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	For Sara, who had to listen to me babble about this for months.

	 


 

	SHOPPING LIST

	TRIGGER WARNINGS

	(This list includes spoilers.)

	 

	This book contains subject matter that might be difficult for some readers, including suicidal ideation, grief/loss of a loved one (wife), gaslighting/emotional abuse by a spouse, physical abuse/domestic violence (off page), police corruption, LOTS of pining, drinking/alcoholism, premeditated murder, unrequited love, lust for a married person, MMC does not get the girl, no happy ending.

	 

	Your mental health matters.
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	Haunted By Memories

	DALTON'S GREATEST BLESSING WAS also his greatest curse. At one time, his eternal life granted to him by a sorcerer sounded like everything he could ever dream of. He imagined that world in his mind's eye now, the same way it appeared centuries ago. The only reason he didn't take his own life and escape his bodily imprisonment was cowardice.

	And dare he say hope.

	It was a fool's hope, but it was his to hold on to. If he lived long enough, he might hold his dream in his hands.

	When he closed his eyes, he let the scene play out before him. This luxury wasn't one he allowed himself often. He chose one day a year to indulge. In equal parts, he considered it an act of grief and motivation. Without this, he couldn't fathom how much longer he could tolerate this sack of flesh he walked around in.

	His first and favorite memory was her smile; it lit up every room, just like she did with his heart. Along with the idea of her smile, came her laugh. Perhaps it was the length of her absence, but it reminded him of a songbird's singing: high, staccato, and joyful. He longed to hear that sound again one day. Even after centuries, he could feel her body pressed against his in an embrace. The fresh, herbal scent of her hair haunted him differently than the kitchen's emptiness the first week she went away.

	Yes, he preferred to picture her alive and well. She merely left on a trip one day. Somewhere along the way, she'd gotten lost and hadn't found her way home yet. Normally, he dared not think about the sickness that ravaged her body. He watched the color drain from her cheeks and the light die in her eyes, and he begged whatever gods may listen to take him instead. In every lifetime, he would trade his life for hers without hesitation.

	With her last breaths, he watched his dreams fade away. He held onto her as he grieved what was and what could've been. The tombstone he erected still stood, but he seldom visited. To visit her resting place rooted him to the past while he tried desperately to latch onto thoughts of his future. No, their future.

	On a long enough timeline, he knew she would return to him. No concrete evidence for reincarnation existed; he checked. But when they met, they experienced an immediate connection and familiarity that was altogether too natural. After that, he was certain they'd known each other in a past life. Now, he clung to life as long as tolerable, waiting for the day he found her beautiful soul again.

	His eyes opened, and they settled upon the calendar hanging on the wall, marking the date. It was one forever ingrained in his mind. He celebrated her birthday every year. A soul like hers deserved a day to shine, and in his head, she did.

	His attention turned to a reproduction of her portrait that he hung above the fireplace. Her eyes pierced his very being. He deserved her judgement and her scorn. Even though they planned on experiencing this transformation together, he was a killer, and she was not. Her soul remained unblemished while his grew darker each passing day. Such was his life as a creature who must consume human blood to survive.

	"Happy birthday, Vanessa. I hope you'll return home soon, my love. This vacation of yours has become dreadfully long, and this old fool misses you."
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	Phantom of Hope

	DAYS BLURRED TOGETHER, AS they do with age. Ever since his transformation during the eighteenth century, Dalton took to moving every decade. Otherwise, people grew suspicious when they noticed his agelessness.

	On a dreary, overcast day with on and off rain, he chanced a walk down the historic downtown area of his latest home. It was a lovely little place with brick buildings broken up by ones with colorful siding and inviting windows full of interesting wares. There were a few run-down buildings, but overall, the town obviously made painstaking efforts to revitalize the area, keeping the town full of charm.

	He stumbled as he passed an empty storefront with a black and white printed sign taped to the glass door, but he didn't trip up because of something wrong with his gait or a flaw in the sidewalk. No, this was much different.

	His hand moved up to touch the center of his chest where his heart stood still, waiting. Logically, he knew he stood waiting for something that would never come. Didn't he feel it just now? A heartbeat, he knew it was real.

	"Sir, are you okay?" a young man in, perhaps, his early thirties, asked from beside him.

	Dalton's attention shifted, and he looked up at the other man in surprise. His interactions with humans nowadays were transactional. He accepted a delivery from a driver or spoke with a cashier, but he couldn't remember the last time he conversed with anybody outside of the scope of their job duties. He lived a solitary existence. Most of the time, he spoke to himself out of sheer boredom.

	"I," he started. "Yes, I think so. My heart beat-"

	He couldn't tell the man his heart beat for the first time in three hundred years. Otherwise, he may end up in the emergency room or a psychiatric ward.

	"Strangely," he finished. "It's gone now, whatever it was."

	The man's grim expression transformed into an inviting grin. He clapped Dalton on the shoulder. "Good to hear. Glad you're okay, man."

	"Ah, yes. Thank you," he said, still jarred by the interaction.

	Before he escaped, the other man asked, "Say, this is a pretty small town, and I don't remember seeing you around here before. Are you here visiting?"

	Dalton raised a hand in a gentle stopping motion. "No. I've moved here recently, so I thought I'd wander around to get a lay of the land."

	Of all things the young man could do, the vampire couldn't believe he took his hand into a firm shake. This whole interaction astounded him.

	"Well, it's good to have ya. Welcome," the young man said. "I'm Cody. My wife and I just leased this place."

	He followed the gesture Cody made with his thumb towards the empty shop. For the first time, he noticed the lights on inside the establishment. A counter stood on the left side of the shop, inviting customers towards it with a window panel to view edible wares and an espresso maker behind it, but no tables or chairs filled the otherwise empty dining area. His eyes gravitated to the simple sign taped on the door. Coming Soon: Bakery.

	"I hope you'll stop by for the grand opening. She's worked hard to make it a success, and she's nervous nobody will show, even though the mayor promised to stop by."

	"The mayor?" Dalton asked. "This town is smaller than I thought."

	Cody laughed. "It's a tight-knit community. See you around- I'm sorry, what was your name again?"

	"I didn't say."

	"Alright. Next time then," he said, letting himself into the yet-to-be-opened bakery.

	Dalton stared after Cody, watching him head into the kitchen where commercial appliances gleamed. He lingered in the window, staring without seeing. It came and went so fast it didn't feel real. Did his heart really beat, or did he imagine it?

	He stared at the window long enough until he noticed reflections from other passersby. Reminded of his need for secrecy, he kept moving. His hand moved up to his chest where he rubbed it, lingering on his concern.

	Perhaps, he should revisit his research on vampirism. By his best approximation, he studied the subject a century ago. Perhaps after all this time, somebody discovered something new about their kind. Whether it ended as a waste of time or not, he decided following through was worth the effort. At worst, what did it hurt? All he did was waste his infinite time. Besides, if he couldn't figure
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