand Duchess … just
darker and more evil.

The look in her eyes was perhaps the most
haunting feature of all, even more so than the sword that she
gripped. The Countess looked as though she was trying to kill
someone with her glare, alone. The paparazzi that had followed them
inside from the parking lot were snapping photographs furiously
now. Two professionals with video cameras were documenting the
encounter, while several people merely standing around in the lobby
scrambled to whip out cellular telephones to either take pictures
or capture video of the moment as well.

“Countess Wilhelmina von Reichenbach,”
Duvessa greeted her formally. “I was beginning to wonder if you
would ever find the courage to face me.”

“I grew tired of waiting for you to face me.
I realized, of course, that you never would,” she replied in a
calmer, lower tone as she kept her sword pointed at the Grand
Duchess’s face from only a few yards away. “You’ve never had the
courage to face me alone … even before I learned how to use a
sword. You have always found a way to avoid me. You have always
hidden yourself behind others. Now, there is no one left for you to
hide behind. I have killed all of your consorts.”

“No. Not all of them,” she replied
calmly.

Duvessa stepped aside and gestured to Raina,
whom had almost been deliberately standing behind her, out of
sight. Brenna’s heart sank as the Countess zeroed her gaze upon
Raina with narrowed eyes. What? Raina was officially the Grand
Duchess’s consort now? Was that even possible? As Duchess, Raina
had been declared as heiress to the House of Fallamhain and the
Grand Duchess’s title … but did that also automatically make her a
consort? She wasn’t sure how that worked. Brenna truly wished that
she had read up on the whole High Court thing a bit more before
deciding to carelessly throw herself right into the heart of its
violent politics.

But why should any of that matter right now,
anyway? The Countess and Raina had talked. They had an
understanding. Raina knew what was going on, and the Countess was …
well, counting on her to fulfill her part in the deal they had
made. There was something of a truce between them … wasn’t there?
Brenna saw it, even standing beside and slightly behind Raina, the
way she could not hold the Countess’s stare, how she looked
slightly down and aside. Was it guilt? Shame? Or just fear? It was
hard to tell, anymore. She found herself envying the High Court’s
ability to sense the emotions of others, for in that moment, she
wanted desperately to know what to expect from her dear friend …
her mistress, Duchess Raina.

“I see,” the Countess mused with the barest
hint of a smile. “So, you wish to force my hand again? You would
prefer that I kill your precious bloodspawn, rather than accepting
responsibility for your own crimes?”

Duvessa chuckled bitterly. “What crimes? I
have done nothing to you.”

“Do not insult me with your lies!” the
Countess cried with a sudden burst of volume. “Would you have me
tell the world everything you have done? We would be here for
hours! You have been guilty of everything that you have ever blamed
upon me! The only crime of which I am guilty is of having trusted
you in the past.”

The Grand Duchess laughed at that, a long,
apparently genuine laugh. “And who would be foolish enough to
believe anything you say? Who would believe the words of a
certifiable madwoman?”

“I am a woman, and I am mad, but I am no
madwoman.”

“Your continued insistence that you are sane
is only further proof of your insanity,” Duvessa insisted. “Only a
deeply crazed individual would choose to confront me in this
way.”

“Then perhaps I must be crazy, after all … or
at least I am a fool … because many years ago, I loved you,” the
Countess conceded. “I was crazy to love you … and Sebastian. I was
crazy, and stupid, and naïve. And then you took advantage of me.
You used me to save yourself, and your precious Sebastian. You
threw me away like a worthless piece of rubbish.” Her expression
darkened. “You should have killed me, Duvessa.”

Countess Wilhelmina began to stalk towards
the Grand Duchess with slow, graceful steps, though she remained
slightly squatted down in a fighting stance of sorts. She lowered
her sword slightly in a more neutral position, gripping it firmly
with both hands in the same sort of classical samurai kind of pose
she’d seen Raina use in her own sword practice before. Raina
suddenly began to try to tug her hands free from Brenna and Mary’s
grasp as they stood on either side of her.

“No, honey, no,” Mary pleaded in a whisper as
Brenna similarly murmured, “Don’t do it. Don’t be stupid.”

“I do hereby challenge you, Duvessa
Fallamhain. Will you fight me?” the Countess asked the Grand
Duchess as she slowly closed the gap between them.

“Lower your sword this instant! You cannot
challenge me directly!” Duvessa declared loudly. “I am your
Maker!”

There were a few subtle gasps from onlookers,
and the pause in the exchange reflected the obvious collective
reaction of surprise amongst everyone else … everyone, of course,
except for the Countess. She shook her head sadly as her laughter
echoed subtly in the relative stillness of the hotel lobby.

“Your arrogance is as stunning as your
stupidity!” she laughed. “Did you learn nothing at all from that
exhibition you and your servant put on for the world earlier this
evening with Mister Giovanni?”

Duvessa actually hesitated for a moment
before angrily replying, “What on Earth are you babbling about,
woman?”

“You cannot claim Maker’s Immunity. I am no
longer your bloodspawn. You made a bargain with Count Klaus von
Reichenbach to save yourself and Sebastian from being imprisoned in
Birkenau. Don’t you remember? Instead, you gave me to him, and then
he gave me to the Nazis.” She was but a step or two from being
within striking distance now. The Countess ceased her advance. “The
things they did to us … the things you did to us … and the way you
left us all to die. You were a fool not to have simply killed
me.”

Brenna could barely see it from where she
stood, but the hint of what she could see was backed up by the
emotion she could not deny hearing in her voice. The Countess was
so enraged, so driven by the memories she claimed to have –
assuming that any of them were true – that her chin quivered subtly
and her tone seemed almost strained. To have heard her relate her
tale to them with a surprise visit in a limousine, while also
holding a pistol, it was somehow less convincing and tough for
Brenna to believe; however, seeing and hearing Duvessa’s reactions
to her every accusation, she quickly began to rethink the idea that
the Countess was simply a devious, evil, homicidal bitch on the
warpath.

“You are sadly mistaken if you think that
your lies will cause anyone to pity you. You are a monster,
Wilhelmina…”

“Elizabeth!” the Countess cried, emotion
creeping into her voice. “My bloody name is Elizabeth! I was born
Elizabeth Ellen Fallamhain! I am your daughter!”

“Not anymore … Countess Wilhelmina von
Reichenbach,” Duvessa replied in a low tone, slowly reaching for
her sword. “And soon, you shall be nothing at all.”

“Then draw your sword and fight me!” she
yelled, taking one last step towards her.

Abruptly, Noriko took a broad step that
placed her directly between Duvessa and Countess Wilhelmina … or
Elizabeth, or whatever the hell her name really was. Noriko held
her arms apart widely like a goalie protecting the net in a soccer
game, and she began to babble something in Japanese. It was a brave
but stupid, sad gesture to protect her mistress.

From where Brenna stood, she could not see
the actual thrust so much as she simply saw the Countess move
forward with a smooth but swift lunge, and approximately four
inches of the tip of her sword suddenly protruded through the back
of Noriko’s beautifully long, straight, silky black hair. As though
it were playing peek-a-boo, that blood-smeared length of sharpened
steel disappeared as quickly as it had appeared, Noriko’s arms fell
limply, and her body dropped straight down like a puppet whose
strings had suddenly been cut. Blood oozed quickly from the wound
to her throat, but not as much as Brenna would have expected. The
Countess’s sword had pierced right through her spinal cord,
stopping her heart instantaneously and sealing her fate as surely
as a clean decapitation, although a lot more cleanly. Noriko’s eyes
were wide with terror and her mouth was agape, her tiny fangs
bared. Her expression was permanently fixed. How long did the brain
stay conscious when there was no blood flow? A few seconds? A few
minutes? Either way, poor Noriko was already dead to the world.

Jen shrieked with horror and Svetlana dropped
to her knees beside her fellow servant, but Duvessa’s reaction was
utterly cold and indifferent. She had merely stepped aside when
Noriko’s body had dropped, narrowly avoiding her. She only glanced
down at her for an instant before looking back up to the Countess
who had now backed up a step. For someone that had just witnessed
their servant sacrificing herself to protect her, Brenna thought
that the Grand Duchess could have at least shown some small measure
of shock or grief. Instead, she simply looked annoyed.

Countess Wilhelmina backed away a full step
as she stood with her sword high and ready. She watched Noriko’s
blood trickle down the length of her blade for a moment before
swinging the weapon downward with a slashing motion, flinging a
stripe of slightly darker crimson upon the red carpet of the hotel
lobby floor. It was something she had seen Raina do in her
shinkendo practice, a traditional way of cleaning one’s blade of an
enemy’s blood after striking them down. However, she did not
immediately re-sheathe her sword. Instead, she kept it naked to the
air and aimed at the Grand Duchess.

“She is dead,” Svetlana declared softly,
looking up to Duvessa with a shocked expression as though to
silently ask, Now what?

“Is this a sick tradition with your people?”
the Countess demanded. “Do they always throw their lives away when
their mistress or master is challenged?”

Brenna caught a blur of movement from the
corner of her eye and glanced in time to see Jen streaking towards
the Countess with a long, slightly curved knife in her hand. She
literally flung herself at her foe with a running leap, meaning to
drive the length of her knife into the blonde High Court with a
downward thrusting motion. The Countess sidestepped and ducked
slightly to dodge the attack, simultaneously slashing her blade
downwards and across. Jen cried out as she landed upon her feet
with a stumble, then wailed with agony as Wilhelmina followed the
first cut across her chest with a backwards thrust that impaled Jen
right through her midsection. She jerked the blade free of Jen’s
body with a scrape of metal upon flesh that sounded like a meat
cleaver being dragged across a raw steak. Jen dropped to her knees,
clutching at her front as blood quickly drenched the cloth of her
black dress.

“Svetlana, no!” Mary cried as the blonde
Russian scrambled to her feet and drew her own blade with an angry
jerk from the sheath fastened at her waist. Brenna impulsively
grabbed for Mary, holding her back as they watched Svetlana slowly
begin to step towards her enemy.

The Countess was momentarily oblivious to
Lady Svetlana’s approach as she assumed another samurai-like stance
behind Jen with her sword held high above her shoulders with both
hands. Brenna could see it coming a full second before it happened,
but she could not turn away. She watched with her mouth agape in
utter shock as Countess Wilhelmina let out something of a
karate-like yell and made an expertly-delivered horizontal cut
through the air behind her enemy. Jen’s body fell forward while her
head separately rolled off to one side, blood spurting high and far
from her exposed neck as a gurgle of air escaped her severed
windpipe. This was no elegant or neatly-choreographed fight scene,
nor was it any kind of sporting duel between two rival bloodlines
as the many stories of the High Court would have people believe.
This was simply a slaughter.

Ian simply came unglued. He screamed and
tried to make a run for the Countess as Jen had done, but Robert
caught him by the belt of his pants and held him back, literally
jerking him backwards off his feet. Ian stumbled and fell upon his
rear like a dog that had just run out to the end of its leash.
Unfazed, he immediately scrambled to try to get up, so vehemently
overcome with emotion and rage at the sight of the slayings that
his curses and angry words were almost completely unintelligible –
his Irish accent didn’t make it any easier to understand him,
either. Even with the benefits of physical strength as a vampire,
Robert had to holster his pistol to control Ian with both hands,
essentially needing to pin him to the floor.

Mary was a sobbing wreck, but she clung to
Brenna tightly as though she expected her to be the next to wade
into the bloody melee. Brenna was simply too stunned and horrified
by what she was witnessing to even hardly twitch, much less bring
herself to commit to any kind of futile attack upon that
death-dealing blonde High Court with a sword now wet with blood.
She was aware of her state of inaction, but she could not help but
to stand in place, paralyzed with shock.

Brenna had never considered herself to be a
deer-in-the-headlights kind of person. She was not prone to watch
train wrecks transpire without at least trying to say or do
something about it. Nevertheless, there she stood … watching …
perhaps waiting for her own turn to die, as though they were in the
midst of an assembly line of sorts and the angry blonde High Court
was a factory of death. Countess Wilhelmina watched them all as
well, but with some sick, dark expression of amusement upon her
face at the reaction she had elicited with her actions, seemingly
unaware of the Commoner approaching her from behind.

Lady Svetlana had removed her shoes and now
padded along barefoot with almost a calm, casual demeanor. She held
the dagger at her side almost loosely as she approached with slow,
silent steps while the High Court continued to watch Robert
struggle to restrain Ian’s berserker rage. More horrifying than any
of this, Brenna realized as she glanced aside for just a moment,
was the seemingly indifferent expression upon the Grand Duchess’s
face. She was watching her followers, the House of Fallamhain,
being cut down like ineffective pawns one at a time, and she didn’t
even seem to be the least bit inclined to stop the other of her two
personal servants from essentially committing suicide. If anything,
she seemed to be pondering her next move, but for all Brenna knew,
she could have been simply deciding whether to actually face her
enemy in combat or simply run for the nearest exit.

Countess Wilhelmina flipped the blood from
her sword once more, twirled it in a half-circle, and wiped the
remaining blood off upon the left sleeve of her cat suit before
expertly re-sheathing her weapon. Svetlana raised the knife
slightly higher, drawing it back in preparation as she crouched
slightly and raised her other hand as though she intended to grab
her. Did she really think that she could sneak up on a High Court
vampire?

It happened in less than two seconds. Lady
Svetlana closed those last few feet between herself and her foe,
apparently intent on grabbing her shoulder and either thrusting her
own blade into the Countess’s heart or slashing her throat. There
was a sound of sword unsheathing, strangely much louder than
before, there was a blur of movement, and then a clang of metal
upon metal as Svetlana was practically blasted aside by some sudden
force. That sudden force was Raina, who had somehow been quick
enough to dash in, shove Svetlana aside, and simultaneously draw
her sword and parry what would have surely been another
decapitating swing of her blade.

Raina’s forward momentum carried her closely
enough for an instant that they were face-to-face before she leaned
away for her next movement. Even from where Brenna stood, she could
see the way Wilhelmina’s eyes went incredibly wide with surprise.
The shock of the unexpected counterattack gave Raina enough time,
just a fraction of a second, to deflect their swords upward and
nail the blonde German in the back of her ribs with a solid kick
that sent her flying. Countess Wilhelmina plowed clumsily into a
nearby coffee table and shattered its glass top as she also tripped
over one of the plush chairs beside it, tumbling to the floor with
a loud cry of alarm and pain.

There was almost complete and total stillness
and silence among all those who observed the Countess’s first fall.
Even Ian was silenced. Cameras clicked and video cameras and cell
phones kept rolling as Wilhelmina rolled onto her haunches and
looked back at Raina with an enduring look of utter disbelief and
surprise. She seemed almost horrified that Raina would have the
gall to do what she just had done. They had an understanding, a
truce of some kind … right? The Countess had no intentions of
killing her, so why should Raina choose to intervene at a time like
this? Countess Wilhelmina – or Elizabeth Marie Fallamhain, or
whomever the hell she was – was on the verge of completing her
quest, her long-burning desire to take down Grand Duchess Duvessa
Fallamhain. How dare Raina strike her now? How dare she?

“Oh … God, no,” Brenna murmured under her
breath.

The sight of Raina having successfully scored
the first effective blow against the Countess was somewhat
encouraging. Nevertheless, she was morbidly convinced that she was
about to watch the love of her life get cut down right before her
eyes, just like all the others. Countess Wilhelmina was too skilled
a fighter, too experienced. She knew that Raina was good with a
sword, damned good, but she had never used one in real life, so to
speak … not in real life-or-death combat, anyway.

“What … what are you doing?” the Countess
gasped as Raina stood across from her in a ready fighting position.
“Have you gone mad?”

Raina’s reply was simple and firm: “No
more.”

Countess Wilhelmina arose and shook off a few
pieces of broken glass as she stood tall. The expression of shock
upon her rather attractive face melted away, replaced again by one
of rage. The muscles of her jaw tightened as she glared at what she
apparently had believed to be her secret ally, her ace in the
hole.

“Don’t be a fool, child. You do not want to
fight me.” She raised her sword slightly in one hand, its blade
gleaming in the subtle indoor lighting of the hotel. “You will not
stop me from fulfilling my destiny.”

“No … more!” Raina repeated more firmly.
“Enough is enough.”

“Don’t you see? How can you be so blind? She
is a monster!” the Countess cried as she stabbed a finger outward
in the Grand Duchess’s direction. “She is using you … just as she
used me! She will betray you!”

“What about Noriko? What about Jen?” Raina
demanded. “They never betrayed you. They never did anything to
you!”

“They stood in my way! They tried to stop me.
They were her servants,” Wilhelmina replied, pointing her sword in
the direction of Jen’s corpse briefly before jabbing it at her.
“You are not involved. You are innocent. This is not your
fight.”

Raina readjusted the grip upon her katana and
held it near her shoulders, facing her opponent with her side
rather than directly. “I’m making it my fight now.”

“Why?” the Countess demanded. She actually
sounded sad about it. “Why would you throw your life away like
this? Why would you die for these people?”

Raina’s eyes flicked to Svetlana, who had
slowly brought herself to stand beside her. “They’re my
friends.”

The Countess chuckled bitterly, shaking her
head as she answered, “Friends? These are not your friends, child.
These are only her slaves. She has ruined their minds. They fight
me only because she has misled them for so long. You are not her
slave.” She paused. “Or are you?”

Raina hesitated for a moment, either
considering her words carefully or simply mustering the courage to
reply … or both. At last, she drew a deep breath and then
spoke.

“I hereby challenge you, Countess Wilhelmina
von Reichenbach,” Raina declared formally, loudly enough that
everyone present could hear it clearly. “Will you fight me?”

Countess Wilhelmina simply stared at her for
a few moments and then smiled, shrugging her shoulders
begrudgingly. She began to step around the ruined coffee table and
chairs that she had damaged in her fall.

“I tried to save you. I tried to help you. I
tried to stop you from making the same mistakes that I made. But
she has poisoned your mind … just like all the others. I was too
late to save you,” she lamented. The Countess glanced in Brenna’s
direction. “Your friend was easily misled because she is weak. I
expected that. But I had hoped you would be stronger. I hoped that
you would be smarter.” She let out a heavy sigh. “I am very sorry …
but I must fight you.”

“I know,” Raina replied. “I’m sorry,
too.”

Countess Wilhelmina rubbed her side sorely,
shrugged her right shoulder a few times as though to test it, and
switched the sword into her left hand for a moment to ball her
right into a fist and loudly crack her knuckles. She re-sheathed
her sword, waited for a moment, and then made an expectant gesture
to Raina. Catching her meaning, Raina surprisingly chose to stand
tall for a moment, sheathe her katana, and face her
enemy-turned-ally-turned-enemy, both of them glowing visibly with
the bioluminescence of their High Court genetics. Both stood with
their hands at their sides and bowed to one another respectfully.
It seemed bizarre, almost comical, considering the chaotic,
ruthless manner by which the Countess had dispatched everyone else
beforehand. Apparently, the sisterhood of betrayal
Wilhelmina/Elizabeth felt that she shared with Raina was enough to
make her actually feel some measure of respect for Raina … and
perhaps even a bit of genuine guilt, although not enough to stop
her drive to carry out her vendetta.

Duvessa snapped her fingers loudly and made
come-hither gestures to William and Svetlana. “You and you, over
here, right now. Everyone else, stand aside. Give them space.” She
pointed to Robert sternly, who was still holding down a sobbing
Ian. “Do not let him interfere.”

Obediently, everyone in the surrounding area
spread out widely in the lobby. Even the members of the media and
the hotel staff stepped away until their backs were against the
surrounding walls. Mary had to physically pull Brenna away, even as
she was struggling to contain her own emotions of sorrow as she
continually glanced to the corpses of Noriko and Jen. Duvessa
calmly turned her back upon the scene for a moment to walk away a
bit farther, glancing at Brenna. Something uncomfortable crossed
her face, some strange look that she gave Brenna for just an
instant before it vanished, and then she abruptly turned toward her
bloodspawn again.

Raina took off her blazer and turned her head
slightly to murmur something to Svetlana. The lovely but tough
blonde Russian Commoner looked at her blankly for a moment, and
Raina repeated whatever she said to her, apparently telling her to
leave. Svetlana reluctantly nodded, re-sheathing her dagger before
taking the blazer from her. She began to walk away, then paused to
turn and look at Countess Wilhelmina one last time with a
sneer.

Svetlana said something to the Countess in
Russian, literally spat upon the ground near her feet, and made an
unfamiliar but angry gesture at her before continuing on to stand
with Duvessa as William neared her, too. Brenna knew nothing about
the Russian language, but she could easily guess what it was that
Svetlana had said just by the hateful tone of it. Apparently, she
and Noriko had been very close, as it seemed everyone was in the
House of Fallamhain. Regardless of whether or not she was privy to
any of the Grand Duchess’s secrets, or if she knew anything about
Countess Wilhelmina’s motivations, two of her friends were dead,
and more were sure to follow suit.

Countess Wilhelmina started things off by
drawing her sword and twirling it about expertly, giving a few
demonstrative slashes that whistled and swished as she cut at the
air. She then assumed that same low samurai-like stance she had
used before, facing Raina directly while aiming the tip of her
sword at her. Raina did not draw her own sword, but she did turn
her right side toward her and bent her knees slightly as she spread
her feet apart approximately shoulder-width.

Brenna had sat through several of her
practice sessions, and she had watched Raina practice on her own at
home in the gravel-and-dirt lot of her yard at night. This strategy
she seemed to be employing was one of the two sword fighting styles
she had studied, something called Iaido which, to Brenna, seemed to
be nothing more than a lot of fancy ways of drawing a sword, making
a cut or two, and then poking it right back into the sheath almost
immediately. Countess Wilhelmina, on the other hand, seemed to
exclusively focus more upon a straightforward combat style, if not
shinkendo then at least something very similar to it, because she
always seemed to prefer to have her sword out and ready to go.

Raina seemed utterly calm and still,
completely unafraid of the fact that she was facing her own death
at the hands of another High Court vampire. It was completely
uncharacteristic of her personality. Raina was not a cowardly
spazz, but she definitely had a history of panic attacks – why not
now? Brenna almost found herself wishing that the beautiful female
she was watching square off against the Countess was not the same
shy, anxiety-prone, introverted Raina Delgado whom she had come to
know and love all these years. Raina had gone into hiding, it
seemed, replaced with some kind of fearless warrior woman that
certainly looked the part but acted nothing at all like Raina. Was
this really the same person she had, only a night or two ago, seen
running to the bathroom to throw up because she was so nervous
about having to face a bunch of news reporters and cameras? Who was
this person, and what had she done with the real Raina Delgado …
um, Fallamhain?

Raina held her place as the Countess advanced
slowly. She seemed almost cautious in the way she regarded Raina,
not only for her seemingly relaxed stance but also her rightfully
unexpected and sudden self-confidence. Did Raina know something
that she did not? What sort of tricks did she have up her sleeve?
The curiosity was impossible to resist. The Countess had to test
her. And so she made her move.

The attack was simple but lightning-quick.
She made a forward thrust right at Raina’s face, much like the one
that had killed Noriko, and Raina dodged it with a deft lean to one
side. Not even hesitating for a second, the Countess followed this
by drawing back and making a diagonal and downward slash at her
neck. Raina ducked this, as well, although just barely. Raina
skipped back and Wilhelmina took a step away, too, apparently
planning her next attack. The attack had been closer to its mark
than Brenna had first realized, as she soon noticed a small trail
of blood making its way down the side of Raina’s neck where the
blade had apparently just nicked one of her pointy, elongated High
Court ears. Raina hadn’t even drawn her sword yet, and already she
had very nearly lost her head.

“First blood,” Countess Wilhelmina declared
with a proud smirk. “Point for me.”

Before Raina even had lowered her hand again
after seeing the blood upon her fingertips, her opponent moved to
strike again. With one hand, Raina drew and simultaneously parried
the downward slash while sidestepping out of the way, making it
look as though she were simply swatting the Countess’s sword down.
Their swords scraped and tangled for a moment as Wilhelmina tried
to raise it again and Raina deflected its intended upward slash,
taking her sword into both of her hands now. They faced off for
half a second, swords locked, before Raina knocked one of her
enemy’s feet out of place with a kick of her heel to Wilhelmina’s
ankle. The small but painful blow, right on those sensitive nerves
at the end of that bone, was enough to unbalance her and allow
Raina to shove her away. Wilhelmina stumbled backward and nearly
fell, but caught herself just in time to maneuver her blade to
block Raina’s attack as a horizontal cut at her midsection came her
way.

The clangs, scrapes, swishes, and other
sounds of sword fighting that filled the air with sounds Brenna had
thought were only reserved for cheap kung-fu flicks on late-night
television. The action was almost too quick and too complicated
even for Brenna’s eyes to follow. She had seen Raina practice
sparring and executing choreographed forms with others as a human,
and while that had been quick and impressive, her newfound vampiric
strength and agility meant that her potential for speed now almost
bordered upon absurdity. Raina had poured her heart and soul into
her training for a long time, even more so after her parents had
died. Apparently, this was the big payoff for all of that
dedication.

It literally appeared as though they were
fighting in fast-forward. They would hack and slash at one another,
seeming to take turns at playing the aggressor while the other
would back away, and then they would break and pause for just a
moment or two to consider their next approach. Now, this was more
like the kind of legendary duels of which she had heard. She simply
couldn’t believe that the star of this moment was Raina … sweet,
shy, somewhat naïve Raina. The pretty girl who couldn’t ever seem
to get a boyfriend, who got nauseous at the thought of facing news
cameras, who had probably never so much as been in a fistfight in
her entire life, and who would have preferred death over being
forced to sing karaoke in front of a bar of drunken strangers. Here
was Raina, holding her own against a century-old High Court vampire
that had recently taken out a majority of the House of Fallamhain
with the very sword that she now used to fence with Raina. Brenna
was beyond impressed, even proud of her dear, sweet, shy, somewhat
naïve Raina … and also scared to death that these would be the last
few moments of her lover’s time in this world.

“Stop toying with her, Raina!” Duvessa cried
out impatiently. “Take her head and be done with it!”

Brenna glared at the Grand Duchess angrily
but said nothing, and she did not fully turn to look at her.
Duvessa didn’t care about Raina, not nearly as much as she’d tried
to make everyone believe. She was more concerned with having her
around to do her dirty work, to be her shield so that she did not
need to face up to her own responsibilities as Grand Duchess. It
was true that Raina had rather recklessly volunteered herself to
fight the Countess, but Brenna was sure that if she hadn’t done so,
Duvessa would have ordered her to fight in her place, anyway.

That bitch! This was really why she had liked
Raina so much from the start? Not because she felt sorry for her,
not because she was making amends for Duke Sebastian’s sins, and
not because Raina was, in fact, a kind and innocent soul in the
matter. She had liked Raina because she had happened to be as handy
with a katana as she had been with a syringe. Duke Sebastian had
not simply picked her at random; he’d been given the Grand
Duchess’s blessing in advance, which is why he’d sought her out in
the first place.

Why her, though, out of all the people in
such a huge metropolitan area as Phoenix, one of the largest cities
in the entire country? Raina didn’t have that many awards for her
shinkendo and iaido skills, or any of the other martial arts she’d
practiced, and the ones that she had earned were small potatoes –
token awards given by the sensei of the small-time dojo that she
attended. Raina had always been too shy, too humble, and too
self-doubting to have voluntarily entered herself in any
competitions before this. And while she was undoubtedly a skilled
phlebotomist, and she had a good reputation for her work in both
the hospital and among her after-hours clientele, it wasn’t exactly
something that would make for worldwide fame … was it?

A change in the action brought Brenna’s
attention back to the moment at hand, as she had very nearly spaced
out the current situation entirely in her state of semi-shock. With
their swords engaged high as they each struggled to force the
other’s blade aside, Countess Wilhelmina seemed to give in to some
bit of frustration and forgo the sword in favor of reaching a hand
out for Raina’s face. Raina turned her face away to avoid being
gouged in the eyes, and instead found the steely grip of
Wilhelmina’s fingers wrapped around her throat. This was not good.
Even with one hand, Brenna knew that a vampire could literally rip
another person’s throat right out. Before she could be given the
chance, however, Raina twisted and kicked a heel at her opponent’s
foremost leg, striking the side of her knee as it bore the majority
of Wilhelmina’s body weight. The Countess shrieked in pain and
released her grip as she fell back and aside, and Raina immediately
followed the kick by grabbing the wrist of the hand Wilhelmina had
been using to choke her. Raina stepped, spun, and twisted, and
forced Wilhelmina’s arm around over her shoulder. The twist of her
arm was painful and forceful enough to bring Wilhelmina to stand
upon her toes and arch her body in such a way that even though she
still held her sword in her right hand, she could not effectively
swing or thrust it at Raina. She held her there like that for
almost a full second, either punishing her with the pain of the
joint lock or deciding what to do next, and finally Brenna thought
she heard a soft popping sound before Wilhelmina cried out again,
and Raina finally thrust her sword at her.

The tip of Raina’s katana pierced the
Countess’s side slightly from the back and it did not penetrate
very deeply, perhaps only an inch or so, though it was damaging
enough. Raina again kicked out at her, this time with her left
foot, and released the Countess’s wrist as she shoved her away.
Wilhelmina tumbled to the carpeted lobby floor and rolled a bit
before winding up on her hands and knees. She tried to get up, but
the pain of her injuries halted her for a moment. For whatever
reason, Raina did not pursue her; she instead held her sword low in
both hands, facing her foe directly, and waited, watching her.

Countess Wilhelmina was audibly wheezing as
she slowly brought herself to stand again, using her sword to
steady herself for a moment as she did so. She coughed as though to
clear her throat, covering her mouth, and then glanced at her hand.
Apparently, she saw blood. She grinned at Raina almost madly,
wiping her lips with the back of her hand and smearing crimson
across her cheek. Even in the significant lighting of the hotel
lobby, Brenna could see the High Court vampire’s flesh beginning to
glow more intensely with some kind of intense emotion – excitement,
definitely, but perhaps also fear. With a bit of effort, she
assumed a ready fighting stance once more. The Countess sidestepped
to her left and slightly away as she spoke.

“I promised … that I would not kill you,” the
Countess told Raina, now sounding winded.

Raina nodded lightly, still very calm as she
used one hand briefly to brush a few loose strands of hair back
over her left ear. She was glowing intensely now, as though she was
being illuminated by a strange spotlight that cast light only upon
her exposed skin and nothing else upon or around her.

“I don’t intend to break that promise,
either.”

There was a pause. “Umm … okay.”

“That does not mean … however,” Wilhelmina
added, “that I will surrender to you, either. By the Code … a fight
can be won by forfeit. Neither of us has to die … to settle
this.”

Wilhelmina paced around the lobby with a
deliberate sort of wandering, her flesh glowing just as obviously
as Raina’s. She was weaving slightly, as though she was still
actively sparring with Raina, but she was also clearly heading
somewhere else. Brenna saw what she meant to do and gave Mary a
slight push away.

“She’s gonna make a run for it,” she
whispered to Mary.

Mary wiped away her tears and sniffed
lightly, having managed to control herself while watching the duel.
She glanced at Brenna, then to the Countess, who was nearing them.
Her pretty face contorted with anger.

“Like fucking hell she is. Let her try.”

Brenna gestured for her to move aside,
spreading out as they both intended to form a wall to prevent her
escape. If Wilhelmina decided to chicken out of this deal and bolt,
she would have to get through them first. Stupid, perhaps, but it
would surely buy Raina enough time to catch up with her and finish
her off.

Countess Wilhelmina paced over almost blindly
towards Brenna, back-stepping towards her with only a single glance
over her shoulder as though she figured she had maneuvered her way
past and had found a clean route to use for her departure. Mary
drew a knife quite similar to the one Jen had produced shortly
before her death, crouching slightly in preparation to spring at
the treacherous High Court if she made a move to run.

“Why don’t you just give up?” Raina
suggested.

The Countess began to laugh, but choked upon
her own blood, coughed for a moment, and then spat some aside,
almost directly at Mary. A trail of crimson ran from the corner of
her pink, thin lips.

“Because,” she said, “if you surrender, I
promise the Debt of Blood that I claim from you will be small. But
if I surrender … you will kill me. I may as well commit suicide,
rather than surrendering.”

“By all means, please do,” Mary grumbled
bitterly under her breath as she stood beside Brenna.

“Raina!” As one, everyone looked to the Grand
Duchess. She appeared almost distressed, somehow dismayed by this
exchange of words. “Do not listen to her! Her promises are
meaningless! The Countess has killed our people, including your
Maker. The House of Fallamhain must be avenged! She must pay for
what she has done!”

Visibly, Raina did not agree with this.
Brenna could not blame her for her reluctance. She had never killed
anyone, never seriously hurt anyone in her entire life. She wasn’t
a violent person, nor was she a vengeful type. If anything, she was
forgiving to a fault, for she had not simply forgiven the rogue
vampire that had been responsible for killing her parents – she had
even pitied him. This was not her fight. She barely knew these
people that called themselves the House of Fallamhain. And she had
perhaps even less reason to hate the Countess than she did to
despise the Grand Duchess, since it had been Duvessa’s consort that
had raped her and forced the Change upon her.

“And if I die … who will be left to punish
you … for what you have done?” Wilhelmina countered. She paused to
cough slightly, her breath coming in shallow, quickening gasps as
she looked to Raina. “Who, I ask you? Will you?”

“Ignore her words! She speaks madness!”
Duvessa protested loudly, her patience clearly at its limit. “Stop
this ridiculousness and kill her!”

Again, Raina was obviously conflicted. The
poor girl had a conscience, unlike either of the other two High
Court females in the lobby. She was a hybrid vampire in more ways
than one. She was not only blessed (or perhaps cursed) with human
physiological traits, but she also still had her human
sensibilities. Raina had not spent the better part of her lifetime
sucking blood from people both willing and unwilling. She had not
made her way from night to night at the expense of others as both
Duvessa and Wilhelmina/Elizabeth had done. Hers was not just a
political dilemma but also a conflict of her own core beliefs. She
was willing to fight the Countess, but only because she had been
indiscriminately killing people right and left. She had only done
what she had out of necessity, and while she now clearly had the
upper hand in the fight by wounding her opponent, she had no desire
to continue because Wilhelmina had ceased to be the aggressor.
Brenna was almost willing to bet that if Raina had her druthers,
she would have simply sheathed her sword and walked away from this
whole deal. If only it could have been that simple…

“We have not finished this fight, child,” the
Countess informed Raina. “You have not defeated me yet.”

“I don’t want to kill you.”

“And I do not want to kill you, either.”

“Then I guess we’ve got ourselves a bit of a
quandary here, huh?”

“Indeed, we do.”

Raina lowered her sword slightly, relaxing
her stance. “Can’t we just call it a draw?”

“That is not an option.” Wilhelmina pinched
the blade of her sword between her thumb and forefinger, and then
wiped up its length to clean the remaining blood from it before
licking the sanguine wine from her fingertips. She gave a very
brief glance once more over her shoulder to Brenna for some reason
before she looked back to Raina. “You must fight me … your grace.
The Code requires it. You chose … to challenge me. Now you must
finish … what you have started.”

Raina shrugged, lowering her sword
completely. “And what if I don’t want to?”

“Raina!” Duvessa gasped, clearly
appalled.

“You will fight me, Duchess Raina
Fallamhain,” the Countess insisted formally as she returned to her
fighting stance. She seemed to regain some measure of strength from
the pause in fighting. “And we will finish this fight … one way or
another.”

And then there was movement, graceful but
swift and sudden. Brenna felt it happen, but it took a couple of
seconds for the reality of it to register in her brain. The full
extent of the pain did not reveal itself immediately, only the
initial sharpness accompanied by an impossibly deep, penetrating
coldness. A burning heat, a quickly swelling fire that flared up as
soon as she jerked the blade from her torso, soon replaced the
chill of the initial entry of Countess Wilhelmina’s sword into her
chest. Brenna’s hands instinctively covered the wound as red-hot
pain shot through her body with the same quickness as the blood
that dribbled between and over the fingers she clutched to her
midsection.

Mouth agape with both shock and agony, she
fell to her knees as Mary screamed. The blade had entered Brenna
dead-center, just below her sternum. From the pain that radiated so
deeply that she felt as though someone were firing a blowtorch
right through her, she was sure that the tip had exited through her
back under her left shoulder blade. She did not know if it was a
mortal wound. She could not tell if anything vital had been
pierced. All she knew was that there was blood, lots of blood, and
plenty of pain to go with it.

She glanced up in time to see Mary charge at
the Countess with knife in hand. To her credit, she was not as
mindlessly enraged or careless about it as Jen had been. She
attacked skillfully enough to actually block Wilhelmina’s attempt
to cut her by jamming her left hand against the High Court’s elbow
and simultaneously thrusting her knife into her foe’s body clear to
the hilt. The Countess staggered back with a strangled cry of pain
and grabbed the wrist of Mary’s knife-wielding hand, preventing her
from withdrawing it to stab her once more.

“Die already, you fucking bitch!” Mary
shrieked as she instead seemed to try to shove the knife deeper
still into the High Court. “Fucking die!”

“Mary…” Brenna croaked weakly, feebly trying
to reach out to her with a blood-drenched hand, though she was not
sure what she hoped to achieve in doing so.

Rather than succumb to the pain of her own
injury as Brenna felt she was doing then, herself, the Countess’s
face twisted with rage and determination. Instead of pushing her
away, she swung her right arm overhead and reached behind to grab a
fistful of Mary’s curly burgundy hair with a yank, pulling her in
closer.

Mary cried out and allowed her head to be
tilted back, rather than resisting enough to be scalped by brute
force. Wilhelmina opened her mouth wide, bearing blood-reddened and
glistening fangs. Whether it was an intentional play upon the
vampire stereotype, or merely the constriction of her throat at the
same moment she happened to be exhaling, Wilhelmina hissed before
she struck.

Good Lord, she actually hissed.

 


* * * *

 



Chapter Twenty-Eight

 


 


 


Raina saw it coming, but she was so stunned
that Wilhelmina was willing to follow through with the threat that
it took far too long to react. By the time Raina had neared her
enemy, Wilhelmina was but a moment away from tearing into Mary’s
throat with her fangs. She saw Raina’s approach, however, those
pale blue eyes meeting hers just as she was drawing back to strike,
and she was ready for it.

Using only one hand, she swatted Raina’s
raised and ready sword aside with her own before she could thrust
it forth, and she then swiftly brought it back across. Raina
flinched away from the counterattack, feeling the tip of
Wilhelmina’s sword ever so lightly brush her cheek. Like a sudden
whirlwind, Wilhelmina spun and ducked as she grasped Mary’s wrist
with her right hand, cutting across her stomach as she did so, and
emerging with Mary’s arm cranked about into a painful joint lock
that (along with the cut to her abdomen) doubled her over in an
instant. Mercilessly, she thrust her sword into Mary’s torso
between her shoulder and collarbone, effectively skewering her
vertically with at least twelve inches of steel. Mary let out a
strangled sound of agony as the sword was yanked free of her flesh,
audibly scraping bone as it exited, and a thin splash of blood was
flung from her sword into Raina’s face, almost going into her eyes.
Wilhelmina promptly cast aside her victim with a pushing kick to
the ribs that sent Mary rolling away as the Countess went after
Raina.

There was no time to worry for Brenna or
Mary. She could not stop to evaluate their injuries, to help them
and comfort them. Whether or not their wounds were mortal would not
change the fact that Wilhelmina’s blood-wet sword was coming at her
once more, this time with a renewed and surprising vigor. As Raina
desperately parried, blocked, and attempted to counter each of
Wilhelmina’s cuts, slashes, thrusts, and hacks, she had to struggle
not to allow herself to be distracted by the fact that her foe
seemed undeterred by the dagger that still protruded from her side.
Her face was visibly wrenched with pain, but she was hardly
affected in her motions by it. Raina had sustained several cuts,
herself. While she was surprised that they barely hurt in spite of
the blood that oozed from her wounds, they were nothing compared to
what Wilhelmina had sustained. Either the Countess was utterly
consumed with her rage, insanely driven by her need for revenge, or
she was simply a much fiercer warrior than Raina could have ever
hoped (or wanted) to be.

Just as she was thinking of throwing a sweep
or trip to work into the exchange as she had before to unbalance
her, Raina felt her right leg being kicked out from under her
before she even saw it coming – too busy watching her enemy’s
sword, damn it! The blow to her shin did not hurt as much as it
surprised her as she yelped and awkwardly tried to shift her weight
back to her left leg, although a split second too late. Wilhelmina
thrust her sword flatly against Raina’s while grabbing her sleeve
and pulling, effectively turning and dropping Raina straight to the
floor with enough force to knock the wind from her lungs and
suddenly bring stars into her vision. She was stunned by the
takedown, but conscious and able enough to avoid the downward
thrust Wilhelmina made at her chest by narrowly rolling halfway to
her left. Instead of pinning her to the floor through her chest,
like an insect stuck to a display board with a needle, she instead
felt the tip of Wilhelmina’s blade pierce her right shoulder
shallowly and tear a broken line across both of her shoulders in
its downward travel. Hadn’t she promised only moments ago not to
kill her?

Raina was able to continue her roll enough to
get over upon her knees and raise her sword once more. This was not
a good position, but it was better than being upon her back. She
could fight from a kneeling position. Actually, she could fight if
pinned upon her back, as well, but not while using a sword, and
certainly not against someone else with a sword that was still
standing. However, she was not quick enough to get her feet
underneath herself quickly enough to be able to crouch-step in any
direction, and so it only took Wilhelmina three attempted blows to
force her to lean far enough away to fall aside. Raina tried to
roll out of the way of an inevitable downward slash, but she felt
her enemy’s blade cut cleanly across her left flank. Again, the
pain was not immediate from that injury, but the burn and ache of
the others she had endured was beginning to flare as the number of
her wounds quickly added up – death by a thousand cuts,
apparently.

Raina somehow got to her feet after that roll
as Wilhelmina seemed to deliberately hold off and allow her
recovery. Her right leg ached and cramped up from the kick she’d
taken a moment ago, and the skin of her shin burned as though it
had been grated raw. Wilhelmina’s black shoes were thin, flexible,
and athletic, almost like slippers, but the bottom edge of her sole
was rigid and rough enough to have given her a serious abrasion, in
addition to shredding one of her dark sheer stockings. She put her
weaker leg forward in her stance, favoring her left with her body
weight, and she kept her grip low and forward while Wilhelmina
backed away and extended her own with one hand, almost in a warning
gesture.

Raina was still surprised that she did not
feel winded at all, only frightened all the more by what she was
doing, amazed by her own speed and strength, and struggling not to
be distracted by the glow of her own skin (as well as her
opponent’s). She continually reminded herself that this was really
happening, this was the real thing, and the pain of her injuries
would not let her forget the consequences of losing this duel. She
tasted blood upon her lips, sweet and sharp, and she realized with
a touch to her face that the seemingly light brush of her foe’s
sword earlier had actually been a cut, a rather deep and long one
that went across her cheek and even to the tip of her nose. The
taste of blood energized her, made her eyes widen even more than
they already were with fear, and spontaneously seemed to sharpen
her senses. The downside of this was that it also seemed to make
the pain of her wounds all the more obvious. Her left side, her
right leg, her cheek, the small cuts upon her knuckles, and
shoulders all burned as though red-hot bits of iron were being laid
against her flesh.

Wilhelmina looked no better for wear, finally
showing how damaged she was as she paused to grimace and jerk free
the blade that Mary had buried within her left side, throwing it
aside. It seemed like a bad move after the fact, because it caused
her to cry out and nearly fall to her knees in agony. She coughed,
lightly at first and then deeply, and then she spat as she stood
tall again, bravely facing her again with her sword in both hands.
Blood drooled from her lips as she wheezed and gasped for air. One
or both of her lungs had been punctured. Perhaps that made them
just about even. Or perhaps Wilhelmina was a lot worse off than
Raina, but she was simply too stubborn and determined to win to
admit it even to herself.

“You’re wounded,” Raina informed her.

“So … are you,” she countered breathlessly
before coughing again.

“Please, don’t make me do this anymore. I
don’t want to kill you.”

“I just … killed your … Maker,” she
protested, gesturing quickly toward Brenna. “She will die … from
her wound.”

Raina’s eyes flicked aside to where she’d
last seen Brenna kneeling. She was still upright, her eyes still
open, but she was lying back against Loki’s arms as he knelt behind
her, holding her up kindly. The wound was bad, but surely not
mortal, not to a vampire. If her heart had been pierced, she would
already have been dead. If her lungs had been punctured, she would
be coughing up blood and wheezing like the Countess. But she was
simply in pain, visibly, and bleeding profusely. Her wound would
seal and heal. She would live … surely.

“Do you … feel it? Do you … feel fire … in
your veins?” Wilhelmina asked breathlessly with a blood-reddened
smile. She waved the sword about. “Silver … the blade … is
silver-plated.”

Raina’s heart skipped a beat. Silver was a
poison to vampires. Like garlic and ultraviolet light, almost all
vampires were severely allergic to silver. Some states had already
begun using an injection of silver nitrate as a means of execution
for vampires on death row, rather than the more common and brutal
practices of death by firing squad and hanging. It would certainly
explain why the wounds that she had endured, herself, burned so
fiercely like monstrous paper cuts. The silver was a severe
allergic irritant by contact alone, but using a coating of it upon
an edged weapon probably meant that traces of silver were left
behind in every wound that it made. While Raina was unsure if her
shallow wounds were serious enough to have accumulated enough
silver to poison her, she was more worried for the sake of Brenna,
who had suffered almost the full length of the Countess’s sword
being thrust right through the middle of her. Silver, so deep and
so close to so many vital organs…

“Your wounds … are not … mortal. I promised …
I would not … kill you,” Wilhelmina replied with a nod to Raina.
She paused a moment to clear her throat, her wheezing seeming to
grow worse by the minute. “But you are … too hurt … to beat
me.”

Raina shook her head. “Speak for yourself.
I’m not the one coughing up blood.”

“Raina … child,” she said, her smile
vanishing, “you must … kill me … before … I die.”

Seeing how bad off she was, Raina relaxed her
sword and her stance slightly again. “Look, I really don’t want to
kill you. Okay? Just put down your sword and give it up, already.
Just forfeit the challenge.”

“Never,” Wilhelmina insisted with a shake of
her head. “You must … kill me … before I die.”

“Why are you so hung up on that idea?”

“Because … I know … Duvessa,” she replied,
stepping closer. “I know … what she wants … to do. I would rather …
die … by your hand.”

Raina glanced over to the Grand Duchess.
Duvessa’s eyes were wide with anticipation, and she made an
anxious, excited, even angry “get it over with” sort of gesture of
encouragement at her. She looked back to the Countess and could not
help but to feel saddened by her state. Sorrow tugged at her chest
and throat, worsening as her enemy neared. She realized at this
point, however, it was not simply Wilhelmina’s sadness that she
felt, disappointment for having failed in her quest for vengeance,
but rather Raina’s own pity for her.

Wilhelmina … or Elizabeth, actually … already
had been through so much, having survived so many terrible things,
and she had struggled so hard to reach this point. Raina suddenly
almost felt guilty for having wounded her at all, although she
could not completely dismiss what she’d done. The crazy bitch had
killed her friends and stabbed Brenna, possibly even poisoning her,
and she had inflicted plenty of harm upon Raina. They shared a
common origin, both victims of Duke Sebastian’s lust and Duvessa’s
schemes, but they were still very, very different souls. Raina
could forgive and forget, willing and able to move on with her life
in spite of what had been done to her; Wilhelmina was a spirit
purely consumed with the idea of revenge, as she had been for
decades since her Change, and she had demonstrated that she was
selfish enough to destroy anyone who stood in her way of achieving
it.

“Promise me … you will not … let me die … in
vain,” Wilhelmina wheezed as she drew closer. She swung at Raina, a
sloppy and insincere attack. “Promise me … you will … finish ..
what I have … started.”

She half-swung her sword at Raina again
before halting it and instead poking it outward, jabbing her
ineffectively in the left shoulder – enough to sting, but not
enough to actually stab through the material of her already torn
and bloodstained blouse. The pain of that minor jab, that relative
pinprick of a wound, actually did something to Raina. It seemed to
flick a switch back on inside of her. Almost reflexively, Raina cut
her sword upwards against the Countess’s, striking it near the
hilt, and the blow surprisingly knocked the weapon right from her
hands. Wilhelmina’s sword dropped to the thin red carpet of the
hotel lobby floor right at the Grand Duchess’s feet just as Raina
reciprocated and lunged forth without thought, burying the full
length of her sword into the Countess’s abdomen.

Wilhelmina gasped and hunched over into
Raina, placing her hands upon hers as she held the sword inside of
her belly. Instead of pushing away, the Countess gave Raina’s sword
a sharp tug, burying its length within herself clear to the hilt.
Blood oozed over the guard of the katana and onto Raina’s fingers,
so very hot, wet, and slippery. Its coppery scent reached her
nostrils immediately, as did Wilhelmina’s breath, tinged with
cigarette smoke, as they stood face-to-face. Wilhelmina shuddered
and her lower lip quivered as she somehow held herself aloft. Raina
simply stood in place, her eyes wide but her face otherwise blank
and devoid of emotion. She could not believe this had been her own
doing. She simply could not fathom that she was killing someone,
let alone that she had bested Countess Wilhelmina von Reichenbach
in a duel.

“Take … me,” Wilhelmina croaked thinly.
“Please … Raina … drink…”

Raina’s first instinct was to shake her head
and refuse. She was already horrified enough that she was standing
there with a sword thrust inside another woman’s body. But
Wilhelmina raised a hand, grasped her shoulder, and deliberately
dug her fingers into the open wound. Raina gasped with the sudden
flare of pain, and the switch was flipped again. Before she even
knew what she was doing, acting with the same mechanical reflex as
a trigger causing a gun’s hammer to fall and fire a shot, Raina’s
teeth were suddenly buried deeply in the tight, warm, delicious,
and softly glowing flesh of Wilhelmina’s throat.

Knowing what she had done, Raina gave in to
it. She bit down with everything she had, and she felt that
luminescent flesh give way, felt it rip softly in her maw like an
impossibly tender and juicy steak. The rush of seemingly scalding
hot, sweet, heavenly delicious blood flooded her mouth immediately,
so much that it gushed out past her lips and down her chin, and she
began to feed. She swallowed, she gulped, she sucked at that
fountain of delicious hotness, and everything else ceased to
be.

The world vanished as she stood with her eyes
closed and her mouth buried in a feast of delight. She knew only
the taste and scent of blood, so sweet and yet sharp, and the sound
of her own pleasure-filled groaning. The blood ran down her throat
like a hot river, down, down, filling her with heat, and it seemed
to carry on down beyond her stomach, making things lower clench and
spasm with what she could only liken to an intense orgasm. A taste
of blood was nice, yes, but this … this was everything. This was
what she had needed. Conscience be damned, consuming the life of
another was like nothing else she had ever known, and more than
anything she felt she should ever want to know.

It seemed to last an eternity. Wilhelmina’s
body grew limp and gravity sought to pull it away, so Raina wrapped
her other arm about her and held fast to that source of hot, wet
preciousness. The gush slowed and became more of a trickle. Raina
sucked hungrily, greedily, and noisily. She wanted more. She needed
more. The moment, all of that sweetness and heat, it had to
continue! It had to last! This couldn’t be it! She bit down harder
and felt her teeth almost meet. She opened wide again and sucked at
the gash she had made, hoping for more. Very little was offered for
her efforts. There had to be more! Something this good had to last
longer, surely! Something this good should last forever!

The taste lingered, but the heat diminished
and only remained within her body, spreading out with an intensely
numbing, narcotic effect. Her whole body radiated nothing but
warmth and pleasure, but the end of that fountain, that spring of
blood was so sad, so devastatingly disappointing. Disheartened,
dismayed, and utterly miserable now at its disappearance, Raina
suddenly found herself sobbing. She was completely overcome with
both grief and pleasure at once. She felt completely mad, utterly
insane. She was certain that there was no high greater than this,
and yet she was horrified, crushed to know that it was ending.

Frustrated, almost angered, Raina let go of
Wilhelmina and took half a step back, barely opening her eyes. The
Countess’s body slid off of Raina’s sword limply, bonelessly
collapsing upon the floor in an awkward heap. Raina swayed for a
moment, tried to regain her balance, and then fell to her knees,
dropping her blood-sheathed sword. She looked upon the body of
Countess Wilhelmina von Reichenbach, the same body that had once
been Elizabeth Ellen Fallamhain, and realized dimly that she had
killed her predecessor, someone of her own blood. She was only
gradually aware of people around her, and then of someone shaking
her by her shoulders. She felt completely drugged, beyond
intoxicated. She felt herself actually drooling slightly as her
lips remained parted, blood trailing down her chin and onto her
chest.

A face appeared before her. She narrowed her
eyes, gradually convincing them to focus, and she recognized
Duvessa’s face, beaming with pride and elation. She was speaking to
her, but she could not make out the words at that moment, not
immediately. She could hear quite well enough, but her brain almost
refused to process what she heard. Slowly, it began to make
sense.

“Raina? Raina, dear, can you hear me?”
Duvessa called to her as she delicately put her hands upon her
shoulders, carefully avoiding her wounds. “Raina, love, are you
okay?”

She blinked slowly, feeling as though she
were still in the midst of some dream … or perhaps a nightmare. She
looked to Duvessa with heavy eyelids, licking her lips and
swallowing what sweetness remained upon her tongue.

“What?” she finally managed to say.

“Can you hear me, dear?”

“I … yeah … I guess.”

Duvessa was beaming with joy. “You won! You
have defeated her!”

Raina glanced aside and down to her fallen
enemy. Wilhelmina’s eyes focused upon nothing with a glassy and
lifeless stare that seemed to be deliberately aimed at Duvessa. In
response, Raina could only manage to say, “Huh … yeah.”

“Are you okay, dear? Are you badly
wounded?”

As Raina’s eyes drifted away from the
Countess’s body, they wandered about the surrounding area’s
carnage. Not far away, Ian had dropped to his knees and was
mourning quite intensely over Jen’s body … and the severed head
that lay nearby. William, Robert, and Loki were tending to Brenna
and Mary. Lady Svetlana stood alone over Noriko’s corpse, looking
utterly and completely lost as she glanced about the area with a
blank expression.

“Raina?” Her attention snapped back to
Duvessa as she felt her arm being gently shaken. “Talk to me, dear.
Are you all right? Do you need medical help?”

“Brenna,” she replied simply. “How is
she?”

Duvessa glanced over her shoulder for a
moment, and then back to Raina. The smile she gave was visibly
forced. “Please, Raina, don’t worry about her. Right now, your
well-being is…”

“How bad is she hurt?” Raina demanded,
feeling herself quickly sobering as fear took hold of her once
more.

Duvessa gave no reply as her smile quickly
faded. Raina felt some twist of guilt within herself, realizing
that it actually was what she sensed from the Grand Duchess.
Ignoring the twinges of discomfort that came with sudden movement,
she awkwardly brought herself to stand with Duvessa’s help. She
wavered and nearly fell, allowing Duvessa to catch her, and she
again found herself staring at the remains of Wilhelmina von
Reichenbach. Her throat was a ragged, bloody mess from the savage
bite wound that had been inflicted upon her. Her clingy black
Spandex cat suit was torn and glisteningly wet with blood, the
material having pulled away from the cut and stab wounds she’d
suffered, as though the outfit had been designed to make such
injuries look that much more obvious. Had Raina really just done
all of that? Had she really just killed someone? Already, she could
barely remember any of it. She hoped that she could soon forget all
of it entirely.

As though she were snapping back to her
senses as well, Lady Svetlana rushed over to assist the Grand
Duchess in helping Raina along, escorting her over to where most of
the men of the surviving House of Fallamhain were gathered. As they
drew near, William was already carefully arranging Mary’s hands
upon her stomach, one gently atop the other. Her eyes were closed.
Aside from the pool of dark blood that soaked the already red
carpet under her head, she looked to be sleeping. William looked up
to them with a somber expression and shook his head as he wiped the
blood on his hands upon his pants. It seemed that Lady Mary
Fallamhain was dead, too.

Brenna was still moving, still conscious. She
was curled upon her side and writhing about in pain, kicking her
legs slowly as she clutched at the wound to her front while Loki
kept a folded-up scarf pressed against the exit wound in her back.
Brenna had suffered only one wound as a result of Wilhelmina’s
rampage, whereas Raina had endured many, but Brenna’s was far more
serious. Robert moved aside as Raina knelt beside Brenna, gently
laying a hand upon her shoulder.

“Lady Mary is gone, your grace,” Loki
informed the Grand Duchess sadly. “The sword went through her
heart. She died quickly.”

“If not for that damned silver, she might
have lived,” Duvessa sighed as Raina brushed a few strands of hair
from her Maker’s face. “Let us hope that Lady Brenna will not share
her fate.”

“Who, me? Nah, I’m fine,” Brenna joked
through her clenched teeth. “Never felt fucking better!”

Raina could hardly manage to speak, but no
longer because of the intoxicating effects of the blood she had
consumed. “Brenna?”

Brenna opened her eyes, although only barely
as she squinted to look up at her. She managed a strained
smile.

“Hey! There you are, my sweet,” she said with
a slight chuckle as she closed her eyes again for a moment. “Did we
win?”

“She’s dead. I killed her,” Raina said
softly. Saying it aloud still did not quite make it seem any more
real. She somehow felt the invisible dread of something sinister
still in her life, as though Wilhelmina might spring to her feet
and attack her from behind at any moment.

“Rock on.” A spasm of pain made her whole
body tense for a few moments, ruining her smile. “God … dammit! It
feels like … like my insides are on fire.”

“I know,” she agreed softly as the numbing,
narcotic effect of the blood gradually continued to wear off,
allowing the burn and ache of her wounds to return. “I feel it,
too. It’s the silver. Her sword was silver-plated.”

“Yeah, I heard.” Brenna’s mascara was smeared
and running from the tears of pain streaming from her eyes,
contrasting darkly against the brilliant green of her eyes as she
opened them again. She met Raina’s gaze directly. “Guess I’m gonna
die, huh.”

“No, you’re not.”

“Silver poisoning … Mary’s already dead from
it,” she insisted, her words still strained with discomfort.

“Mary took it right through her heart. Silver
didn’t have anything to do with it,” Raina explained. “Silver’s not
a poison, it’s just an irritant. It just hurts a lot because
vampires are allergic to it. You’ll be fine.”

“Well, if you’re wrong … this is gonna suck.”
Only now did she look genuinely concerned as she continued to hold
her gaze. “Hey … is that your blood?”

“Some of it, yeah.”

“Did she get you, too?”

Raina glanced at the cuts on the back of her
hands and knuckles, and touched the wound to her cheek. “Nothing
serious.”

“Doesn’t it hurt?”

She shrugged, wincing a little bit at the
pain that movement caused in her shoulders, then lied, “It’s not so
bad.”

Brenna’s eyes rolled over to Duvessa, who
knelt beside Raina. “She’ll be okay, right?”

“Of course, dear. Raina will be just fine,”
the Grand Duchess reassured her. “Just relax. Help is on the
way.”

Brenna closed her eyes and nodded. Already,
Raina could hear the radio chatter and static noise of emergency
crew radios as several police officers swarmed into the hotel
lobby, some directing the surrounding witnesses to go outside while
others assessed the situation. Two uniformed city police officers
with their service pistols drawn and held low at their sides
approached.

“What’s going on here? Who’s hurt?” one of
the officers demanded almost forcefully.

“Oh, officer! I’m so glad you’re here!”
Duvessa said almost dramatically as she stood with her empty hands
raised innocently. She quickly explained the situation to them,
essentially that Countess Wilhelmina had attacked them and killed
several of her people before Raina had, in turn, killed the
Countess. They soon holstered their pistols. One of them radioed
for medical assistance and stood over Brenna while the other
instructed everyone else to back away from her and follow him.

Raina remained where she was as Brenna’s
blood-slick hand quickly and firmly took hold of hers. The look in
her eyes and the feeling of genuine fear and worry that filled her
simply forbid Raina from even considering the idea of leaving her
side. The officer standing over her shined a flashlight in her
face, examining her from where he stood.

“You’re all vampires?” he asked.

Raina nodded silently.

“Her, too?”

She nodded again, then felt Brenna squeeze
her hand firmly for a moment to get her attention.

“Hey,” Brenna said, smiling as Raina met her
gaze again. “Did I ever tell you how much I love you?”

Raina felt something of a smirk pull at the
corners of her mouth. “Yeah, a few times.”

“You know I mean it, right?”

“I know,” she acknowledged with a nod. “I
love you too, Brenna … more than anything.”

Brenna drew in a deep breath and suddenly
seemed to relax as she closed her eyes for a moment, opening them
again almost sleepily. “Whoa. Now, that feels better. Not so bad
now.”

Raina’s worry deepened. She felt something
strange inside of herself, something turning loose, like a knot of
some tension she’d been holding onto for so long that she hadn’t
been aware of it until it was suddenly being undone. Looking into
her eyes, seeing her relaxed smile, perhaps she was realizing in
the same moment, able to admit to herself just as much as Brenna
was that they were both going to be just fine, now. The worst had
passed.

“Maybe the silver wears off after awhile,”
Raina suggested. That wasn’t entirely true. The pain of her wounds
had only been diminished before because the rush of Wilhelmina’s
blood had overwhelmed her. The burning had returned and, although
it was not too much to bear, it was certainly there as much as it
had been, before.

“So, my sweet,” Brenna said with a heavy
sigh, smiling and looking very calm now, “what happens next?”

Raina opened her mouth to reply, but
hesitated. Her first reaction was to explain that they would both
be getting medical help, that they would need to make sure that the
amount of silver that had been introduced into their bodies was not
toxic enough to actually be poisonous as Brenna had feared. Later,
they would probably have to spend a lot of time explaining to the
police what had happened here. Brenna probably knew already what
would presumably happen, but what Raina sensed from her said that
she expected something entirely different. The emotion that she
sensed from Brenna was not that of worry or concern now, but simply
of affection, of contentedness, and of relief. She wasn’t worried
about what was probably going to take place in the next few minutes
or hours. She was looking a bit farther beyond that.

The dragon had been slain, so to speak, but
the cost had been high. And, depending upon whom was being seen as
the one playing the role, the princess was safe. Many of their
allies, their friends, were gone now. Raina was by no means naïve
enough to believe that they faced no challenges at all in the
future. She still had yet to even be introduced to the Elders, who
would no doubt be reluctant to welcome her into the ranks of the
IVC. And there were still a lot of people in the world that looked
upon vampires, as a whole, with a far less than favorable opinion,
to say the least. There was a lot ahead, but certainly, as far as
it could be seen in that moment, the storm had passed. The worst
was already over.

“I guess … we live happily ever after,” Raina
finally replied with a shrug and a gentle smile.

Brenna did not reply, but she held her gaze
with those lovely, striking emerald green eyes of hers. Tears were
still visibly wet and trailing from her eyes. Raina wanted to wipe
away those tears, but her own hands were still so wet with blood
that it would have been a futile gesture. She simply clutched
Brenna’s hand in both of hers, giving it a squeeze. Brenna did not
squeeze back. Her smile had long since vanished. And as she watched
for a few seconds, Raina saw that her chest was no longer rising
and falling with breath. She was utterly and completely still.

“Oh … oh, no,” Duvessa moaned softly beside
her. “Oh, dear … this … this is terrible.”

“Brenna?” Raina called softly, giving her
hand a slight shake. “Brenna? Hey … c’mon.”

“Oh, Raina,” the Grand Duchess sighed,
genuine emotion tightening her voice, “I’m so sorry. I’m so very,
very sorry.”

She ignored her, reaching to gently shake her
love’s shoulder. “Brenna? Hey … baby, c’mon…”

“She’s gone, dear,” Duvessa informed her
softly. “I’m so sorry, but she’s gone.”

Brenna’s eyes were still open, but they were
focused upon nothing. As a vampire, her pupils had always been
severely dilated, and they still held the same brilliance of color
as ever before. Her skin was still quite warm, her hand almost
feverishly hot. She looked perfectly alive … but also perfectly
still. Raina had felt that knot come completely undone, that inner
tension completely releasing itself just after Brenna had last
spoken, and since that moment, she had sensed nothing from her
direction but what she could only describe as tranquility, an
absolute feeling of peace. There were other feelings that she
sensed, namely Duvessa’s honest sorrow, as well as her own dread
and confusion. But Brenna’s only emotion, the only thing that could
be sensed, was infinite serenity, peace … and emptiness.

“No, she … she’s fine,” Raina insisted. “I
can feel it. She’s okay. She’s not…”

“I feel it, too, dear,” Duvessa said, laying
her hands upon Raina’s, “but I’ve felt this many times before. What
you are sensing is not emotion. It’s death. Brenna has passed
on.”

Raina looked at the Grand Duchess with her
mouth agape, completely at a loss for words. She refused to believe
it. Brenna had not passed on to anything. She was right there, her
hand still within hers, warm as ever … even though it was
completely limp as Duvessa tried to pull Raina away. Her eyes were
still open, still beautiful and still looking at her … even though
they were motionless, glassy, and unblinking. Raina was sure that
if she laid an ear to Brenna’s breast, she would hear and feel the
same steady, gentle thumping of the pulse of her dearest friend,
her cherished love. They were going to be okay. The worst had
passed. They had won. They were going to live happily ever after.
That was the way it was supposed to work.

“No! She’s still here,” Raina insisted, tears
streaming from her eyes as her lower lip quivered. “She’s still
here with us. I know she is. I can feel it.”

“Her body is here, but…”

“Stop saying that! I can still feel her,
dammit!” Raina cried, looking to Duvessa. “She’s still here and I
can feel it!”

“She’s not breathing,” the police officer
confirmed as he laid his fingers against the side of Brenna’s neck,
near the back of her jaw. He waited for a few seconds. “No pulse,
either. I’m sorry, but…”

“She’s not. She’s not! She’s not!” Raina
shrieked as Duvessa successfully pulled away her hand and wrapped
her arms about her. “Brenna!”

Raina fell into an ugly, shameless sobbing
and wailing as woe overtook her denial. She fought against Duvessa
to be close to Brenna, to hold her near and to kiss her lips once
more. Duvessa was strong, very strong, but Raina was possessed with
panic and anguish, thrashing about and struggling to throw her
aside. She became so overwhelmed with her raw, uncontrolled grief
that she was not aware of whom, exactly, came to Duvessa’s aid to
help restrain Raina. She became totally wild and mad with her
misery. The many hands that grabbed her now pulled her back,
dragged her away from that sweet, comforting, calming peacefulness
that still radiated gently from Brenna. They took her away and
dragged her down as she almost managed to bring herself to stand.
They dragged her down, down to the floor. As she continued to fight
them, she felt herself sinking farther and farther down, as though
she was somehow sinking into the floor itself.

Raina was blind with her grief, both with
tears and emotion, and there were brilliant flashes of color about
her vision. The pain of her wounds was bad at first, all that
movement that aggravated her injuries. But soon even that was
overcome by the return of that feeling of numbness, that opiate of
warmth and peace she had felt before from Wilhelmina’s blood. Try
as she might, her struggles against those that held her became less
and less energetic, but not for lack of drive. She wanted to be
with Brenna, to be close and together with her forever, but her
muscles were no longer responding to her will. There were voices
about her, a swirl of emotions surrounding her, but she could not
discern any of them individually. She could not be bothered.

The colors before her closed eyes were bright
and beautiful at first, yellows and greens and oranges and pinks.
But they soon became darker, less vivid – blues, reds, violets –
and as they lessened in intensity, so did everything else. Raina
knew this feeling. She knew it all too well. She had been through
this before. She knew the process well enough that it was now
almost routine. And, as before, she gave herself to it. Raina
welcomed death, embraced it readily as it, in turn, embraced her
with its blackness and infinity. Raina accepted the blissful
nothingness of unconsciousness and one last time dove into the
void, that same sea of tranquility and peace into which everyone
she had ever loved had already gone. She drifted down, out, and
beyond, hoping that in that ocean of the darkest colors of death,
she might somehow find Brenna and the others, or that they might
find her. And failing that, if nothing else, she hoped to at least
find even a small pool of tranquility of her own in which to bask,
to cleanse herself of the worries, fears, dreads, and pains of life
by rinsing herself in the soothing waters of oblivion. She was
ready for it. She had been waiting for it for far, far too
long.
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Raina awoke to find herself upon a gurney in
an ER trauma room. Actually, to say that she awoke was perhaps not
entirely accurate, as she had been semi-conscious and drifting in
and out of lucidity for the past hour or so. Coming to her senses,
somewhat aware now of her surroundings, she abruptly sat up looked
about with a sudden near-panic as she failed to remember all that
had happened.

“Relax, relax,” a male told her from nearby
as he patted her shoulder, pressing for her to lie back down.
“You’re safe. You’re okay, now. Everything is okay.”

“Where … Loki … what hospital is this?” she
asked as she recognized the rough but handsome Finn.

He hesitated, looking around. “This is, ah …
the same hospital where we met you before. I, ah … I don’t know the
name.”

“County? We’re at the county hospital?” she
demanded with wide eyes.

“I think so. Just relax,” he urged her,
pressing down a bit more firmly as she attempted to sit up again.
“You’re not in danger. It’s okay now.”

Raina’s mind was racing as she struggled to
remember everything that had happened before this. For a moment,
she only remembered swords, fighting, and blood, lots of blood …
and then she remembered Brenna. The thought crossing her mind must
have showed plainly upon her face, as Loki seemed to regard her
with a very sympathetic expression and a nod. Raina felt something
inside of herself clench so deep and so hard that it tore with a
physical pain that made her wince.

“She’s … she’s dead,” Raina said more than
asked. Saying it aloud somehow made it more real for her, and the
realization hit quite hard. “Brenna’s dead … isn’t she.”

Loki nodded sadly, taking hold of her hand.
“Yes, she is. I’m sorry, your grace.”

Raina closed her eyes once more and
immediately wished for death to return. Where was the blackness,
the comforting void of nothing that had so lovingly embraced her?
Where was the bliss of unconsciousness and nothingness that had
been taken away from her only a moment ago? Why was she being
brought back into this, this state of being that was little more
than sorrow, regret, anger, and pain? Was this a price that she was
being forced to pay for having known so much pleasure not long ago?
Was this the cost of knowing the ultimate comfort of genuine love
and the sinful delight of blood? Or was this the work of a
vengeful, bigoted God that wasn’t keen on the whole girl-girl
thing?

No, she didn’t need anyone to answer that for
her. She had already figured it out on her own. It was something
that she had been told before, and something she had adopted as her
own personal motto: Nothing good lasts forever. Pessimistic a
sentiment as it may have seemed to be, the events of Raina’s life
had taught her that this much was true, if nothing else at all.
What she and Brenna had shared was something great, something truly
rare, and something worth treasuring forever. And, as such, Brenna
was now gone forever.

It seemed only logical to her by now. Of
course Brenna was dead! To love someone too much was essentially
the same as cursing them with an unforeseen demise. Raina should
have never opened up. She should have controlled herself better
than she had. If Raina hadn’t loved her so damned much, Brenna
would still have been alive at that moment. Countess Wilhelmina had
seen and understood their love, and she had destroyed it just to
goad Raina into killing her.

Raina had stupidly assumed that perhaps her
initial belief had been wrong, that Brenna would be a different
part of her life, someone whom she could count upon to be there
forever and always. It was simply dumb and selfish to think that
people would stay in her life forever simply because Raina loved
them. God had an agenda. He had plans, right? So, what made her so
special that her own wishes were more important than His were?
Stupid, stupid little girl!

The tears that fell from Raina’s eyes were
silent, her sobs restrained by her self-hatred as she continued to
lie there with her eyes squeezed tightly shut. Where was the
blackness? Where was death? Why did this have to go on? She had
learned her lesson. She had learned it beyond any shadow of a doubt
this time. Enough was enough, already! Why did she have to
continue? What more did she need to learn? Again, Raina had figured
out the single most important lesson in life – nothing good lasts
forever – and so she had nothing more to gain from her continued
existence. She was done. Her journey was over. She could go away
now, either up to Heaven, down to Hell or Purgatory, aside to
Limbo, or wherever else that she was destined to go once her mortal
vessel was empty of life … assuming there was anything at all.

Colors still mildly flashed about in her
vision as that absolute darkness eluded her. She cursed it, loathed
it as much as she loathed her own self and her continued life.
Perhaps it needed a bit of help. Maybe she simply wanted to live,
deep down on some primal, automatic, instinctive level – that part
of her too stupid to know any better. Fine, so she would actually
try for death. She kept her eyes closed, let out a long final
breath, and then sealed her lips and seized her lungs. She would
draw no more breath now. She waited, refusing that instinctive urge
to breathe, and so she waited, feeling the needy pull within for
her for air. She waited more, soon feeling the ache and then the
slight burn within her lungs as they demanded oxygen. She waited
longer still.

“Your grace?” she heard Loki call softly with
slight concern. “Raina? Raina, are you … are you okay? Can you hear
me?”

She wanted to tell him it was okay, that she
was going away, too. Alas, that would have required her to take in
a breath to explain that to him. She wished that she knew of a way
to send out her thoughts, to speak with just her mind instead of
wasting good air. Raina continued to hold fast, remaining utterly
still. Something inside of her gave a simple, nonverbal but very
clear command – just let go – and she obeyed it readily, even
happily. She simply allowed herself to go totally limp, telling her
own body to begin shutting down. Actually, to be quite honest, her
body had already begun to shut down on its own at that point. She
simply elected not to put up a fight. It wasn’t a matter of telling
herself to do something, but rather ordering it to completely cease
to do anything, anything, at all.

It was working. A monitor began to beep
loudly from nearby with an alarm of some sort. Did that mean her
heart had stopped? No, her pulse still thudded in her throat, soon
making its way up into her eardrums with a “wee-ooh-wee-ooh” sort
of sound. Her lungs ached for air, pleading for mercy. She
continued to deny them. She didn’t even feel like she could draw
another breath, even if she had wanted to try. The monitor
continued to beep, and then there were voices, people suddenly
surrounding her – she could hear them, feel them. Loki explained
with sincere concern that she was not breathing, and then hands
were upon her, checking her, examining her.

There it was! There was the blackness,
erasing those dim flashes of color around her vision that seemed
both to grow in intensity and diminish at once as life crept out of
her body. White noise filled her ears as true blackness washed over
her vision. She held her breath, held it as long as she could, and
almost felt herself smiling as she welcomed that blissful
nothingness again. The longer she held it, the less unpleasant it
felt, and the easier it was to continue. Quitting was easy, so
easy. If she had known it could be this easy to begin with, to
actually will herself to die by simply giving up, she would have
done this a long, long time ago. Darkness came, creeping into her
and spreading throughout her once more with its numbing, cooling
peacefulness. Here it came, the relief of release, the end of
responsibility and suffering.

Raina wanted to be with Brenna, to know the
same tranquility that she now surely knew, in whatever way that
version of peace in death could be interpreted. She could not bear
to think that Brenna would have to be so alone, to spend eternity
in that nothingness without knowing that she was still loved,
oblivious to the fact that Raina still needed and wanted her. If it
was to Heaven or Hell they were going, she wanted to be at her side
in either case. No one should ever have to know death alone, not
when they were so dearly loved in life. If it was the absoluteness
of an abyss, if being dead was to know nothing but eternal silence
and blackness and numbness, then she wanted to forever tumble into
it with their souls still entwined. She waited, she hoped anew, and
she dared to believe that this was it. She dared to dream that it
was finally over.

And then, suddenly, Raina realized that she
was breathing again.

Her eyes opened slowly, her eyelids heavy
now. Loki was still there, still holding her hand, but there were
others, as well – nurses, doctors, or whatever they were. Why did
he bother? Why should he care whether she lived or died? And why
should anyone else? She was a monster, a freak of nature, and she
had nothing more to do with her life. Sure, it was the job of these
people to save the lives of other people … but what if a person
didn’t want or need to be saved? And what if it wasn’t even a
person they were saving, but rather a vampire? Indeed, this was all
quite a waste of time and effort. The tubes they had inserted
through her nose and down her throat to force air into her were
stupid … and incredibly uncomfortable. The dull ache of the IV
needles that she could dimly feel in both of her arms were
completely unnecessary, as well as the bags of various fluids that
were being fed into her veins through those needles.

If they wanted to do something useful with
her body, they should have been sucking every last drop of blood
from her veins and sending it out to labs across the country,
studying her freakish DNA to better understand her condition. If
nothing else at all, she hoped that her body could at least be
sacrificed for the good of others in such a way that prevented
anyone else from having to experience all that she had. Of course,
blood could not tell her tale in its entirety. Genetic mapping
could not tell people the lesson that she had learned. No measure
of her tissue could adequately teach people the hard, indisputable
truth that explained life in its entirety: nothing good lasts
forever. Her vampiric physiology seemed to teach only the complete
opposite. Youth and beauty were everlasting, scars always healed,
and none of the bad or unhappy or otherwise undesirable things in
life were anything but temporary inconveniences.

Taking in a breath, daring to speak, Raina
croaked at them all, “Why? Why are you doing this?”

“Just relax. They’re trying to help you,”
Loki insisted, encouraged by her opened eyes and ability to speak.
“Your body is trying to get rid of the silver in your blood. The
silver poisoning almost killed you.”

“Let it kill me,” she told him. “Let me die.
Tell them to let me die.”

His eyes widened at that. “Don’t say that!
Please, your grace…”

“Tell them to kill me!” Raina insisted
weakly. The nurses nearby paused to look at her with almost
horrified expressions. “You heard me! Do it! Go on! Kill me!”

“Please, don’t say that,” Loki pleaded. He
looked to a nearby male in a lab coat, presumably a doctor. “Don’t
listen to her, please. She doesn’t know what she is saying.”

The doctor said nothing in reply to him,
instead giving one of the nurses a softly-spoken bit of
instruction. She nodded and quickly disappeared from sight behind
the privacy curtain as the doctor loomed over her with a
stethoscope. He kindly warmed the instrument with his palm before
pressing it to Raina’s chest, which had been bared (except for her
bra) to bandage her wounds and to apply a series of EKG leads.

“Raina? Can you hear me?” the familiar-faced
doctor asked. “Raina, I need for you to relax. I know you’ve been
through a lot tonight, but the worst is over now. We’re here to
help you. You’re safe now.”

Raina dimly realized he was the same doctor
that had treated her when she had been in the detention wing of the
hospital at the end of her Change. The familiarity and her memory
of how considerate he had been to her, particularly in comparison
to the Sheriff, made her reconsider her initial urge to say
something rude or vulgar in response to him. She closed her eyes
for a moment and slowly shook her head as he took away the
stethoscope.

“I don’t want to be safe. I want to be dead,”
she told him. “Just let me go.”

“You’ve experienced a lot of emotional and
physical trauma, Raina,” he informed her. “I understand that you’re
very upset right now, but I really need for you to just try your
best to relax. You’re not in any danger now. Your body is already
overcoming the effects of silver poisoning, and your wounds are not
life-threatening. I assure you that you’re not dying.”

“Then … why did I pass out? Why do I have all
these tubes in me?” Raina persisted.

“You lost a lot of blood from your wounds,
and your silver exposure was rather acute, but you’re stabile now,”
he explained. “It’s difficult to treat your wounds because we have
to give you Coumadin to keep the IV lines open in your veins, but
it makes your wounds continue to bleed. We had to give you a unit
of blood, which the Grand Duchess donated to you directly, and we
added the oxygen tubes because you were having trouble breathing.
You’re not ready to leave, of course, but for right now, you’re
stabile. You’ll be fine.”

“But … how? The silver…”

“It was not enough to kill you,” he
interrupted gently. “You are not completely immune to silver, but
it is more of an irritant than a poison to your body. The amount of
silver content that is in your body right now would have been
lethal to any other vampire. You’ve got a bit of a fever and some
swelling, and the tissue around your wounds is inflamed. We’re
giving you something to help flush the silver from your system and
reduce the swelling. You should be feeling a lot better within the
next hour.” He turned to Loki. “Physically, she’ll be just
fine.”

As though on cue, the nurse returned with a
syringe and a small vial of some liquid. The doctor thanked her,
removed the syringe from its wrapper, and pierced the rubber cap of
the vial before carefully drawing out a measure of something from
it. He took hold of Raina’s right arm, which she only then realized
was handcuffed to the bedrail, and he carefully poked the needle
into the port of the IV line.

“I’m giving you something to help you relax,”
he said. “Normally, I would never think of using this for other
patients in emotional distress, but I don’t know of any
antidepressant drugs that would work on a vampire, especially one
with your unique biology. If nothing else, this should at least
help with the pain of your injuries as your body metabolizes the
silver that has been introduced into your bloodstream.”

He depressed the plunger slowly and injected
the clear fluid into the IV port. Raina saw it slightly thin out
the dark red color of the blood being transfused into her from that
line, and it felt slightly warmer than the usual chill that had
been creeping up her arms and throughout her body. The warmth
quickly spread up her arm to her chest, and then quickly throughout
her body.

“What was that?” she asked warily as he
clipped the safety cap over the needle of the syringe and dropped
it into a nearby biohazard sharps container.

The doctor gave her an almost pitying look as
he replied, “Morphine.”

The doctor handed the remaining vial to the
nurse, who whisked it away, and he took off his glasses to clean
them with a tissue from one of his pockets. “I heard about what
happened, and I’m very sorry. I hope you understand that I’m only
trying to help you. We’re all here to help you. And as you’re
learning, you have many unique strengths. You simply need to learn
to appreciate them … and, more importantly, to use them. Right now,
I need you to focus upon using those strengths to heal.”

The drug took effect quite quickly, and
rather than trying to fight it, Raina accepted it with the dumb
hope that it was something far more lethal than what the doctor had
indicated. This time, the sleep that overcame her was just that,
sleep, and it was by no means dreamless. Actually, her dreams were
quite vivid and active, and although she was quite aware that she
was dreaming, she nevertheless found herself able to meander about
through the world inside her own subconscious mind with relative
ease.

Brenna was there, smiling, happy, unharmed,
and alive. The duel-to-the-death experience she had survived was,
in itself, just a dream, and she dared to allow herself to believe
as much as she embraced Brenna and lay with her upon the cozy bed
of her own home, relishing in the relief that illusion brought her.
For awhile, she was content again, even happy, and she cared
nothing at all about her obligations to Duvessa or anyone else of
the High Court. For that brief while, she was kissing and holding
Brenna, hearing her speak softly as she held her close, though the
words initially did not make any sense to her. Soon, though, the
words became clearer to her as Brenna got up from the bed, her
voice changing slightly – somewhat lighter, and with a foreign
accent. Brenna was wearing a black silk robe, which she opened and
shrugged off with a smile. With her robe came off all of her skin
and hair, shedding as soundlessly and easily as the robe she had
allowed gravity to pull off like a full-body mask, and in her place
stood Duvessa, dressed in a white gown with her vibrant, fiery red
hair replacing Brenna’s black robe and equally black mane.

“Can you hear me, dear?” Duvessa asked as the
rest of the room gradually came into focus. “Raina, please. It’s me
… Duvessa. Please … just say something.”

Raina blinked the sleep from her eyes and
focused more sharply upon Duvessa’s eyes. She had never truly
noticed until then how similar her eye color was to that of
Brenna’s, although the effect was not as striking on her as it had
been for her departed lover, Maker, and friend. She did not even
attempt to mask the disappointment she felt as she frowned at the
Grand Duchess.

“Something,” she replied with a hoarse
whisper, turning away and attempting to roll onto her side. She
found herself unable to do so, as her wrists were bound with
handcuffs secured to the rails of the bed.

Great, she thought to herself, not only have
I managed to find myself in the same hospital, and handcuffed to my
bed in the same way as before, but now I’m trapped here with the
Grand Duchess, too. She was rather surprised by how quickly the
effects of her drugged sleep wore off, and how quickly she seemed
to be sobering up with every passing second. She felt no pain at
all, not the least bit uncomfortable in any physical sense, aside
from the pinch of the handcuffs that restrained her. Although she
felt lazy and utterly lethargic, she was strangely clear-minded in
her thoughts. Her first and only experience with morphine had been
brief and weird, and already it was over.

She could understand, even as a vampire with
a ravenous metabolism, how someone could easily become hooked upon
this sort of thing. It was a chemical escape, completely and
totally. For that brief period of time, she hadn’t given a damn
about anything at all; now, however, reality came rushing back at
her with a lot of unpleasantness, but more so because she realized
that drug-induced happiness and contentedness was a lie, that the
truth of life was absolute misery. The crash was just as swift for
her as the high had been.

Alas, she realized with swelling sorrow, the
“crash” did not simply go away, but rather it would stay forever
until she could be sent high once more. The only thing to which it
could compare was something she had only just recently learned to
appreciate, and something she would probably adopt as valid
non-narcotic substitute: blood.

Duvessa was tugging gently at her hand,
trying to interlace their fingers in a show of support as she
spoke. Raina refused to look at her, instead choosing to close her
eyes.

“Oh, I was so worried about you, dear!” she
cried with what seemed like genuine concern. “I’m so glad you’ve
pulled through this. You’re going to be just fine now, Raina. I
promise you, everything from this point on will be better.”

Raina swallowed with a bit of difficulty, her
throat dry and her tongue coated with an unpleasant taste. Her
breath surely was rank, and she felt less than clean from head to
toe. The IV needles in both of her arms were not helping things
much, either. It took her a moment to find her voice to speak
properly, if at all intelligibly.

“Don’t make promises … that you can’t keep,”
Raina finally replied.

She did not need to look to know the surprise
of Duvessa’s reaction. She could feel it in her grip, as well as in
the emotional empathy she felt within herself. Duvessa hesitated
for a moment, drawing closer to her.

“I owe everything to you, Raina. Everything,”
the Grand Duchess insisted softly. “You have vanquished our
greatest enemy. The House of Fallamhain is safe now. There is no
one left to threaten us.”

“That’s because everyone’s dead,” she said,
still refusing to open her eyes.

Duvessa again hesitated, choosing her words
carefully. “We have suffered a great deal of loss, yes. But I
assure you, their lives were not lost in vain.”

Raina said nothing to that, merely shaking
her head sadly. She was tempted to again test her ability to will
herself to die. She would much rather see, hear, and feel nothing
than be forced to be allied with (and at the mercy of) this wicked
individual.

“I know exactly what you are feeling, Raina,”
Duvessa informed her in a low voice. “You wish to blame me for
Brenna’s death. You feel that I am responsible for what happened to
her.”

That was not quite what she felt, but she
would not deny her claim. She opened her eyes narrowly to look at
Duvessa, who was now leaning slightly over the rail of the hospital
bed.

“You’re responsible for everything,” Raina
said flatly. “All of this, everything that’s happened … it’s all
you. This was all your mess.”

“Raina…”

“You used me,” she continued. “You suckered
me into doing your dirty work.”

Duvessa removed her hand from Raina’s and
gripped the rail of the bed firmly as she stood upright, looking
down her nose at her. “I beg your pardon?”

“You tricked me into thinking that I was
doing something noble by defending you. You seduced me and gave me
a false sense of security and trust, and then you used that to get
me to do whatever you wanted.” Raina stared directly in the Grand
Duchess’s eyes. “You put me in a position to kill your own daughter
because you couldn’t stand to do it yourself.”

Raina lay there in wait for several long
seconds, expecting her to be shocked or, at the very least, deeply
offended by the accusation. Instead, Duvessa seemed to regard her
almost with indifference, as though she were not at all surprised
that Raina had figured this out. She was not even going to deny it.
The smug bitch was too pleased with herself for having succeeded in
her objective so completely that she could not be bothered with the
emotional consequences. The only sign that Raina’s words had any
effect upon her at all was when her eyes shifted away for a few
seconds. Raina could sense a tiny bit of uneasiness within her.

Meeting her gaze once more, Duvessa asked,
“Do you know what a proxy war is, Raina?”

Raina said nothing in response. The term was
familiar, but her mind was adrift with too many other thoughts to
give it any consideration.

“A general does not often wade into battle
and attempt to cut down the enemy with their own sword. The
President of a nation does not march alongside his or her troops in
battle. What makes you believe that I should be any different as
Grand Duchess?” she demanded in a soft yet stern voice. “I am a
leader. It is my role to direct the actions of others. It is not my
duty, nor my responsibility, to personally strike down every enemy
of my bloodline. If I were to carry out every task with my own two
hands, I would be no better than any Commoner of the world. Perhaps
this concept escapes you, Raina, or perhaps the nature of our
relationship has clouded your perception of me, but rest assured,
my dear, I am in a position of supreme authority. I command others
to carry out my will. I am Grand Duchess of the International
Vampiric Council. I am Mistress of the House of Fallamhain and
Fountainhead of the Fallamhain bloodline. Though the human
government of the United Kingdom will not allow me to officially
claim such an official title, make no mistake … I am your queen. I
have servants and consorts because I cannot be expected to be
everywhere and do everything for everyone else, let alone for
myself. Do not act so surprised that I persuaded you to slay a
mutual enemy of ours.”

“That ‘enemy’ was your own daughter, your own
flesh and blood,” Raina said, feeling the drugged laziness seeping
out of her body as rage steadily swelled within her to replace
it.

“She was no more a daughter to me than you
were before you met Sebastian,” she replied immediately. “Elizabeth
was not sane, even as a human. I had thought that it would help,
but instead the Change only worsened her madness. Worse still, it
empowered her. Given the historical context into which she was
reborn, she became a threat to the stability and very survival of
the House of Fallamhain. I could not easily slay her because to do
so would have brought suspicion and negative opinions upon my
House. Whether or not I could justify doing so, it would not have
served my position well as Grand Duchess to kill my own daughter
and thus lose the faith of the other Elders of the High Court.”

“So, you just gave her away to someone else …
like an unwanted cat,” Raina said with undisguised disdain.

“I saw in her an opportunity to make peace
with a rival House at the time, and I capitalized upon that,” she
answered confidently as she folded her arms under her breasts. “Her
dismissal from the House of Fallamhain was a blessing in many ways.
Sworn into a separate bloodline, she could not take action against
my House without risking severe consequence, and she could not
persuade her new master to do her bidding when he had signed a
truce between our Houses. When he died and Wilhelmina became
Mistress of the House of von Reichenbach, she believed that the
truce was no longer valid and that she was free to challenge my
bloodline with her own. From what I have been told, she had spent
the better part of the past quarter-century training to carry out
her revenge upon me.” Duvessa smiled slightly. “However, she had
obviously not expected to encounter someone like you.”

Raina finally looked beyond Duvessa and saw
William seated in a far corner, and to his left stood Robert. Lady
Svetlana was seated on the other side of Raina’s bed, looking
utterly stoic and neutral to the conversation at hand but, if what
Raina sensed was correct, she was both saddened by the night’s
events and afraid of something yet to transpire. Raina rolled her
eyes lazily back to meet Duvessa’s, and she let out a heavy
sigh.

“Why didn’t you just let me die?” she asked
softly.

For a moment, Duvessa simply stared at her.
“What ever do you mean?”

“You don’t need me anymore. I did your dirty
work. Nobody is left to threaten your position as Grand Duchess.
Everyone else is safe now,” she explained. Raina narrowed her
already heavy-lidded eyes at her. “Let’s just cut the bullshit. You
never meant for me to be your successor in the first place.”

“How can you say such a thing? I bestowed the
title of Duchess upon you! And in front of the entire world, no
less! I even gave you a full measure of my own blood to help you
survive!” she cried raising her voice slightly. “If I had no
intentions of making you my heiress, I would not have bothered to
go to the lengths that I have to ensure your safety and to begin
the legal transfer of my powers into your name.”

Raina rolled her eyes. “My safety? Oh,
please! You and I both know that Wilhelmina was never going to kill
me. That’s the only reason I beat her in a fair fight. She allowed
me to win.”

“There may be some bit of truth in that,
dear,” Duvessa conceded, “but don’t be so foolish as to think that
she only allowed you to win out of pity. Wilhelmina was a madwoman,
but she was not stupid. She saw that death was inevitable for her,
so she chose the lesser of two evils. You had already proven to be
a more skilled fighter than she, and so she realized that meeting
death at the end of your sword would be quick and sure.”

Something darkened Duvessa’s otherwise pale,
beautiful face, and her voice lowered to something intimate, like
words spoken between lovers in the midst of lovemaking.

“She knew all too well what I would do to her
if I was given the opportunity to kill her, myself. Her death would
have been epic. Her suffering would have been exquisite. She was
fully aware of the fate that she faced. Surely, you heard her words
as clearly as everyone else just before you killed her. She chose
to die by your merciful hands because you took very little pleasure
in the act. I, on the other hand, would have taken great … great
pleasure in killing her.”

Duvessa had been affectionately brushing
aside a few strands of Raina’s hair as she’d spoken the last of
that. Raina was so disturbed by both the tone of her voice and the
perversely turned-on look upon her face and the genuine vibe of
lust she sensed from her that she actually flinched away from her
touch. Duvessa was a sadist in the purest sense of the term, and
she seemed to find no shame in admitting as much to her. She had
heard and read of the supposed tendency of High Courts, as well as
other vampiric races, to find sexual pleasure in both sadism and
masochism, but until that moment, she had always figured it to only
be a reactionary, cultural fetish of sorts. Vampires supposedly
pretended to be cruel simply because cruelty was expected of them.
The Grand Duchess, it seemed, did not care to pretend. For her, it
was all genuine. For all that she had said and done to try to
dispel the idea that vampires were simply bloodthirsty, evil
creatures, Duvessa certainly had no qualms about admitting to
having a penchant for torture.

Of course, she sensed more of Raina’s
reaction than she saw in that mere act of flinching away. Duvessa
smiled down at her.

“Would you all kindly allow us a few moments
of privacy?” Duvessa asked of the others without taking her eyes
off Raina. Obediently, William arose and followed Robert out of the
room, but Svetlana hesitated after arising from her chair. The
Grand Duchess looked to her with a sudden frown. “All of you? Now,
please?”

Reluctantly, Svetlana obeyed, though she
looked to Raina with the barest hint of real concern upon her face.
Raina could plainly sense that sudden swelling of dread within her,
and she got the distinct impression that Svetlana knew something
very unpleasant was about to happen. She dared not to intervene,
however, and Svetlana filed out of the room after the men, gently
closing the heavy wooden hospital door as she left.

Raina was alone with Duvessa once again. The
first time this had happened, something bad had happened, although
Raina had been too drunk and too naïve to see it for what it was at
the time. However, the look in Duvessa’s eyes and the perverse
sense of both lust and anger that simmered within her were more
than a clear indication of what was on her mind. Pathetically,
Raina felt like screaming for help … but who would come? Nobody
would save her. And, worse still, she could do nothing to save
herself in her current position of restraint. Any other time, to
any casual outside observer, the smile upon Duvessa’s thin pink
lips would have been called pretty, warm, and loving. In that
moment, however, it was something that made Raina shudder with
trepidation. It was the smile of a cat looking down upon a mouse
with its tail caught in a trap.

“You’re right, dear,” the Grand Duchess said
to her softly. “We really should just … cut the bullshit, as you so
crudely put it. Let us air our dirty laundry once and for all, here
and now. I will be completely and … brutally honest with you, if
you will extend the same courtesy to me.”

“Everything she said was true, wasn’t it,”
Raina stated. “You cooperated with the Nazi SS and that ‘Angel of
Death’ guy … whatever his name was…”

“Ah, yes … Herr Doctor Josef Mengele,”
Duvessa sighed with a momentary German accent, looking away as
though to savor the memory. “He was a very ill man with a twisted,
evil agenda … but I cannot deny that I did learn a great deal from
him. His greatest flaw was to hide his true passions behind all of
that Nazi propaganda and senseless anti-Semitic rhetoric. If he
could have been brave enough to cast aside all of that, I would
have welcomed him as my consort. We had so very much in common when
it came to our interests in exploring that fine line that separated
life and death. We had a mutual interest in the sciences of pain
and death, particularly in its administration.”

Raina glared at her. “You’re sick.”

“Oh, now … don’t be mean. You’re basing your
judgment of me upon a lot of exaggerations and misunderstandings
spread by the general public. You hardly have a right to judge me
for events that took place before your parents were even born.” She
paused, waving it off. “All of that aside … yes, it is true that I
did cooperate with the SS and Doctor Mengele through the latter
part of the second World War. However, the extent of my involvement
was limited to his research upon vampires. I was not trusted to be
involved in human affairs, nor was I allowed to participate in his
research upon human subjects. I was only allowed to observe.”

Raina struggled not to be distracted by the
disgustingly appreciative tone that Duvessa used in regarding those
atrocities. She wondered how it was possible that the Grand Duchess
had gone this far and lived so long since then without having been
brought before a court or sought out by Nazi hunters for a slew of
war crimes. She suddenly found herself wishing for a voice recorder
or, if nothing else, a camera with audio already installed in the
room to eavesdrop upon their conversation.

“I’m sure that the Countess put her own spin
upon the tale … making herself appear to be an innocent victim in
the matter, claiming that I betrayed her and that I escaped
Birkenau while leaving her to die,” Duvessa mused as she began to
walk around the hospital bed. “I suppose she conveniently forgot to
mention that it was her suggestion, in the first place, that the
House of Fallamhain should collaborate with the Nazis when they
first marched through Paris. She believed that we could capitalize
upon the German government’s rising power by allying ourselves with
a prominent German bloodline, and she personally negotiated the
treaty between the House of Fallamhain and the House of von
Reichenbach.”

“Of course, that was where the truce went
afoul,” she continued, “because she had not expected Count von
Reichenbach to take such a liking to her. He made it quite clear
that if we wished to avoid being executed or otherwise destroyed by
the German army, he would have accepted nothing less than my dear
Elizabeth for his bride as a condition of our treaty. After more
than fifty years, I had grown quite tired of her madness, anyhow. I
was not willing to sacrifice the survival of my entire bloodline
for the sake of one petulant, mentally unstable offspring, so I
agreed to it. I did what I felt was necessary and right to ensure
that the High Court would not be destroyed as a race and as a
society. Again, I don’t expect you to understand this because that
was all so very long ago, but I can assure you that you would have
surely done the same if you had been in my position.”

“Somehow, I seriously doubt that.”

Duvessa glided to stand at the other side of
her hospital bed, standing with her back to the drawn heavy curtain
of the large window that filled the private Intensive Care Unit
room with an ambient faint reddish-orange glow as the light of dawn
peeked out dangerously from around its edges. She took hold of
Raina’s hand and lifted it as though to shake her hand, but instead
she simply held it as she caressed her forearm gently with her
other hand.

“Now, it is my turn to ask something of you,”
she began with a faint smirk. “At what point were you intending to
admit to me that you were not truly a Fallamhain?”

Raina blinked at her, and her chest
tightened. “Come again?”

“Don’t play coy. I know your secret,” she
said. “The amount of silver to which you were exposed would have
easily killed most any High Court vampire, yet you somehow managed
to survive. I had fully expected you to die as a result of silver
poisoning from your wounds.”

“Sorry,” Raina sighed. “I’ll try harder to
die next time.”

“You have an unnatural resistance to the
effects of silver as a vampire. Not even a Fallamhain could have
injuries such as yours from a silver-coated weapon,” Duvessa
observed. Her faint smile vanished. “You are no pureblood. You are
some sort of half-breed, some mixed-race creature.”

Her mind raced as she fought not to let her
surprise and fear show too visibly. She tried to will herself into
calmness, though she was all too aware of the futility in that
effort. Duvessa could sense her emotions, too … perhaps even her
very thoughts, given her age and experience as a High Court
vampire. There was no point in hiding it. But she was not about to
volunteer any information on her own. As before, she would only
answer questions that were asked of her, and she would allow
Duvessa to draw her own conclusions. It was the only thing she
could do, in lieu of lying.

“So … what, you’re going to play the race
card on me, now? Just because my dad was Hispanic and my mom was
white?” Raina asked, trying for humor.

Quite unexpectedly, the Grand Duchess reached
for the IV line inserted into a vein at the crook of her elbow and
gave it a firm upward push, moving it this way and that. The needle
moving about in her arm was not excruciatingly painful, but it was
unpleasant enough to make Raina wince and tense up. The IV line
monitor beside the bed began to beep.

“Do not trifle with me, young lady. I asked
you a simple question, and I expect a simple answer,” Duvessa said
sternly through tight lips, flashing her fangs menacingly as she
spoke. “Did you ever intend to admit to me that you are some kind
of bastard creation of science? Did you truly believe that I would
not find out?”

“I don’t know what…”

Before she could say anything more, Duvessa
squeezed Raina’s hand so tightly that the bones of her fingers
ground together and she had to stifle a yelp of pain. A moment
later, as she loosened her grip, Duvessa reached her other hand to
the top of the sheet covering Raina and tugged it down.

“You have no idea what forms of pain I can
inflict upon you, Raina,” she informed her as she slid a hand
gently over the hospital gown covering her breast, almost lovingly
caressing her now. She found her nipple through the fabric and
suddenly pinched it for a moment, very hard, between her thumb and
forefinger, causing Raina to cry out through clenched teeth and
strain against the metal restraints that bound her wrists and
ankles to the bed. “Not all pain is physical … and not all pain is
temporary. You should keep that in mind when answering my
questions.”

The beeping of the IV monitor’s warning alarm
continued loudly, demanding attention in the relative silence
between them in the following few seconds as they glared at one
another. Not content to be answered by Raina’s silence, Duvessa
gave her another pinch, this time not relenting until she actually
cried out.

“Okay, okay, enough! Stop!” Raina yelped,
gasping so sharply that she almost choked as the Grand Duchess
added a slight twist to that pinch before releasing her. “What the
fuck do you want from me, lady?”

“I require an answer to my question … and in
a more civil tongue befitting your title as Duchess,” she replied.
“Quid pro quo, my dear … or do I need to ask less politely?”

With that, her hand began to slide downward,
trailing her fingertips over the surface of Raina’s stomach.

“What question?”

Duvessa smirked as though she was pleased by
Raina’s response. She grabbed the rumpled-up sheet and yanked it
downward completely to her feet, revealing much of Raina’s bare
legs where the rather short hospital gown stopped. Almost
teasingly, she dragged her nails down the flesh of Raina’s right
thigh with a feather-light touch before wrapping her fingers around
the clear catheter tubing between her knees. She slid her hand
slowly upward along that length of thin tubing toward its source
with a nefarious smile.

“Why did you deliberately fail to mention to
me the true nature of your blood? What consequence did you fear to
suffer by admitting to me that you were not a pureblooded
Fallamhain?” Duvessa demanded. She waited only a second for a
response before tugging at the catheter line with a cruel hint of
her intentions. “Did I not make myself clear to you upon our first
meeting that trust is absolutely essential in our
relationship?”

“I’m sorry, okay? Really, I … I’m sorry that
I didn’t tell you,” Raina said, honestly feeling as though she were
begging for mercy already. The catheter was already uncomfortable
enough without Duvessa tugging lightly upon it over and over again.
Were there barbs on the end of that thing? “I thought that if you
found out that Brenna was my Maker, too, then…”

Duvessa’s eyes went wide and her lips parted
for a moment in genuine shock. “What?”

“Brenna was my Maker, too. Remember, she
injected me with her own blood only a few hours after Sebastian
started my Change,” she explained quickly, hoping to avoid what now
seemed inevitable by distracting her with words. “When I started my
Change, it went so fast and I didn’t take in enough nutrients and
stuff ahead of time to compensate for it, so I blacked out. Brenna
said I was so bad that I skipped right past bloodlust and I was
having a seizure because I was about to go into a coma. She told me
that she was just doing what you had ordered her to do.”

“Then she was a bloody liar,” Duvessa
snapped, “because I instructed her to let you drink her blood! I
never suggested that she should inject you with it!”

“You told her to help keep me alive, okay?
That’s the only thing you told her, word-for-word,” Raina
countered. “It’s your own fucking fault that you didn’t give her
any specific…”

The catheter was removed with an abrupt and
forceful jerk at the same time that Duvessa clapped a hand over
Raina’s mouth, effectively stifling what would have otherwise been
an ear-splitting scream of agony. The catheter felt as though it
had been covered with miniature razorblades and battery acid as
Raina shrieked and half-sobbed her suffering into Duvessa’s palm,
straining against the handcuffs and ankle shackles that kept her
mercilessly secured to the bed in such a way that she could barely
even get her knees together in reaction to the pain. She had a
momentary and instinctive urge to bite into the Grand Duchess’s
hand, perhaps already being pushed to the edge of bloodlust, but
she still had enough conscious restraint to know better. Inflicting
injury atop insult to Duvessa would only result in more severe
punishment. She realized with despair that she could not even hope
to goad the Grand Duchess into such a rage that she would grant her
the blissful mercy of a quick death, as it was far more amusing to
a sadist to torment the living than it would be to desecrate a
corpse.

“Please, Raina, don’t make me do this to
you,” she said softly with shocking sincerity. “I enjoy the act of
causing others a great deal of pain. It excites me to feel their
emotions in me, to feel their fear and anguish. But I only enjoy
doing this to people that truly deserve it. I do not wish to take
pleasure in hurting you, dear. As difficult as it may be for you to
believe this, Raina … I do care for you with all my heart. But
provoking my anger only brings out the worst in me, and pain is one
of my favorite guilty pleasures. So please … stop giving me
opportunities to indulge.”

Tears burned hotly in Raina’s eyes as she
felt the deep, burning sting that lingered in the sudden and
forceful absence of the catheter. Still, it was nothing compared to
the emotional shock of what she was doing, that this was Duvessa
doing this to her, and the very real fear that filled her of what
unspeakable atrocities of which the Grand Duchess could be capable.
Duvessa was a genuinely warped, ill, sadistic individual. While she
could not doubt that, at least in Duvessa’s own mind, she genuinely
loved and cared for Raina, she was also so deviantly fascinated
with sadism – whether consciously or by genetic design as a High
Court – that Duvessa had no qualms about inflicting terrible acts
of physical and psychological cruelty upon anyone, even those for
whom she cared. In spite of her words, Duvessa did not simply
torture her enemies; rather, in the Grand Duchess’s warped mind,
everyone deserved the torment that she inflicted upon them.

Perhaps it was the very fact that Duvessa did
like or perhaps even love Raina that made torturing her so much
more appealing. It was no wonder, then, that Duvessa’s own daughter
had essentially opted to commit suicide, rather than to surrender
and face whatever unspeakable cruelties awaited her at Duvessa’s
sinisterly capable hands.

“I wasn’t … I wasn’t going to tell you,”
Raina finally admitted as Duvessa uncovered her mouth, “because I
knew you’d be like this. I knew you’d be mad if you found out about
what I really am.”

Duvessa shook her head. “I’m only doing this
because your attitude is making things difficult for us both. The
nature of your race has nothing to do with how I am treating you. I
understand that you are upset over losing Brenna. I understand that
you wish to blame me for her death. I am willing to accept that.
But I will not allow you to speak to me in the tone you exhibited,
especially when we are in the presence of others. And I absolutely
will not tolerate any violation of our trust. If I cannot trust
you, then this simply will not work between us.”

“And what if I can’t trust you?” Raina
countered with a sniff as her pain gradually subsided.

She shrugged with what almost seemed to be
genuine innocence. “I have done nothing to violate your trust,
dear. Why should you ever have any reason not to believe anything
which I say?”

“Because,” Raina replied, “omitting certain
important things from your history is just as bad as lying. If I’d
known that you were a Nazi sympathizer and you were trying to get
me to kill your daughter for you…”

Again, the Grand Duchess clapped a hand over
Raina’s mouth and reached for a breast, this time pinching and
twisting her other nipple fiercely. It seemed like a juvenile means
of tormenting someone, but it was effective enough to elicit
another muffled scream from her victim. Even if she was bruised as
a result of the assault, it was nothing that would be readily
noticed by anyone else, whereas something like a bite mark or
anything else that could break the surface and cause bleeding would
be hard to conceal. The aftermath of a hard slap or punch to the
face would have been much more difficult to disguise. Duvessa
obviously was a seasoned abuser.

Releasing her pinched hold upon her, the
Grand Duchess told her, “If I had known that you were a half-breed
bastard bloodspawn, I would not have been so foolish as to name you
as my heir. I would have taken you in, regardless, but I would not
have entrusted the survival of my bloodline to someone whose blood
was corrupted by the likes of both a Commoner and a human. The only
reason you still live now is because it would be too much of a
bother to explain to everyone else why I found it necessary to kill
you.”

“You’d be too embarrassed to let the world
know you made a mistake,” Raina replied as soon as Duvessa
uncovered her mouth, “just like you made a mistake with your
daughter.”

Sneering angrily, Duvessa slapped Raina so
hard across the face that she felt as though her head might be
knocked clean from her shoulders. So much for Raina’s theory about
hiding signs of abuse. The blow struck her oddly across her nose,
causing her eyes to reflexively shed another wave of tears, and a
second or two later, Raina felt a trickle of blood from her
nostrils. For as tough as a vampire was supposed to be, and in
spite of the power and potential she’d felt in fighting Wilhelmina,
she certainly felt as fragile and helpless in that moment as she
ever could have as a human.

“You are only hurting yourself with these
insults, young lady,” the Grand Duchess scolded her in a stern
tone. “Nothing you can say will hurt me any more than it will cause
me to hurt you.”

“And you think I care? You think I give a
shit what you do to me?” Raina countered bitterly. “Why don’t you
just kill me and get it over with? Who cares what anyone else says?
You wrote the Code. You’re the Grand Duchess. You’re the queen. You
make the rules. If you wanna kill me, then just go ahead and
fucking do it!”

Duvessa was about to reply, but hesitated,
rethinking her words. “Your grief is making you into a fool, Raina.
I will do no such thing. I will not reward your insubordination
with mercy.”

“I’ll bet you said the same thing to
Elizabeth, too.”

The Grand Duchess struck her once more, this
time across the other cheek with the back of her hand. The blow
brought stars to Raina’s vision and made her ears ring. The IV
monitor on the right side of Raina’s bed continued to beep loudly,
and now the heart rate monitor on the other side of the bed was
beeping. She could feel her pulse thudding in her throat, and soon
in her head, as well. She fought to keep a straight, defiant face,
outwardly showing no fear.

Duvessa loomed over her with wild eyes, her
breath visibly and audibly intensified with her rage. Raina had
finally touched on the right nerve. She had finally found the right
button to push with Duvessa. Perhaps this was her ticket out. It
would hurt, obviously, but pain was always temporary, and the
angrier she made Duvessa, the more likely it would be that she
could earn a swift death. It would be difficult, but she could
probably goad Duvessa into murdering her. Perhaps her death,
especially in light of everything else, would cause others to lose
faith in her ability to lead as Grand Duchess. If her sanity
appeared to be in such doubt that she could kill her own
bloodspawn, especially with Raina’s recent history having been made
so public, then others would no longer support her, perhaps even
turning against her. But whether or not her own death served a
purpose, Raina knew that it would not personally matter to her. She
only wanted this to be over, all of it, forever.

Something inside of her flatly told her that
it would not be that easy. She should have known better. She could
feel the Grand Duchess’s rage, feel her burning anger like a hard,
hot crushing pressure inside of herself straining to be contained.
She knew this feeling, as she had felt it only hours before while
fighting the Countess. During their duel, Wilhelmina had not wanted
to kill Raina, not really, but every time her eyes glanced in
Duvessa’s direction, every time she moved that sword to kill
someone, Raina felt that same scalding hot inner pressure, that
same choking rage. It was a killing wish. And it was that same
killing wish that she felt from Duvessa in that moment.

Without a doubt, Duvessa wanted to kill
Raina. No matter what she said otherwise, she could not deny
feeling that urge to destroy her. If what Raina felt was anything
like the instinctive impulses that Duvessa surely felt, then the
Grand Duchess surely wanted nothing more than to jerk Raina’s head
aside to bear her neck, bury her teeth deeply, tear her flesh, and
feast upon the sweet, hot, coppery fluid within. She wanted to do
exactly to her what Raina had done to Duvessa’s daughter only a few
hours ago, to indulge in that ultimate taboo. She wanted to feel
that warm jet of crimson pouring into her mouth, coursing down her
throat, and filling her belly, spreading its narcotic warmth
throughout her body.

With just Raina’s words, and perhaps with
whatever general stress that was upon her, Duvessa was literally
teetering on the ragged edge of bloodlust. Any other vampire surely
would have given into that urge by then. Duvessa was a seasoned
High Court vampire of over two hundred years, though. She could
resist those urges, those violent temptations, because she had
learned to control them. But even with that restraint, Raina was
truly testing her, and for Duvessa to be so close to losing
control, it must have taken something very, very powerful to
continue to hold her back. Surely, it was not guilt. The Grand
Duchess obviously had no conscience, or at least not as far as
killing her own bloodspawn was concerned. And, as Raina had always
understood it, a Maker was always within their rights to kill their
bloodspawn if they deemed them to be unworthy of the life that they
had been granted. Unless…

Raina stared directly into Duvessa’s eyes.
“You can’t do it. You can’t kill me.”

“I could, but I won’t … at least not right
now,” Duvessa insisted. “I would only be doing you a favor by
killing you at this time.”

“That’s not it. You won’t kill me because you
can’t.” She felt something resembling a crazed smile tugging at the
corners of her mouth, even as she tasted blood … or perhaps because
of that taste. “Like you said, it’d just look bad for you. That’s
all you care about, isn’t it? You’re just worried about your public
image.”

“It is my responsibility to project a proper
image as Grand Duchess,” she replied with a haughty, smug little
smirk. “As I’ve said, it behooves us all to keep a positive light
on the House of Fallamhain.”

“Well, see, that’s where we’ve got ourselves
a bit of a problem.”

“Oh? How so?”

“Because,” Raina replied, “I don’t think the
IVC Elders and the rest of the general public is going to be too
fond of you when they find out that the House of Fallamhain and the
IVC is being led by a Nazi conspirator that killed her own daughter
just to save face.”

“And what makes you think that they will ever
find out?”

“The sworn statement that I signed,
corroborating everything that Countess Wilhelmina said,” Raina
replied. “She asked me to hand-sign each of the copies of the
statement that she sent out to every major television news network
in the city and to the FBI. She also recorded video of me reading
my statement, which she was going to upload to several WoohooTube
accounts.”

Duvessa’s face went completely blank. “Well …
those can easily be dismissed as forgeries.”

“Senator Daniels observed the signatures and
signed off as a witness to each of the copies. He’s already
planning to make a public statement before the press when the story
breaks. It’ll take a couple of days for the copies to make it
through the mail system, though, and the video uploads of my
testimony will take at least a few hours to process and post on the
Internet, so you’ve still got some time to prepare a speech of your
own.”

She saw the look that washed over Duvessa’s
face and something within herself turned loose, like that feeling
of weightlessness a person feels just before falling down a flight
of stairs. In that very moment, Raina realized that she had sealed
her own fate, as well as Duvessa’s, by using a weapon that cut far
more deeply and burned more painfully than any silver-plated sword
she could have wielded: shame.
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Raina was rewarded with yet another blow,
this time a solid punch to her left cheek that nearly knocked her
unconscious. Before she could even recover from the attack, she
felt Duvessa’s fingers close around her neck and begin to
squeeze.

“Why, you miserable, ungrateful little tart!”
Duvessa cried as she began to tighten her grip upon Raina. “I am
the Grand Duchess! I am your queen! I am your bloody Maker! Who the
hell are you? You’re nothing to me! Nothing! I will kill you just
as surely as I created you, and I will personally deliver you
straight to Hell, you unappreciative, ignorant, selfish little
brown-skinned whore!”

And with that, Duvessa began to throttle
Raina with vicious ferocity, lifting her head and thumping it back
down against the pillow. If not for the cushioning behind her,
either her skull or her vertebrae would have quickly broken.
Instead, Raina felt her trachea being crushed slowly, steadily, as
Duvessa pressed her thumbs into her throat with more and more
intensity. The look in her eyes was like nothing she had ever seen
before, nothing of which she had ever before seemed capable. She
bared her teeth fully as she did this, clenching them together
tightly in what Raina was sure was a deliberate attempt to resist
that final urge to open her jaws and fill it with warm flesh and
blood. With her hands and feet bound so securely, so mercilessly by
those cold steel restraints, Raina could do nothing to defend
herself except to tighten the muscles of her neck and keep her body
as rigid as possible.

Either way, Raina realized that she had won.
If she was wrong about Duvessa’s reasons for holding back, then she
would soon be rewarded with a final dive into the darkest colors of
consciousness on her way into the infinite bliss of death. However,
if she was right…

“What the hell are you doing? Security!”

Raina recognized the voice, a woman’s, but
she could not yet place a name to it. Duvessa did not immediately
release her, but she did stop choking Raina as she turned her
attention away from her to look at the voice.

“Mind your own affairs! This does not concern
you!” she yelled as she continued to squeeze Raina’s throat
forcefully.

“That’s my friend you’re choking, you psycho
bitch!” the woman hollered. “What the hell’s the matter with you?
Let go of her!”

“I will deal with this worthless bit of
rubbish as I please!” Duvessa practically shrieked.

“Let go of her! Security! Someone call
security right now!” The woman came into view as he first tried to
push Duvessa away, and then attempted to pry her hands away. Raina
now recognized her as Lisa, apparently stopping by during her
regular shift, still wearing her white lab coat. “What in God’s
name is the matter with you? Stop it! Stop it, right now!”

“Leave us!” the Grand Duchess shouted as she
removed one hand from Raina’s neck to give the medical technologist
a powerful shove.

She heard Lisa fall back and knock over
something with a metallic clatter and a yelp, tumbling over some
equipment nearby. Raina was able to turn her head enough to look to
the door and see William rush into the room. Duvessa’s freed hand
returned to Raina’s throat and began to squeeze again as she
resumed throttling her in a psychotic rage.

“Your grace! Your … oh, God … stop! Stop!
What are you doing?”

William hurried to her side as the doctor
had, and similarly began to try to pull her hands away. He quickly
found more success with his effort. Even as a Commoner, he was much
stronger than a human and perhaps even stronger than a High Court
vampire. He soon pulled one hand away from Raina and was even
managing to pry away her other.

“Don’t do it! Please, Duvessa! Don’t do
this!”

“Let go of me,” she warned him in a low voice
through her clenched teeth, looking at him with wide, crazed eyes.
“Do not interfere!”

“Darling, please! You know you can’t do this!
Think of how this will look!”

Think of how this will look? Raina thought to
herself. God, he’s just as shallow as her!

“I don’t care! Let go of me!” Duvessa
struggled to overpower him, straining against his grip as he tried
to pull her away toward the foot of Raina’s bed.

Robert soon hurried behind her and tried to
assist by wrapping his arms about Duvessa’s waist and lifting her.
Raina was finally able to draw a full but ragged breath, coughing
to clear her throat and struggling to draw another breath as her
throat seemed to have something stuck within it, like a piece of
half-chewed food. For an instant, it seemed like they would succeed
in controlling Duvessa. Then, as Robert lifted her up and back
completely off of her feet, Duvessa kicked a leg out with
deliberate force. Her high-heeled shoe struck William in the face,
right about at nose-level, and blood instantly gushed from under
her shoe as his nose was crushed, looking as though she had just
smashed a tomato against his face.

William’s reaction to the blow was strange,
though. His head did not jerk back and he did not stagger away, but
rather he seemed to lean toward her while Robert dragged Duvessa
away. Her foot slipped out of the shoe and she began to wail with a
berserker rage as she continued to kick out her legs wildly.
William, meanwhile, crumpled almost bonelessly to the floor. Raina
caught a glimpse of his face as he fell out of sight. The stiletto
heel of Duvessa’s shoe had entered his skull through his left eye
socket, apparently lodging itself within his brain. He may or may
not have been dead, but either way, he was certainly out of the
fight.

“Let me go! I’ll kill you! I’ll kill you
all!” Duvessa screamed frantically as she kicked her heels back at
Robert’s shins and knees.

She first struck her fists at the hands
Robert had secured at her belly to keep her in that bear-hug. Then,
like a cat being held by its tail, she began to claw and scratch at
his hands, arms, and any other part of him that she could reach.
His hands slid up and, at least for the moment, he managed to apply
a wrestling hold upon her that Raina recognized as a “full Nelson.”
Raina saw movement to her left and turned her head away from the
struggle between Robert and Duvessa to see Loki and Lady Svetlana
rushing into the room, followed by a security officer. The officer
was already shouting some kind of coded alert into his radio
microphone.

“All right, God dammit! Break it up!” the
officer shouted at them loudly. He glanced down, and apparently
only just then noticed William lying upon the floor. A glance a bit
more to his right showed him Raina, still coughing and gasping for
air with blood running from her nostrils and down to her chin. And
turning farther still revealed Lisa in the far corner, struggling
to rise to her feet and disentangle her leg from a wheeled bed tray
upon which she’d apparently fallen. “Holy shit…”

The officer started to draw his pistol, but
Lisa grabbed his arm and tried to pull him back. “No! Not in here!
You might hit one of the other patients next door!”

As she watched him struggling to continue
holding Duvessa, Raina heard Robert yell, “Get the Duchess out of
here!”

With that, Duvessa again kicked back and this
time scored an audibly painful blow to one of his knees. Robert
suddenly turned and slammed her against the nearby wall with such
force that she nearly went through the sheetrock of the wall that
divided the two patient rooms. Lisa turned to the security officer
and held out a hand demandingly.

“Your keys! Hurry!”

“But … they’re…”

“Your frickin’ keys! Come on!” Lisa insisted
as she took the initiative to snatch the officer’s jingling ring of
keys from a clip upon his duty belt. She frantically began to flip
through them as she hurried over to Raina’s bedside. “Don’t worry,
girlfriend, I’ll get you out of this…”

Duvessa continued to thrash about and gained
enough leverage to turn herself halfway around to face her
bodyguard. Robert swung her in the opposite direction and fell with
her down upon the floor at the right-hand side of Raina’s bed. The
security officer was torn between wanting to intervene in the
struggle and objecting to the med tech that was about to set loose
yet another vampire with his handcuff key.

“Hey! Hey, you can’t…”

“You do your job, damn it, and I’ll do mine!”
Lisa shouted over her shoulder to the officer as she fumbled about
with trying to poke the key into the lock of Raina’s left ankle
cuff. She glanced up at Raina with wide eyes and asked, “Can you
walk?”

Raina hesitated to reply as the struggling
pair of vampires on the floor bumped the bed aside a foot or so
with a violent shove. “I guess I’ll find out soon enough.”

The security officer finally had the presence
of mind to step around to the other side of the bed and draw his
chemical spray, aiming it with both hands at the struggling pair
upon the floor. Lisa finally managed to unlock the first restraint
and was working on opening her left handcuff when Duvessa let out a
short, muffled screech of either rage or pain. A moment later came
a more unsettling sound: Robert screaming aloud in agony.

“Hey … h-hey! Enough! Stop it! Stop fighting,
you two!” the officer shouted at them. Whatever he was witnessing
below Raina’s field of sight upon the floor near the bed, it was
clearly horrifying him beyond rational thought. “Oh, Jesus. Oh,
God…”

“For fuck’s sake, do something, you fucking
clown shoe!” Raina yelled at the officer.

Lisa apparently thought Raina was yelling at
her, as she glanced up at her and angrily replied, “Chill out,
already! I’m getting you loose as fast as I can!”

Finally deciding to act, the officer grimaced
as he aimed the spray canister and depressed its thumb trigger
firmly. A jet of yellowish-orange liquid shot out of the canister’s
nozzle – crazily, urine was Raina’s first thought upon seeing it.
The officer moved the spray back and forth slightly, as though he
was spraying an angry nest of hornets with insecticide. Robert’s
cries of pain became that much louder in response, and Duvessa’s
voice joined his in a duet of wailing, coughing, and gagging as
they were both doused with the officer’s defense spray.

Police officers and security personnel had
begun to regularly carry a specialized mixture of oleoresin
capsicum and garlic extract – “Bat Repellant,” as it was jokingly
called by one of the security officers that Raina knew. The pepper
spray portion of the weapon was generally effective against both
humans and vampires; the garlic extract, however, was a
particularly wicked addition in that it did absolutely nothing to
humans, yet it could cause severe chemical burns to most vampire
races. She had often heard others joke about how they thought a
concoction of hot peppers and garlic would work better as a flavor
enhancer on pizza or tacos, rather than being used a self-defense
weapon.

As the officer wildly sprayed that substance
around in a panic, some of it splashed upon Raina’s right forearm
and hand. The relative coldness of the liquid that had been
splattered upon her quickly morphed into an intense burning
sensation, as though she had been splashed with boiling-hot water.
The taste of garlic and some offensively strong spice reached her
nostrils and tongue as she inhaled sharply through her clenched
teeth in response to the burn. Just as quickly, she felt as though
she had inhaled the fumes of some kind of caustic acid. She coughed
and gagged, trying to lean as far away as she could from the right
side of the bed while the officer finished emptying the contents of
his spray upon the fallen Grand Duchess and her
guard-turned-victim.

“What the hell’s the matter with you? Not in
a room like this!” Lisa yelled angrily at the rent-a-cop as she,
herself, shielded her face with her sleeve from the pungent fumes
of the pepper spray. “Get the hell out of here and get us some real
help, before you get us all killed!”

The officer backed away slowly from the
continuing struggle upon the floor. Both Robert and Duvessa stopped
screaming, and then one of them struck the side of the bed again.
Lisa had just finished unlocking the last restraint upon her right
wrist and began to say something when the right side of the
hospital bed was suddenly bowled over by a strong force from below.
Raina tried to hang onto the side rail of the bed as it was
toppled. Lisa backpedaled frantically in an unsuccessful attempt to
get out of the way, but the left side of the bed came crashing down
on her legs. Raina, herself, was thrown upon Lisa’s upper body with
such force that it knocked the breath from her own lungs, even as
Lisa absorbed much of the impact of her left shoulder with her
chest. Raina felt a sharp jerk at her right elbow that pulled her
arm upward as she landed, soon feeling an additional source of
breathtaking pain. Holding the crook of her elbow with one hand as
she immediately rolled off of her poor friend, she soon found that
her IV had been ripped violently from her vein, tearing some of the
clear tape that held it as easily as it had torn her flesh in its
exit.

Raina found herself at the security officer’s
feet, looking up at him with an unintentionally fang-bearing
grimace of pain. The officer took one look at her, turned, and
bolted out of the room, nearly plowing over Loki as he stood near
the door with Lady Svetlana. She heard the officer yelling for help
into his radio in the hallway outside as Loki and Svetlana both
hurried to Raina’s assistance.

A cough and a strained groan of pain to her
immediate left brought Raina’s attention back to the woman lying
beside her upon the floor. Both of her legs were pinned beneath the
overturned bed, but it was not the weight of the bed or its impact
that was her biggest hurt. Her pretty eyes were squeezed shut and
her face contorted as she curled into a half-fetal position,
clutching her hands between her small breasts. The fall had been
sudden and hard enough that the poor woman had nearly been
crushed.

As though on cue, Duvessa’s face appeared as
she began to arise from the other side of the bed. Her face was
drenched wetly in gore, blood literally drooling from her mouth as
she grasped the edge of the bed’s lower half to push herself
upright into a standing position. The right side of her face and
her forearms were already visibly covered with blisters from the
chemical burns caused by the security guard’s defense spray. Her
eyes, now far more terrifying than beautiful, were fixated upon
Raina with a look that confirmed beyond a shadow of a doubt that
the killing wish vibe that Raina sensed before was utterly
genuine.

“I’ll kill you,” she snarled in a low,
breathless voice. Her movements were slow and menacing, her white
dress stained and smeared brightly with crimson. The look upon her
face was something beyond demonic possession. “I’ll bleed you dry,
you filthy brown whore.”

Svetlana had already grabbed Lisa’s shoulders
and was dragging her out from underneath the overturned bed when
Loki took the cue to do the same for Raina. They were halfway
across the room when Duvessa suddenly exhibited a burst of speed in
her actions. She practically leapt over the bed, grabbing both of
Raina’s ankles and pulling her away from Loki.

For a brief moment, they were actually
playing Tug-of-War with Raina, as Loki gripped her arms tightly
while Duvessa held her legs out straight until she was being lifted
completely off the floor. The bloodlust-crazed High Court gave
Raina’s legs a sudden and solid jerk and her wrists slipped right
through Loki’s hands. She was dropped onto the floor with a thud
that again left her breathless banged her head smartly upon the
floor. Spots of brilliant color flashed before Raina’s eyes as she
fought to hold onto consciousness.

Duvessa sprung upon Raina just an instant
after she hit the floor, pouncing upon her like a jungle cat
seizing its prey. She grabbed two fistfuls of Raina’s dark hair and
dragged her to her feet. She then seized her by the throat with one
hand once again, drawing her face close enough that their noses
almost touched. Raina momentarily stumbled over William’s lifeless,
outstretched arm as he lay dead upon the floor nearby, but Duvessa
managed to hold her upright with a bit more upward force upon her
neck until Raina’s feet were no longer upon the floor. She kicked
her legs frantically as the Grand Duchess suspended her by her
neck, easily lifting her in an incredible display of upper body
strength. With the weight of her own body supported entirely by the
crushing grip of the hand around her throat, Raina may as well have
been hanging from a noose made of steel cable.

“I offered you my body, my love, and my
life,” Duvessa hissed at her as Raina desperately thrashed about.
“All I ever wanted from you was your trust and loyalty.”

This isn’t going to help you earn it back,
Raina wanted to say as she once again felt the fiery redheaded High
Court beginning to choke the life out of her. Even then, she could
not understand her own efforts to fight back, her irresistible
compulsion to try to save her own life. Hadn’t she been wishing for
her own death only a minute or two ago? Wasn’t this what she had
wanted? She had already decided that she was supposed to die, that
her death was a necessary price that had to be paid in order for
the Grand Duchess and the House of Fallamhain to be brought down
once and for all. People had witnessed Duvessa’s madness firsthand.
Many could attest to her ill temper, her less-than-sane fits of
rage. And the truth would surely be learned of her past crimes, as
well as the true facts behind the blood war between Duvessa and her
daughter. Most would surely be led to agree that she was no longer
fit to lead the IVC. If Raina died by her hand, then these charges
would be lent further credibility. Raina would sacrifice herself
for a greater good, and in so doing, she would also find peace at
last in death … presumably … right?

Bullshit.

Seeing those telltale bursts of color and the
creeping in of darkness at her peripheral vision, Raina summoned
every ounce of strength she still possessed to draw her legs up
toward her own chest. She arched her back for a moment, kicking her
legs back quickly to give herself momentum before bringing them
both forward again. She kicked her right foot squarely into Duvessa
ribs, not so much to cause damage as to stun her and gain leverage.
She threw her left leg up and over Duvessa’s head to hook it across
her face while scissoring her extended arm between her thighs. The
idea was that Raina would secure that hold by grasping Duvessa’s
wrist with both hands, and then arch her hips upward against the
back of her elbow, hyperextending and possibly breaking the joint.
It was a grappling technique that would have normally been done on
the floor and not in mid-air, but she hoped that it would still
work. And it did, indeed, yield a result … although not the kind
for which Raina had hoped.

Duvessa was apparently aware of what was
being attempted, either by skill or by simple intuition. Instead of
resisting, she simply released her grip upon Raina’s throat and
dropped down to one knee, thus slamming Raina down upon the floor.
The fall was expected and the angle was not severe enough to hurt
her, but the jarring impact caused Raina to lose her grip upon
Duvessa’s wrist. Instead, she wound up latching onto a
blood-splashed sleeve of the Grand Duchess’s white gown. Realizing
that she could not hold her, Raina instead kicked both of her feet
out at her enemy’s chest, shoving her away. The silk tore loudly
and Duvessa staggered backward awkwardly, flailing her arms in a
windmill-like manner to try to regain her balance as she headed
straight for the large curtained window.

Raina saw how fast Duvessa was backpedaling,
how unbalanced she was, and her almost choreographed path toward
the window, and for a split second, she dared to hope. Duvessa hit
the window with her shoulders, glass shattered, and she began to
pass through the opening she had just made … but she caught
herself. With her arms out wide, she caught both sides of the
window’s frame, and the heavy curtain over the window served as an
additional restraint. Like a wrestler thrown back against the
ropes, Duvessa immediately rebounded and began to lunge forward
again, eyes wide and charging away from her once certain fall to go
in for the kill once more.

Raina was still struggling to push herself
off the floor when Loki practically jumped right over her head and
charged at Duvessa with his hands extended, apparently seeking to
shove her out of the window. The High Court deftly leaned to her
right and parried his arms away to the left, adding a solid shove
of her own that sent him airborne over the toppled hospital bed and
slamming against the painted brick wall next to the window with a
grunt. Raina was surprised, even touched, that Loki would do such a
brave but foolish thing. Seeing him hurt on her behalf, knowing
that he had willfully accepted that consequence, Raina was supplied
with yet another reason to fight on: she wasn’t the only one that
was willing and able to stand up to the Grand Duchess, after
all.

Duvessa continued her advance practically
unabated, again reaching for Raina with both hands. She was stopped
once more by yet another person that chose to wade into the fight.
Of all people, Svetlana lunged at her, hooked an arm about her
neck, and attempted to apply a chokehold upon the Grand Duchess.
Duvessa tried to continue on toward Raina with her arms
outstretched, but she was dragged backward by her neck with a
bloodstained, fang-bearing snarl, not unlike a mad pit bull being
reigned in by its collar.

If not for the probable fact that they had
surrendered their weapons to security upon entering the hospital,
Duvessa surely would have already been stopped by a hail of bullets
or, in Svetlana’s case, a knife buried to the hilt in her chest.
Instead, they were all being forced to fall back upon their
empty-handed fighting skills. Svetlana was not completely inept,
but certainly no match for the Grand Duchess, who promptly turned,
elbowed her sharply in the abdomen, and then threw her over her
shoulder with an angry cry. Svetlana crashed down upon the side of
the overturned hospital bed with a yelp, her foot catching the IV
monitor as she was thrown and thus knocking it over into the far
corner of the room.

As Raina finally managed to rise to her feet,
Duvessa focused her rage upon Svetlana entirely, grabbing her by
her shoulder with one hand and seizing a handful of blonde hair
with her other. She lifted Svetlana upward, dragging her backward
slightly off the side of the bed, and she struck at her with
wickedly bared teeth. Svetlana apparently felt the bite coming and
she clenched up, tucking her head down and shrugging her shoulders
upward so that all the bloodlust-possessed High Court could get was
a mouthful of the Russian’s collarbone area. The bite was not a
mortal wound, but it was surely painful, as Duvessa bit down with
enough force to easily puncture Svetlana’s flesh through the
material of her dress. Svetlana did not scream, but she thrashed
and struck her fists at Duvessa with obvious panic as crimson
blossomed from her shoulder.

Raina’s right arm was barely functional,
heavily oozing blood from the wound at the crook of her elbow, and
she was both weakened and dazed by the pain already inflicted upon
her. She managed to tune it out, or at least most of it, as she
came to the brave servant’s aid. She grabbed Duvessa’s shoulders
from behind and pulled while kicking her left leg at the back of
her foe’s knees. The redhead fell back instantly and she disengaged
her bite so abruptly that a small splash of blood arced through the
air between them. Raina put a hand under Duvessa’s jaw, grabbed her
left arm with her other hand, and pivoted abruptly, redirecting and
accelerating her enemy’s backward motion so that she was sent
flying backward into the opposite wall. The Grand Duchess smashed
against the wall with crushing force once more, creating a great
deal of damage to the room’s drywall. This time, the blow actually
seemed to stun her. Duvessa dropped to her knees and was visibly
dazed by the impact, blinking and giving her head a shake as she
fought to focus upon her foe.

Raina was dimly aware of the sound of someone
shouting something at her to her left, but she chose to disregard
it. She had slipped into that strange trance-like state of calmness
and inner convergence, that same state of mind she had found in her
times of sparring and meditation, and that same paradoxical sense
of peace and stillness that she had found while fighting an
otherwise terrifying duel to the death with the Countess. There was
only movement, action and reaction, and below all that … thirst.
She felt the same hunger, the same need that had completely
overtaken Duvessa’s mind. Although it drove Raina to ignore her
pain and to draw upon newfound strength that she had never before
known, it did not completely override her conscious rationale. In
this fight, Raina was focused, but she was not wild with anger;
Duvessa, on the other hand, had just gone completely batshit
insane.

Duvessa reached out for Raina as she
approached, grabbed her thigh, and dug her fingers in fiercely as
she tried to use that as leverage to rise into a standing position.
Raina seized that hand, however, and gripped it by the meaty side
of her palm with a thumb pressed piercingly into the back of
Duvessa’s hand while she twisted. The rabid High Court’s wrist was
torqued about as Raina began to apply a wristlock, but Duvessa
leaned into the movement before Raina could straighten out her
elbow to secure it, defeating Raina’s effort.

“Kill you!” Duvessa cried a split second
before Raina poked her fingers into the pit of her throat, forcing
a gagged sound from her and immediately forcing her back down.

Having forced her into a kneeling position
once more, Raina kept hold of Duvessa’s left wrist, cocking back
her right leg an instant before thrusting a knee at her face.
Amazingly, Duvessa ducked the knee, grabbed hold of that leg, and
burst upward, shoving Raina back, up, and then down. The corner of
the hospital bed plowed into her back below her right shoulder with
breathtaking pain and Raina felt something pop and crunch inside –
probably her ribs. Just like that, the last of her strength
evaporated instantaneously, and Raina collapsed to the floor beside
Svetlana and Lisa.

Duvessa dragged herself to stand once more,
looming over Raina menacingly. She was not beautiful anymore. She
was not the ethereal, regal, almost angelic sort of entity Raina
had just met the other night. She was not an embodiment of
sexuality and femininity, nor the picturesque example of refined,
cultured, highbrow intellectuality that Duvessa had originally
seemed to have defined. What stood before Raina, hunched over
slightly, panting eagerly, and literally drooling gooey strings of
blood and saliva from her chin, was a scary thing of selfishness,
greed, megalomania, and sadism, sloppily dressed to only vaguely
resemble the great Duvessa Fallamhain. This was no Grand Duchess,
for there seemed to be nothing grand about her at all … nothing,
that is, except for the degree of fear that she now instilled in
Raina. She was powerful, she was skilled, and she was motivated not
only by her already sinister and narcissistic tendencies but also
by the undeniable compulsions of bloodlust gone wild. Duvessa had
gone rogue, utterly and completely.

But bloodlust or not, this woman … no, this
thing only cared for its own survival. It cared nothing for love,
not really, for it only saw love as a simple and animalistic
sentiment, a tool that could be used to manipulate others. Neither
friend nor family were any safer from this being’s selfish wrath
than a sworn enemy. To say that Duvessa was completely spoiled by
her own position of power would have been a compliment when
compared to the closer truth. She was not merely spoiled, but
rather putrefied. The attractive and intact exterior she had always
shown was but a hollow shell that had concealed the absolutely
decomposed corpse of a human soul that resided within. To have
survived over two hundred years of life as a vampire was one thing,
but to have spent a great deal of that time (if not all of it) as a
woman of great power and prestige only served to contribute to the
decay of her humanity. Publicly, she had long argued that vampires
were just humans of a different breed, that the Change only brought
about superficial differences in people, but the same human spirit
and soul remained within. This may or may not have been true for
the vast majority of others, but in the case of Grand Duchess
Duvessa Fallamhain, leader of the International Vampiric Council
and Mistress of the House of Fallamhain, whatever vague sense of an
honest identity she’d possessed as a human had died off at least a
century ago.

There were orders being shouted by men from
the doorway of the room. A blurry glance in that direction by both
Raina and Duvessa showed them at least three security officers
standing in the doorway, two of which were aiming semi-automatic
pistols at the Grand Duchess. Their eyes drifted away from the
officers and they locked gazes once more. Duvessa looked ready to
pounce upon Raina at any moment, but she held fast. She stood
taller, straightening her spine as her hands slowly relaxed and
hung limply at her sides. Unbelievably, she smiled. She actually
grinned at Raina … and then laughed. At first, it was only a
snicker, but it soon swelled into a full-voiced cackle that made
Raina’s blood run cold.

“Put your hands on top of your head and get
down on your knees!” one of the officers was shouting at her. “Do
it now! Get on the floor with your hands on your head,
right-fucking-now, or we will open fire!”

Duvessa’s laughter faded as she barely
managed to control herself. She seemed to hear the officers, but
she had eyes only for Raina as she said in a chuckling, mad voice,
“I am … the Grand Duchess. I answer … to no one!”

“This is your final warning!” the officer
warned her loudly. “Get your fucking hands on top of your head,
right now, or I will kill you, right now!”

“I answer to no one!” Duvessa insisted. Her
eyes were so fixated upon Raina’s that she honestly could not tell,
even with her emotional empathy, whether she was talking to her or
to the officer. Her hands balled up into fists at her sides, her
eyes narrowed, and her brow became furrowed as the smile upon her
face clenched into a hateful grimace. She sucked in a quick and
deep breath, and Raina knew that death had arrived.

“I am your queen!”

Duvessa’s hands came up suddenly and she
began to lunge toward Raina when the deafening pop of the first
gunshot sounded. The Grand Duchess jerked but did not stop as her
hands found Raina’s throat one last time. Her thumbs and fingers
were like iron spikes as they dug in, tearing flesh, stabbing in
upon either side of her trachea and around the muscles above her
collarbones. More shots came. Raina could feel the shots punching
through Duvessa as she jerked with every bullet that entered her
body, though from her position, Raina could not see the wounds. She
could see only Duvessa’s face, those bloodshot eyes, and those
bared and bloody fangs. Something smacked Raina’s forearm as she
tried to push her away, and something else wet and hot sprayed into
her face forcefully, blinding her. The noise had deafened her so
severely that, by then, the gunshots only sounded like muffled
pops. She felt Duvessa’s thumbs withdraw from the flesh of her
throat and her inner shoulders. Raina rolled away to her left, not
only to distance herself from Duvessa but also to seek an
opportunity to wipe the blood from her eyes, and she felt the Grand
Duchess’s legs fall upon her own. She blindly kicked her off as she
scooted away upon the floor, cradling her wounded left forearm as
well as her already bloodied right arm to her chest. Not knowing
else what to do, she drew up into a fetal position upon her side
while the world around her seemed to be exploding into a thousand
pieces.

The gunshots stopped. For several long, still
seconds, only white noise rang in her ears as she waited for
something else to happen. Raina tried to wipe the blood from her
eyes with her left hand, but her fingers would not quite work
right, and she was barely able to perform the task with her right
hand. Squinting through the burning discomfort, she tried to raise
her head to look back, but the damage done to her neck and
shoulders was too crippling. She was not choking upon her own
blood, and she was able to draw breath, so she counted that as a
good sign as she lay there upon the cold linoleum floor. However,
feeling the warm ooze of blood trailing from her wounds and onto
the floor, she wondered if she would instead die of exsanguination
rather than choking to death upon her own blood as she saw a
growing trail of blood running away from herself. Duvessa had torn
something vital open with her bare hands, perhaps her jugular vein.
She was bleeding out. It was both a scary and a comforting
realization at once.

So, this is how it ends, Raina thought to
herself. Okay, then. Let’s get it over with. She closed her eyes,
swallowed painfully, and relaxed. Take me, God. Hurry up and take
me away from this. I’m done here. My work is done. I did what I had
to do. It’s time for me to go home. I know I had my doubts about
you, and I’m really sorry for that, but I get it now. I totally get
it. I had to stick around long enough to do this. But I’m done now,
okay? So, c’mon, already. Take me home. Take me to Brenna.

Raina waited … and waited. There was no white
light. There were no angels. There was no ultimately loving,
comforting embrace from God – not yet, at least. She felt someone
grab her shoulder and force her to roll onto her back, but she did
not open her eyes. She was not going to give up on dying, not yet.
She told herself, Give it time. You still need to bleed out. You’re
not dead yet, but you are dying, don’t worry. Just give it a little
bit more time, and it’ll be all over. This will be the last time
you’ll have to go through with this. Just be patient. It’ll be
worth the wait. You’ll see…

 


* * * *
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HARRY BING, HOST: Tonight, Grand Duchess
Raina Fallamhain sounds off on the controversy surrounding her
Change, her public duel with Countess Wilhelmina von Reichenbach,
and the death of her predecessor, Grand Duchess Duvessa
Fallamhain.

(BEGIN VIDEO CLIP)

 


GRAND DUCHESS DUVESSA FALLAMHAIN: I have come
to your land in peace to accept one of your own as one of my own,
and to help bring to justice the rogue vampire whose crimes have
recently been committed against your people, as well as my own.

 


(END VIDEO CLIP)

 


BING: What does she think of being portrayed
as too young and too inexperienced to lead the International
Vampiric Council?

 


(BEGIN VIDEO CLIP)

 


GRAND DUCHESS RAINA FALLAMHAIN: I never asked
for this responsibility, and I hate the fact that a lot of people
died to put me into this position. But frankly, I’m not going to
dishonor their memory by walking away from it just because some
people don’t like me.

 


(END VIDEO CLIP)

 


BING: And then, SAVIOR – fundamentalist
Christian organization, or vigilante lynch mob?

 


Special Agent Schweider of the FBI’s Bureau
of Vampire Affairs and Christian conservative lobbyist Eric Lahn
discuss recent the violence.

 


It’s all right now on HARRY BING LIVE.

 


We welcome to HARRY BING LIVE Grand Duchess
Raina Fallamhain, the leader of the International Vampiric Council
also known as the IVC, and the Mistress of the House of Fallamhain.
She will be publicly addressing a special assembly of the IVC
Elders on the night of Halloween this weekend in New York to
propose several significant official changes to The Code. Some IVC
Elders have already begun to speak out against these changes before
they have even been announced. We’ll get to that in a moment.

 


But we’ve all heard a lot of controversy
surrounding how, exactly, you came to become Grand Duchess, as well
as your public duel with Countess Wilhelmina von Reichenbach. It
has been almost six months since those events took place, and we
haven’t heard you speak out about it yet. The conspiracy theorists
are accusing you of secretly working with the Countess and Senator
Daniels to overthrow the Grand Duchess and then killing the
Countess to take the throne for yourself.

 


What do you make of that?

 


GRAND DUCHESS RAINA FALLAMHAIN: Well, there
are always people that will manage to find conspiracies hidden in
everything. Elvis faked his own death, the Magic Bullet and the
Grassy Knoll shooter were real, the whole lunar landing was filmed
in a television studio, and a massive terrorist attack was actually
a government inside job. You know, people with really vivid
imaginations.

 


However, frankly, I think the issue has
already been beat to death a hundred times over. The facts have
already been laid out as plain as day. As I’ve said before, I never
asked to become Grand Duchess. The idea that I came to be in this
position through a bunch of cloak-and-dagger nonsense is completely
insulting, not only to myself but to the memory of everyone that
died.

 


BING: So you do take the accusations
personally?

 


FALLAMHAIN: Of course, yes. In a way, I can
understand how people would automatically come to the sorts of
conclusions that they do about the kind of person that I am. Part
of that, I’m sure, is based on the things that were said and done
by Duvessa and her daughter. I certainly can’t deny the fact that
they both did some very, very horrible things. Neither of them were
saints, to say the least. And while I’m certainly no angel, myself,
at least I can say that nothing I ever said or did as a human led
to anyone else being tortured or killed.

 


BING: You did, however … and I mean no
offense in bringing this up, but … you did kill Countess Wilhelmina
in a public sword duel.

 


FALLAMHAIN: Yes, I did. I’m sure you have
seen at least some of the footage from the whole event, since there
were, like, a hundred cameras recording it at every possible angle
the entire time. The Countess confronted the House of Fallamhain in
that hotel and challenged Duvessa to a fight. Instead of fighting
her directly, Duvessa chose to let everyone else fight the Countess
for her, including me. She later called it a “proxy war.” I don’t
agree with the idea of having others fight and die for your
personal battles, but I still feel that I did the right thing by
challenging the Countess and killing her. She was a terrible,
ruthless, cruel individual. She was so hell-bent on exacting her
revenge that she killed anyone she felt would keep her from
carrying that out. She was a classic example of a rogue
vampire.

 


BING: One of the people that she killed was
Lady Brenna Fallamhain. You have credited her as having been one of
your Makers. That fact, in itself, has been a matter of controversy
in many circles. There are many who believe it is wrong for someone
such as yourself, a multiracial vampire, to reign as the leader of
the IVC that, as I understand it, is exclusively comprised of
pureblooded High Court vampires.

 


In fact, until the recent expansion of your
bloodline, you were actually the only vampire of your kind in the
entire world. Doctors and geneticists have confirmed that your
genetic makeup is actually so unique that you are, in fact, the
first member of an entirely new race of vampire, something now
called the Fallamhain race. You have exhibited traits of both the
High Court and Commoner races of vampire, and even some human
traits.

 


FALLAMHAIN: Well, I wouldn’t go so far as to
call myself human. I mean, I’m not a space alien and I’m not some
kind of monster or demon or anything. Before I got involved in any
of this stuff, I was just as human as you are sitting right across
this desk from me. And I honestly still feel human, aside from a
few obvious differences. I still function like a human. I still
brush my teeth twice a day. I still eat food like anyone else,
although I have to be careful to avoid anything with garlic. When I
go to sleep, I still dream. I still laugh and joke and love. I do
just about everything the same as I did as a human.

 


The biggest differences are obviously the
physical details. I’ve got sharp teeth, pointy ears, pale skin, and
I’m hairless from the neck down, I’m allergic to garlic and silver,
and I’m a little sensitive to ultraviolet light. I’m physically
faster and stronger than most humans, although I wouldn’t say I’m
the strongest person alive. And while I do have a genetic
predisposition to crave things like blood and sex, I don’t let that
rule my life or override my sense of judgment. The only trick to
living successfully as a vampire is learning how to adapt and how
to manage your lifestyle very carefully.

 


I’ve heard others compare it to being
diabetic. If you really let yourself go and don’t take care of your
health, you can wind up in seizures or a coma, just like a person
with diabetes. Obviously, though, bloodlust is a unique condition
that’s dangerous not only for yourself but to everyone around you.
But really, the same could be said for a diabetic with really low
blood sugar getting behind the wheel of a car.

 


You have to watch what you eat, and when you
eat. You have to avoid extreme emotional stress. Having a partner
is essential because they can help you keep yourself on track. You
have to learn to satisfy those cravings and urges so they don’t
become overwhelming. I know a lot of people out there are either
going to laugh at this or get all offended, but quite frankly,
masturbation is pretty much a fact of life for a single vampire.
Honestly, even when you do have a partner, it’s still
necessary.

 


BING: The same thing could be said about
marriage.

 


FALLAMHAIN: Probably. I wouldn’t know. I’ve
never actually been married.

 


BING: So, do you feel that your status as a
multiracial vampire affects your ability to rule as Grand
Duchess?

 


FALLAMHAIN: I have to deal with a lot of
discrimination, but it’s really nothing that I hadn’t already
experienced as a human. My father was Hispanic and my mother was
mostly Caucasian, so I’ve had to put up with some prejudiced folks
over the years. The only difference now is that instead of people
accusing me of being a Mexican or whatever, we’re talking about the
IVC. I can understand that these people have an issue with my race
as a Fallamhain because they’re all pureblooded High Courts. They
all have only had one Maker apiece. But I feel that I’ve already
shown that my race as a Fallamhain isn’t a problem. It’s as
irrelevant as the color of my skin or the kind of clothes that I
wear.

 


I think that, if anything, my race is more of
an asset than a liability when it comes to my ability to lead the
IVC. I’ve got a higher resistance to sunlight. I can walk around
all day long with just a little sunscreen and not turn into a piece
of beef jerky. I can go places and do things that others normally
could not do without a lot of special conditions. I’ve already had
to appear before Congress to speak on a bill amending the Federal
VIC statutes. Mind you, this was at nine o’clock in the morning on
a clear, sunny day. I couldn’t very well ask everyone in Congress
to wait around until ten o’clock at night to hear me give a speech.
I understand that they have made accommodations like that in the
past for other vampires, but if I don’t have a problem with
sunlight, then I don’t need to ask for special treatment.

 


Being the Grand Duchess gives me an
opportunity to do something good for other people, like improving
human-vampire relations. I think the more that humans can see that
I’m not so very different than them, I think maybe they’ll be less
inclined to be so fearful of vampires as a whole.

 


BING: A lot of blogs and chat rooms and
websites have been buzzing over the past few weeks with a lot of
speculation about the expansion of your bloodline.

 


At the start of things, when the conflict
between Grand Duchess Duvessa and Countess Wilhelmina turned
violent, there were over twenty individuals officially named as
members in the House of Fallamhain, not including humans employed
by the Grand Duchess as servants. At the time of your predecessor’s
death, that number had been drastically reduced to only about four
or five.

 


Do you have any particular names in mind, or
any specific type of person, for expanding your bloodline?

 


FALLAMHAIN: Well, obviously it’s not
something that I can afford to take lightly for a number of
reasons. This isn’t the same as hiring someone for a job, or
nominating a Vice President. Offering someone the Communion of
Blood is a permanently binding commitment. Even marriage isn’t as
permanent as the bond between a Maker and their bloodspawn. You
can’t divorce your Maker, just like you can’t divorce your own
mother and father. You’ll always carry their blood in your
veins.

 


BING: What about those who are already
vampires, the ones you’ve already accepted as your own since you
became Grand Duchess?

 


FALLAMHAIN: Well obviously, anyone that is
already a vampire won’t have my blood in their veins in a literal
sense. But traditionally, anyone swearing their eternal loyalty to
the House of Fallamhain will take the Communion of Blood. If a
vampire takes an oath to commit to the House of Fallamhain, then we
treat them exactly the same as if I had been the one to start their
Change. This is why we do the Communion of Blood exactly the same
with a vampire as with a human.

 


I’m not going to put myself on a television
reality show and choose anyone through a process of elimination.
Would you believe I’ve actually had several people suggest that to
me? They were dead-serious about it. I really don’t think people in
today’s society understand or appreciate the whole concept of “till
death do us part.” With vampires, it’s not just a figure of
speech.

 


So, yeah, I’m picky. It’s not because I have
impossible standards, and it’s not because I have some ridiculously
inflated ego or anything. I’m very, very selective because we’re
talking about a really, really heavy commitment.

 


Accepting someone as your consort is like
getting married and conceiving a baby at the same time. You’re
giving this person eternal youth and making them a part of your
bloodline, you know, but you’re also binding yourself to them as,
like – as a lover. I mean, ideally, it would be simpler for someone
like me to just have one husband or one wife and just be
monogamous, but it’s just not a realistic arrangement. You almost
can’t be monogamous as a Fallamhain. It just doesn’t work. Between
all of the physical needs and all of the places we all have to be
at any given time, plus the constant threat of assassination, it’s
just not practical. I used to think Duvessa kept a lot of guys
around because she was just, you know, insatiable. But really, it’s
just not reasonable to keep a ruling bloodline alive with only one
or two people in it.

 


BING: Should the Grand Duchess rewrite The
Code?

 


Vote now at GNN.COM/HARRYBING. It’s your
chance to have a say.

 


But first, we’ll ask Grand Duchess Raina
about the changes she is proposing, coming up next. You’re watching
HARRY BING LIVE.

 


(COMMERCIAL BREAK)

 


BING: We’re back with Grand Duchess Raina
Fallamhain, leader of the IVC and Mistress of the House of
Fallamhain.

 


You’re going to be proposing several major
changes to the Code to the IVC Elders this weekend at the annual
High Court Masquerade, and several of them are already publicly
protesting.

 


What made you decide that the Code needed to
be changed?

 


FALLAMHAIN: Well, watching a lot of people
die because of the Code had a lot to do with it. But really, I’ve
spent a lot of the past few months just trying to figure out how
these things were allowed to happen in the first place. A lot of
people died that never should have, and I honestly can’t pin all of
the blame on one or two individuals. I blame a lot of it on the
Code, the way it’s written, and the way people have used it to
justify doing a lot of terrible things to each other.

 


I don’t want anyone to think for a second
that I’m in any way criticizing Duvessa’s legacy – I mean, at least
as far as her leadership skills were concerned. The problem with
the Code is that there are too many loopholes. I won’t name any
names, but a lot of people all the way up the food chain have been
exploiting those loopholes for decades, even centuries.

 


I look at the Code as being a lot like the
United States Constitution, which I’ve been told was actually what
Duvessa had in mind when she wrote the Code. But like the
Constitution, the Code needs a few amendments to fine-tune things
and lay out a few specifics that she left out in her original
version. The major loopholes need to be closed because it gives
certain people too much power, and because it creates a lot of
confusion.

 


A lot of things in the Code just don’t make
any sense at all. The way it is today, we have vampires all over
the world living by a double standard. Right now, the Code says
it’s wrong for a bloodspawn to kill their Maker, but then says that
it’s okay for a Maker to kill their bloodspawn. According to the
Code, if you take someone else prisoner and commit acts of violence
against them, it’s considered torture, but if you do those same
things to someone in your own bloodline, it’s only considered to be
punishment.

 


How can anyone take vampires seriously when
the laws that we use to govern ourselves make us look like
hypocrites?

 


BING: Can you tell us some of the specific
changes you’ll be proposing?

 


FALLAMHAIN: For one thing, the Code needs to
be consistent. Murder is murder, rape is rape, and torture is
torture. It shouldn’t matter if these crimes are being committed
against a human, a vampire of another bloodline, or a vampire of
your own House. We have to be consistent about these things if we
ever expect to hold any credibility with the rest of the world.

 


You can’t expect anyone to know right from
wrong if there isn’t even a standard definition of right and wrong
established for people to follow. You can’t just leave it up to
people to figure that out on their own and just hope that common
sense will prevail. It doesn’t work with humans, and it certainly
doesn’t work with vampires.

 


Really, we’re a race of people whose natural
tendencies lean towards violence and sex. Giving vampires a set of
rules to follow like Duvessa did with the Code is like giving a
little kid a hundred bucks and sending him out to go grocery
shopping without a list. You can’t act all surprised when the kid
comes back with a hundred bucks’ worth of nachos, soda, and candy.
Duvessa had this, I don’t know, hedonistic sort of policy with
everything. Her philosophy was like, if it feels good, then go
ahead do it. So, it should come as no surprise that she
deliberately wrote the Code to be as vague as possible. She left it
wide open for a lot of personal interpretation. She gave herself
and her followers every opportunity possible to legally indulge in
what she liked to call “the many pleasures of the flesh.”

 


BING: There have been rumors circulating on
the Internet that some members of the High Court may actually
decide to formally challenge you for proposing these changes to the
Code.

 


Do you intend to put an end to the legality
of these formal challenges, these swordfights and duels to the
death?

 


FALLAMHAIN: I don’t like the idea of them,
honestly. It seems hypocritical for High Court vampires to try to
pass themselves off as being civilized and peaceful while we’re
still hacking each other to death with swords and ripping each
other’s throats out with our fangs. But sadly, it’s just how things
have to be done.

 


We don’t hold elected positions. Nobody voted
me into office. Pretty much everyone in the IVC got to where they
are today by killing someone else or by becoming someone’s consort.
And I’m sorry if that offends anyone in the IVC, but that’s really
the plain and simple truth of how it works. Our power structure is
based entirely upon violence and sex. You can either sleep or
slaughter your way to the top.

 


I’m not – I honestly don’t know how else to
say this but – the way this whole thing is run, the IVC, it’s
really a lot like the Mafia. It’s all about favors and revenge and
protection and, y’know, truces and wars. All of that sort of stuff.
Of course, instead of using guns and bombs, we use swords and
fangs, but you get the idea.

 


BING: So, I guess that would make you the
Don?

 


FALLAMHAIN: I, uh – I guess, yeah. Well, not
really. I know I don’t act like a Don. If it was up to me, the IVC
wouldn’t be a monarchy. But, I mean, I’m not going to dissolve the
IVC and strip everyone of their title. That would just be suicide.
It would just create anarchy. But honestly, if there’s any way
possible, I would like to steer the IVC more towards a democratic
system, something where there are a series of checks and
balances.

 


Really – and I know this may sound a little
weird coming from me – but the amount of power I have right now is
just scary. I mean, I don’t have any conscious desire to abuse my
power, but I don’t think anyone can really resist the urge to,
like, indulge in it in one way or another at some point. That’s
where it starts. And it’s kind of a slippery slope once you get
used to having that kind of impunity, that reckless freedom.

 


I know there are other people that would love
to be in my place. Those people probably understand my power as
Grand Duchess better than I do. There’s no doubt in my mind that
someday, someone will probably kill me, or at least try to kill me,
just to have that power. And I’m sure that if someone does kill me
just to be in my place, they won’t think twice about using and
abusing all of that power. I really hope that never happens.

 


BING: It’s been over six months now since you
defeated Countess Wilhelmina in what many people are calling a
legendary swordfight straight out of classic Asian cinema.

 


(BEGIN VIDEO CLIP)

 


BING: Of course, we can’t show you a lot of
what took place on that night in the lobby of the Tempe Chilton
Hotel in Arizona, due to the graphic nature of the events. What you
can see here, though, was obviously a very intense, very dramatic
struggle between then Duchess Raina and the late Countess
Wilhelmina von Reichenbach.

 


(END VIDEO CLIP)

 


BING: Looking back on the events of that
night, what can you tell us about the experience of that fight?

 


FALLAMHAIN: You know, I would love to be able
to spend the rest of my life without ever having to see another
picture or video clip from that night. I hated everything that
happened in that hotel lobby, and if I had known then what I know
now about Duvessa, I would have done a lot of things
differently.

 


BING: What would you have done
differently?

 


FALLAMHAIN: I wouldn’t have challenged the
Countess to fight me, for one. Brenna and I had already spoken with
the Countess beforehand in private. I believed everything that she
had told me was true. That was why I signed that statement and made
that video testimony that Senator Daniels made public. But even so,
I guess the reality of it all never really sank in until halfway
through the fight.

 


I mean, Duvessa had done everything she could
to portray Wilhelmina as being this sick, evil, crazy individual
that had just decided to attack the House of Fallamhain just so she
could become Grand Duchess. And while I did really buy into that
for the most part, I still kind of kept an open mind about it
because I know there’s always two sides to every story. When the
Countess approached Brenna and me in the hospital, and when she
spoke with us in that limo with Senator Daniels the next night,
everything that the Countess said helped to fill in a lot of the
blanks. She really didn’t try to persuade either of us to believe
her story as much as she just, you know, just laid out the facts
and left it up to us to decide for ourselves who we wanted to
believe.

 


After being with Duvessa long enough and
seeing how she was when we were alone, I saw that almost everything
Wilhelmina told me just totally jived. And so when I fought her, I
was honestly kind of holding back a little bit because I felt sorry
for her. I felt so guilty for taking sides with Duvessa when I knew
that she had put her own daughter through, and how much effort
she’d put into covering it all up. Duvessa was so far gone that she
was even sincerely believing her own lies.

 


In hindsight, I never should have challenged
her. I don’t regret killing her, but I do regret that I challenged
her. I know that sounds weird, but that’s just the truth of how I
feel.

 


BING: Why do you regret challenging her more
than killing her?

 


FALLAMHAIN: Because until she – she wasn’t –
I’m sorry. This is still really hard for me.

 


BING: Take your time.

 


FALLAMHAIN: Until she attacked Brenna, I
guess I still didn’t really see it as being my fight. It wasn’t
really personal until she made it personal. You know? If I hadn’t
challenged her in the first place, she would have never tried so
hard to provoke me. She only wanted to get back at Duvessa. That
was all she cared about. She was so damned obsessed with that need
for revenge, though, that nothing else mattered. Anyone that got in
her way, anyone that took up sides with Duvessa, she killed them,
just like that.

 


Brenna and the Countess just hated each other
from the minute they first met. I don’t know, they were just like
oil and water for some reason. So, she already kind of had it in
for Brenna right from the start. But if I hadn’t challenged her, if
I hadn’t put the Countess in a position where she had to choose
between fighting me or surrendering herself to Duvessa, she
wouldn’t have done what she had. She wouldn’t have felt the need to
do something that she knew would make me want to kill her.

 


When I saw her stab Brenna, I can’t even –
I’m sorry. It’s been this long, and I still get choked up like it
just – I’m sorry. But when I saw her do that, I just lost it. I
lost all sympathy for the Countess. I don’t care how much she
suffered or how wrong everything was that Duvessa may or may not
have done to her. There was just no excuse for it, no possible way
she could justify it. I realized then that she wasn’t any different
than Duvessa. She was just sick, just really messed up in the head.
And since I had already challenged her, I knew that it was up to me
to stop her. I had to kill her. I didn’t want to. But, you know,
she pushed me into that position, and that was only because I’d
pushed her first by challenging her.

 


BING: So why did you challenge her?

 


FALLAMHAIN: Because it seemed like the right
thing to do at the time. If I hadn’t sat on my hands for so long
before that, I could have said or done something before she even
killed Noriko. If I’d known, I mean if I had really known then that
Duvessa and Wilhelmina were so much alike, I could have just said,
“You know what? This whole thing is stupid. Forget it. I’m out.” It
would have totally taken the wind out of Duvessa’s sails, and
Wilhelmina could have challenged her directly instead of Duvessa
waiting for me to step in and do it for her.

 


I mean, really, that’s the only reason I was
dragged into this whole mess in the first place. Duvessa saw me as
someone that she could win over, someone that would be loyal to
her, and someone that would be willing and able to actually beat
Wilhelmina in a swordfight. Wilhelmina was a lot older than me, but
as it turns out, she had only begun training to fight and to use a
sword for a year before I fought her. I’ve been training in
shinkendo, iaido, and jiujutsu since I was sixteen. I don’t think
of myself as an expert, really, but I’m good enough. The only
reason why Wilhelmina was able to kill all of Duvessa’s consorts in
the first place so easily was because she caught them all by
surprise and because most of them weren’t even trained to fight.
They had mostly just worn their swords just for show. Wilhelmina
had apparently just poured her heart and soul into her own training
because she was really, really good at it. None of Duvessa’s
consorts even stood a chance. Not even Duke Hiroki, and he was the
one that introduced Duvessa to the Japanese style of swordplay in
the first place. So, I was more or less the first person Wilhelmina
had ever fought that actually knew how to handle a sword.

 


BING: Would you say that you beat her by
skill, or would you agree with what some others have said in that
she allowed you to beat her?

 


FALLAMHAIN: Maybe a little bit of both. Only
she could say for sure. She wasn’t terrible, but I wouldn’t say
that she was any more of an expert with a sword than I am. She was
very quick, very strong, and very passionate. And, of course, I
wasn’t used to fighting for real, and definitely not used to
fighting vampires. It was different because, for one thing, I was
still just getting used to my own body when I fought her. I mean,
it hadn’t even been two days since I’d gone through the Change at
that point. It’s like taking a teenager that just passed their
driver’s license test and then putting them behind the wheel of a
racecar, and then expecting them to win the Indy 500. It was kind
of overwhelming.

 


But I think the bigger issue was just that
Wilhelmina honestly didn’t want to fight me. She hadn’t expected me
to jump in and challenge her, especially after Brenna and I had
signed that statement with Senator Daniels. But I hadn’t expected
her to just show up and start killing everyone in sight, either. I
only expected her to go straight for Duvessa. So, basically I
screwed up her whole plan. She didn’t know what else to do, so she
– well, you know – she just got desperate and – if I had just
bailed out of that whole deal like she’d suggested, then Brenna
would still be alive.

 


BING: Do you still blame yourself for
Brenna’s death?

 


FALLAMHAIN: Absolutely, yes, I do. Every
single day. And I’ll probably never forgive myself. I miss her.
God, I miss her so much.

 


BING: At the hospital later that morning,
after the fight, there was an incident between you and Grand
Duchess Duvessa. That incident resulted in both of her personal
guards being killed, you being seriously injured, and her being
shot and killed by two hospital security officers. The officers in
the shooting have their version, your servants, Marco and Lady
Svetlana, have their own version, and people on the Internet in
blogs and certain websites have theirs.

 


What can you tell us about what happened?

 


FALLAMHAIN: There’s not much to tell beyond
what everyone else already knows. Someone I loved had died in my
arms and I was unhappy to still be alive. I figured I didn’t have
anything to lose, so I told Duvessa about the sworn statement that
I had signed with Senator Daniels and the video testimony that I’d
made. I was honestly so miserable that I just wanted her to kill me
so I that wouldn’t have to kill myself.

 


Apparently, what I told her pushed her
completely over the edge. I knew that Duvessa had some serious
anger management issues, a really nasty temper. But when I told her
about meeting Wilhelmina and Senator Daniels and signing a sworn
statement, she completely snapped. Apparently, she realized that
everything was falling apart. She figured the game was up, that she
had finally painted herself into a corner, and so she went
completely berserk. She tortured me a little bit at first – and I’d
rather not go into detail on that – and then she just started
trying to strangle me. Someone else just happened to walk into the
room in time to see that and called in hospital security, everyone
else got involved, and it all just went downhill.

 


BING: So, you were suicidal at the time this
all happened?

 


FALLAMHAIN: At the time, yes. I was just – I
was overcome with grief. I hated myself because I was responsible
for what happened. I wasn’t in my right mind.

 


BING: Do you still have thoughts of
suicide?

 


FALLAMHAIN: No, not since then. I’ve dealt
with severe depression off and on, but I’ve never honestly wanted
to kill myself since that morning. I still sometimes get so
depressed that I wish I could just drop dead from a random heart
attack or something, but I’m never going to just fall on my own
sword and deliberately make it happen. You know?

 


BING: Did something or someone else change
your mind?

 


FALLAMHAIN: Well, when Brenna died, I
thought, “That’s it. I’m alone now. There’s nothing left in life.”
And so I didn’t care if I died. I wanted Duvessa to kill me. I
mean, at that point, who was really gonna miss me?

 


But when Duvessa attacked me and other people
started showing up and trying to intervene, I started to realize
someone still cared. I still had friends, or at least a few. When
Lisa and Loki and Svetlana came in, and when all three of them put
themselves between me and Duvessa to protect me, I realized I
wasn’t alone at all. I realized that someone cared enough about
whether I lived or died that they were willing to put their life on
the line. And I realized that I still had an obligation to fulfill.
I realized that if I just gave up then everything would have been a
waste. All of that bloodshed would have been for nothing if I’d
just let Duvessa kill me.

 


And as Loki – I mean Marco, I still call him
Loki – as Marco pointed out to me later, Brenna would have wanted
me to go on and do what I had to do. I’m only alive today because
of my friends, the people that I’ve come to love. I owe them
everything.

 


BING: And finally, your grace, in spite of
the criticism some members of the High Court have been leveling at
you since you accepted your title, the tabloids and the paparazzi
and scores upon scores of people on the Internet have been
following your story closely from the day your name first appeared
on headlines. Some have called you the embodiment of a new age of
vampires, a very down to earth and far more personable leader than
your predecessor. One website hails you as the People’s Grand
Duchess because you have made yourself very accessible to legions
of fans the world over.

 


How have you been coping with all of this
attention since you first found yourself being thrust into a
position of international fame, literally overnight?

 


FALLAMHAIN: Honestly, I was a nervous wreck
for the first month or so. I’ve always been shy, I’ve always been
afraid of being in front of large crowds, and I had to deal with a
lot of panic attacks in that time.

 


But gradually, you just have to sort of get
used to it. All of the initial buzz kind of fades away after a
little while, of course, because thankfully there’s a lot of other
things going on in the world. And the stuff that doesn’t go away
completely, like the photographers and the calls and visits from
reporters and so on, you just sort of fall into a routine when you
deal with them.

 


It’s really not pleasant sometimes, and other
times it’s really flattering. I won’t say that I’ve already gotten
used to all of it, but at least I’ve learned how to handle the
pressure and how to avoid looking as stressed-out as I’m actually
feeling sometimes.

 


BING: How are you feeling right now?

 


FALLAMHAIN: Pretty good, actually. As long as
I don’t think about how many people are watching this right now, I
won’t start hyperventilating.

 


BING: Your grace, it’s truly been an honor
and a pleasure speaking with you. I wish you the best of luck.

 


FALLAMHAIN: Thank you, Harry. It’s been
great.

 


BING: Grand Duchess Raina Fallamhain.

 


Next, we continue our special tonight on
vampires in human society with Special Agent Schweider of the FBI
and Christian conservative Eric Lahn as they voice their opinions
on SAVIOR, and on the recent acts of violence against vampires
across the nation.

 


Stick around.

 


(COMMERCIAL BREAK)
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