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        February 14th

        Valentine’s Day

      

      

      Jessie checked her makeup one last time and took a step back to inspect her reflection in the full-length mirror on the bathroom door. She ran her hands over her body, admiring the way the black corset hugged her figure and accentuated her curves.

      Her crimson lips split into a grin. That poor man wouldn’t know what hit him.

      “You,” she said, pointing at the reflection smiling back at her, “are one sexy chica.”

      She frowned and leaned closer, baring her teeth at her reflection. “Shit.”

      With one finger, she wiped a smear of red lipstick from her incisors. Finally satisfied with her ensemble, she stepped out into the living room and twisted the volume knob on the stereo as she passed, filling every corner of the loft with hard rock at a volume normally reserved for movie theaters and dance clubs.

      She danced along the outside wall of the apartment, drawing the curtains closed over the floor-to-ceiling windows, pausing for a moment to watch the fat snowflakes drifting lazily past, her hips swaying. Just as she was about to pull the last of the curtains closed, she noticed a man down on the street looking up at her from the shadows, his form barely illuminated by a nearby streetlight.

      How long had he been standing there?

      The glowing cherry of a cigarette flashed briefly in the darkness as the man inhaled. For a moment, Jessie thought she saw three points of light, not just one. She shook her head; it was just reflections in the window playing tricks on her. Wisps of blue-gray smoke curled around the man’s head as he exhaled. With a spin, Jessie closed the curtain and went back to her Valentine’s Day checklist, putting the man out of her mind.

      “Pervert,” she said.

      She jogged toward the open kitchen and slid across the linoleum in her socks, scooping up a wooden spoon from the counter and brandishing it like a microphone while she nodded her head and sang along with the music. Shaking her ass to the beat, she opened the oven door and prodded the chicken baking inside with the spoon.

      She closed the oven and straightened, her brow furrowed in thought. What was she forgetting? She grabbed a couple of baby carrots from a bowl on the counter and nibbled one while she walked into the living room. Jessie made squeaking, kissing sounds with her lips as she chewed the carrot.

      In a tall cage in the corner of the room, a small, gray face poked out of a bright, lime-green hammock. Jessie made the sound again, and a gray and white rat climbed out of the hammock, down the side of the cage, and ran to the door. It stood on its hind legs, nose twitching between the bars. Jessie grinned and took another bite of her carrot.

      “Angel,” she said. “Beg.”

      The rat backed up a couple steps and, still resting on its haunches, held its front paws together.

      Jessie giggled and poked one of the carrots between the bars. “Good girl! Here you go, sweetie.”

      The rat took the carrot into its mouth and bolted up the side of the cage, disappearing into her hammock. Jessie watched the sling shake as Angel devoured her treat.

      Jessie’s fiancé didn’t care much for Angel, usually retreating to a safe distance of at least ten feet whenever she brought the rat out of her cage to play. She loved to tease her big, strong man for being afraid of such an adorable, little fur baby. For some time, she’d considered getting Angel a companion, and he’d snidely suggested an alley cat.

      Evil man.

      Jessie’s gaze fell on the bowl of red rose petals sitting on the coffee table.

      “The bed!” she gasped.

      Jessie grabbed the bowl and rushed across the apartment into the bedroom. She reached into the bowl for a heaping handful of the cool, soft petals and tossed them haphazardly onto the comforter. When the bowl was empty, she crossed her arms and stepped back to admire her handiwork. The bed now looked like something off the cover of some over-the-top romance paperback, not unlike those stacked precariously on her nightstand.

      Perfect.

      Just the thought of dragging him into the bedroom and throwing him down onto that bed sent shivers up her spine. Her fingertips brushed the goosebumps rising on her arm. She could picture him in her mind: his long, black hair peppered with drywall dust, T-shirt stretched tight over his muscled chest, tool belt draped over his shoulder, the smell of a hard day’s sweat on his skin.

      Maybe she should let the poor guy take a shower first?

      “Nah.” She shook her head with a smirk as she peeled off her white cotton socks and replaced them with a pair of black thigh-high stockings.

      Jessie dove into the closet, rummaging for the sluttiest pair of shoes she could find. Finally she came up for air, clutching a pair of black stiletto heels with ankle straps. She returned to the living room and slipped the heels onto her feet, pausing to look down and admire the straight, black seams running up the back of her legs while she went over the checklist one last time in her head. As the song came to an end, she heard the thump of boots coming up the stairs.

      “Ash?” she called.

      The next song started, and her call went unanswered. Jessie turned to face the door and struck her sexiest pose, hands on her hips, as the doorknob turned slowly.

      “Ash Corvus,” she said, “this is going to be a night you’ll never forget.”
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        February 15th

      

      

      “I want my phone call.”

      Detective Darren Sibley ignored the request and stared at the police report in his hands. He wasn’t really reading it; he already knew what it said. Sibley just wanted the young punk sitting across the table from him with his hands cuffed behind his back to think he was reading it.

      The detective took a sip from a foam cup. The coffee it contained was so rancid it could probably double as drain cleaner, but Sibley’s face betrayed no emotion. He couldn’t afford to show any weakness in front of the perp.

      The suspect was young, twenty-five according to the file. Ethnicity was listed as Caucasian/Asian, but Sibley didn’t need a police report to tell him that; the kid’s almond-shaped eyes gave that away. Black hair hung down over his face in long, matted strands.

      Sibley wiped the tepid coffee from his bushy, salt-and-pepper mustache with the back of a plump hand and cleared his throat.

      “All right, Corvus,” he said, his voice gravelly from over thirty years of cigarettes and hard liquor. “Let’s start again. From the top.”

      “We’ve been over it a hundred times already,” the suspect said, looking up for the first time in nearly an hour.

      Sibley slammed his fist onto the metal table with a clatter that reverberated off the cold, cinder block walls. The suspect, his nerves no doubt rattled by hours of interrogation and lack of sleep, flinched and squeezed his eyes shut.

      “And we’ll go over it a hundred times more,” the detective bellowed, spit flying from his lips, “until you quit jerking me off and tell me what you did to that poor girl!”

      Corvus looked up, his dark, hazel eyes burning behind his blood-matted hair. “I didn’t kill Jessie.”

      Sibley grinned. “That’s what they all say.”

      “Fuck you.”

      Sibley chuckled and folded his hands over the open folder, locking eyes with the wild-eyed perp. “Then who did?”

      Corvus slumped back in his chair, the fire gone from his eyes. “I don’t know.”

      “Oh, but that’s not true,” Sibley said cheerfully. “Says right here you told Sergeant Pichette that your fiancée—one Jessica Ann Mason—was murdered by a vampire.”

      “I never said he was a vampire!”

      “Really?” Sibley appeared perplexed. He pulled a digital recorder from his breast pocket and placed it on the table. “Perhaps I misheard your statement.”

      Sibley pressed the PLAY button, and immediately the young man’s quaking voice filled the tiny room.

      “I came home late from work. I stopped on the way to buy flowers and a bottle of wine. When I came up the stairs, I heard Jessie crying for help. When I opened the door, there was a man on top of her.”

      Sibley paused the recording and looked at Corvus. “Would you care to describe this man to me, or should I continue?”

      Corvus continued to stare into his own lap, shivering. His breathing was rapid and shallow.

      “Fine,” the detective said, pressing the button.

      “He was short, shorter than me—I guess about 5’8”, maybe 5’9”? He had kinda sandy-brown hair and a scar over his right eye. But what I noticed first was his eyes.”

      “What about his eyes?” another male voice said.

      Sibley looked up. “Now this is the part I really like.”

      Corvus didn’t acknowledge him, but continued to shake.

      “His eyes were red,” the recording continued. “And they shined like an animal’s. Then he smiled at me and hissed... like a cat or something. His teeth were long and sharp... like fangs.”

      Sibley paused the recording and smiled. “Sounds an awful lot like a vampire to me.”

      Corvus shuddered, and Sibley could see the goosebumps rising on his sweat-spotted arms. “Please stop,” he whispered.

      “But we’re just getting to the good part,” Sibley said. With a click, the recording resumed playing.

      “Suddenly the guy turned back to Jessie, and he… he bit her! He was mauling her like a wild animal. There was so much blood!”

      “Please,” Corvus pleaded.

      “I—I tried to pull him off her, but the guy just threw me across the room. I hit the trunk by the wall and knocked my sword onto the floor.”

      Sibley paused the recording and looked up. “Here’s where I get confused. What do you need with a sword, Corvus?”

      Corvus was silent for a moment, but he finally found his voice. “I teach martial arts.”

      “Is that so?” Sibley raised his eyebrows. “Says here you’re a construction worker with Five Seasons Contractors.”

      “I teach on the weekends,” Corvus said. “My brother and I take turns. The school belonged to our parents.”

      “Interesting.” Sibley stood to stretch his legs and walked around the table. “Would you say you’re a violent man, Mr. Corvus?”

      “No!”

      “Calm down, tough guy,” Sibley said.

      “I want my lawyer.”

      Sibley smirked. Only the guilty ones ever asked for their lawyer.

      “Public defender’s on his way down,” Sibley said. “You’ll just have to wait.”

      “I’m not telling you anything else until he gets here.”

      Sibley nodded. “Fine. That’s your right. But do you mind if I continue?”

      Corvus took a deep breath, his shoulders heaving from the action.

      “Great.” Sibley turned on the recording and resumed circling the table.

      “I drew my sword and ran at the guy, but he was too fast. I’ve never seen anyone move that fast. He grabbed my wrist and knocked the sword from my hands and threw it across the room. He picked me up by the throat with one hand and just laughed at me. His breath stank. Like… road kill. Then he threw me across the room into the bookcase, and I hit my head.”

      Sibley stopped behind the suspect and looked down at the back of his head. There was indeed a freshly sutured gash there; blood still oozed from the wound. It appeared that poor, little Jessica Mason had gotten one good blow in before her boyfriend butchered her.

      Sibley looked down at the perp’s hands. The kid was twisting his wrists inside the cuffs, working ineffectively at the bonds. Good. Perps always gave something away when they got mad, and this one seemed to have one hell of a temper.

      “I tried to get up, but the room was spinning, and my head felt like it was splitting apart. All I could do was watch as the guy knelt over Jessie and began sucking at her neck. I crawled over to the wall and pulled the fire alarm.”

      Sibley scoffed. More likely Miss Mason pulled the alarm after she knocked him into the bookcase. Once the fingerprint analysis came back from Forensics, he’d know for sure.

      “Then the man with the scar left Jessie and came toward me. He kicked me in the ribs and spat blood on my face. Her blood! I closed my eyes, and when I opened them, he was gone, but I could hear him laughing all the way down the stairs.”

      “Thank you, Mr. Corvus,” the voice of Sergeant Pichette said. “You’ve been very helpful.”

      Corvus' breathing became very labored.

      “You know what I think, Corvus?” Sibley leaned over the table. “I think your ‘man with the scar’ sounds an awful lot like the ‘one-armed man,’ if y’know what I mean.”

      “It’s the truth,” Corvus whispered.

      “The truth?” Sibley grabbed Corvus by the shoulders and slammed him back in the chair. “You want to talk about the truth, you little punk? Fine, let’s do that. The truth is that you found out your girlfriend wasn’t happy anymore. Pretty girl like her... she deserved better. She wanted to leave.”

      “No.”

      “So you decided to show her what a big man you are,” the detective said. “You forced yourself on her.”

      “You’re wrong!”

      “And she didn’t take too kindly to being pushed around, so she pushed you into the bookcase,” Sibley said, giving Corvus a sharp shove in the chest that rocked his chair back. “She pulled the fire alarm to call for help, so you grabbed the sword to shut her up.”

      “No!”

      Sibley sneered. He leaned in close to whisper in Corvus' left ear. “Face it, kid. We’ve got the murder weapon, we’ve got the victim’s blood all over you, and after the medical examiner finishes analyzing the semen he found inside your girlfriend’s love box... we’ve got you.”

      “You son-of-a-bitch!” Corvus lunged at Sibley and head-butted him.

      The detective staggered back as blood dripped from a fresh cut above his left eye. He drew his sidearm and leveled the weapon at the prisoner’s face. A resounding bang echoed throughout the tiny room, and Corvus squeezed his eyes shut.

      “Sibley!”

      Corvus opened his eyes, blinking away the sweat. A figure stood silhouetted in the open doorway, his gun trained on Sibley.

      “Drop it, Sibley,” the new arrival ordered. “Now!”

      “He assaulted me,” Sibley protested, gesturing toward the prisoner with the barrel of his weapon.

      “You provoked him,” the newcomer said, taking a long stride into the room. “I heard every word.” He cocked his head toward the mirror set into the wall behind Sibley.

      Detective Michael Corvus stepped into the light. His features were similar to his brother’s, but his hair was much shorter and kept in check with just a little too much styling gel. His hands clutched a 9mm Beretta, aimed right between Sibley’s beady, blue eyes.

      “Drop it, Sibley,” the elder Corvus said. “I won’t tell you again.”

      Sibley reluctantly lowered his gun. Slowly, Detective Corvus mirrored the action, but did not holster his own weapon.

      “You think you can defend the little bastard forever, Mike?” Sibley hissed. “You’re not going to be there to protect him when he’s serving life down in Fort Madison for Murder One.”

      Michael shook his head. “He won’t be going to Fort Madison. Preliminary lab reports just came back. The killer’s semen sample does not match his DNA, nor does the skin found under the victim’s fingernails. No blood on the sword either. Not a drop.”

      Sibley sputtered incoherently. If not for the circumstances, his expression might have been comical.

      “Sorry, Sibley,” Michael said. “No lynchin’ tonight.”

      Sibley stormed from the room, pausing briefly to glare at Michael before he slammed the door, startling the younger brother once again with the noise.
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      Michael knelt at his brother’s side and unlocked the cuffs. “Ash—”

      The first cuff had barely clicked free before Ash’s arms flew out to encircle his brother.

      “Mike!” Ash sobbed. “She’s dead!”

      Tears welled in Michael’s eyes as he placed an arm around his brother’s shoulders. “I know, kid. I know.”

      “What do I do, Mike?” Ash wailed. “Jessie’s gone, and—Oh, my God!”

      Michael swallowed hard and nodded, rubbing his brother’s back much the same way he had the night their parents died some twelve years before. Death, it seemed, had a throbbing hard-on for Ash Corvus.

      “Come on,” Michael said, gently breaking the embrace. “Eric’s here to take you back to my place for the night. You can have my bed, and I’ll just crash on the couch. It’s going to be a long night around here anyway.”

      “No!” Ash sniffled. “I need to see her.”

      Michael shook his head. “Ash, that’s not a very good idea.”

      “Where is she?”

      Michael sighed. “The morgue.”

      Ash stood, his legs shaky. “Take me there.”

      “Ash...” Michael unlocked his brother’s remaining cuff. “I’ve already been down there. Believe me. You don’t want to see—”

      “You wouldn’t let me say goodbye to Mom and Dad,” Ash said, his voice hoarse and bitter. “Don’t do that to me again, Mike.”

      Michael drew in a sharp, icy breath. His brother’s words cut him deep, but that didn’t make them any less true. He had, indeed, kept his thirteen-year-old brother out of the morgue that fateful New Year’s Eve twelve years ago when a drunk driver ran a red light and struck Alex and Nayoung Corvus’ car.

      Although Ash had never believed or forgiven him for it, Michael had done him a favor. What had been lying on the slabs that night in the basement of St. Luke’s Hospital had more closely resembled discarded scraps from a butcher’s dumpster than their parents. Nobody—especially a child—should ever have to experience that horror.

      “All right.” Michael nodded. “Let’s go.”
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      The rollout squealed on its tracks like fingernails on a chalkboard as it slid from the cooler. It halted with a resounding clank that echoed throughout the sickly green-tiled room. Ash stared down at the white cloth covering the telltale shape and swallowed the lump in his parched throat. The medical examiner, a portly, middle-aged black man graying at the temples, took hold of the top corners of the linen sheet and paused to meet Ash’s gaze, giving him one last chance to reconsider.

      Ash took a deep breath, held it, and nodded, steeling himself for what he knew would be underneath.

      When the cloth was pulled back, Ash choked on a sob as Jessie’s familiar brunette locks came into view, but nothing could have prepared him for the moment when the medical examiner pulled the cloth away from her face. Her eyes—once so bright and dazzling, and filled with life—were now so dull and hollow... like a doll’s.

      “Jessie,” Ash said, his voice catching.

      The sheet slid whisper-soft along her pale skin, stopping just below the very top of the Y-shaped incision in her chest. The medical examiner stepped back to a respectful distance as Ash stepped forward, his shaking fingers reaching out hesitantly. Ash held his breath as his hand inched closer to the porcelain features of the woman he loved. He exhaled sharply as his fingertips made contact with the icy flesh.

      His palm cupped her cheek, and his fingers grazed the tips of her hair, a sensation he had often savored, but now it seemed like some perverse mockery. Everything felt artificial. His fingers trailed down her jawline until they came to rest above the place where the man with the scar had left his deadly mark.

      The medical examiner cleared his throat. “I, um... I have her personal effects over here. I forgot to give them to you when you were down earlier, Detective. Sorry about that.”

      Michael waved off the apology and reached out for the tiny manila envelope in the man’s hand. “Don’t worry about it, Jerry.”

      But Ash was quicker; his hand flashed out to snatch the packet. With trembling fingers, he broke the seal and shook the contents into his outstretched palm. First, a pair of small garnet earrings fell out, but these did not interest him. He continued to tip the bag until a heavier object fell into his hand—a woman’s gold engagement ring; the diamonds set into the band shone brilliantly under the harsh light. Part of the band was encrusted with dried, blackened blood.

      Ash slipped the ring onto his pinkie, but could only slide it past the first knuckle; Jessie’s hands had been so small and delicate.

      The medical examiner coughed politely, and Ash nodded. As he began to pull the sheet back over Jessie’s face, Ash stopped him. With a trembling hand, Ash carefully closed her eyes with his fingertips, finally granting her the illusion of sleep. He leaned forward and kissed her forehead, a feeling so cold and alien from what he’d always known.

      “Goodnight, Jess,” he whispered.
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      Eric Hammond brushed a stray lock of bright, red hair out of his eyes and swept it back into the unruly mess of black and red atop his head. He stared through the snow-covered windshield as the wipers swiped across the glass. The doors to the ground floor of the warehouse that housed Ash and Jessie’s apartment seemed ominous and foreboding for the first time that he could ever remember.

      He looked at the collection of footprints all around the front door, most of them filled in by now with fresh snow, wondering which set belonged to the killer. Had the police thought of that before they tromped down all the evidence like a herd of doughnut-cramming elephants?

      Not very fucking likely, he decided.

      Eric looked over at his passenger. “Are you sure you want to stay here tonight? Mike said—”

      “It’s fine,” Ash said.

      “I mean, I have plenty of space.”

      “Eric...” Ash turned to face his friend, his expression weary. “No offense, but I’ve had a long night, and your couch smells like cheese.”

      Eric looked absolutely abashed. “It does?”

      “Goodnight, Eric.”

      As Ash opened the door, Eric grabbed his arm. “Look, at least let me come up with you, okay? Just in case.”

      Ash nodded as he reached into the back seat to collect his sword, which still had an evidence sticker affixed to the scabbard. “Fine. You can come check the closets and under the bed for the bogeyman.”

      Eric blinked.

      Ash gave his friend a sad smile. “Go home, Eric. Get some sleep. One of us needs to.”

      He stepped out and closed the door.

      Eric watched as he passed in front of the car, then rolled down his window and stuck his head out. “You sure? I mean, I could even crash here tonight if you want.”

      “Goodnight, Eric.”

      Eric sighed and began to roll up his window.

      “There he is!”

      Eric stopped and peered out into the darkness. Movement caught his eye before a fat snowflake landed in his eye. He rubbed at the freezing moisture, blinking it away as two figures silhouetted against a blinding light ran toward the warehouse door.

      “Fuck me,” Eric growled as he stepped out of the car, leaving the ancient, red Camaro running.

      “Mr. Corvus,” a woman called as she struggled to stay on her feet in the slippery slush. “JoAnn Wright, Channel 9 News! We just have a few questions!”

      Eric slid to a halt between the journalists and his friend. He held up one hand to shield his eyes from the oppressive light attached to the camera.

      “Look, guys,” Eric said, trying his best to sound diplomatic. It wasn’t his strong suit. “Not tonight, okay?”

      Ms. Wright, however, was having none of it. She sidestepped Eric. “Mr. Corvus, have you been charged in Jessica Mason’s murder?”

      “Hey!” Eric grabbed the reporter by the arm and whirled her around. “You think he’d be here if he was? Try to show a little compassion, okay? His girlfriend died tonight.”

      “Yeah,” Ms. Wright said, straightening but still finding herself staring up at Eric. “And our viewers would like to know the extent of his involvement. Now, take your hands off—”

      She grabbed Eric’s hand, but before she could remove it, he slid his leg behind hers and swept her foot off the ground, spraying them both in freezing, wet slush. The reporter gasped, too startled to scream, as she fell flat on her ass. The resulting splash soaked Eric’s jeans. As she fell, Eric saw Ash standing at the door, his keys in his hand. Eric nodded and gestured toward the door. Ash nodded his thanks and entered the building.

      “Hey, pal,” the cameraman shouted, “that’s assault!”

      Once the door closed, and he heard the deadbolt click, Eric turned to face the man.

      “You want a piece, too, bro?” Eric said, arms wide.

      The cameraman shook his head and turned to shuffle away in a halting, sliding gait.

      Ms. Wright clamored to her feet. “George! You pussy!”

      Eric shrugged, and his face split into a toothy grin. “Your ride’s leaving.”

      The reporter huffed and stormed past him, calling after the retreating cameraman. As the news van roared to life, Eric turned toward the building and stared up at the upstairs window. He watched, waiting for the light to come on, but finally the frigid water seeping into his shoes sent a shiver through his entire body, and he returned to the warmth of the Camaro.
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      Ash stood at the bottom of the stairs, staring into the gloom above. The door waited for him, mocking him, silently daring him to open it and look upon the horrors within, to relive the nightmare. He gripped the handrail and stepped up, but his boot seemed glued to the first step, weighed down by his fear of what might be waiting for him when he reached the top.

      And worse, who he knew wouldn’t be.

      “Jessie,” he whispered, the name catching in his throat.

      He swallowed, choking back his tears, and turned away from the stairs, opting instead for the freight elevator to his left. He lifted the gate and stepped inside while his free hand fished inside his pocket for his keys.

      With a turn of a small, gold key, the elevator rumbled to life, knocking its exhausted passenger temporarily off balance. Ash grabbed one of the handrails on the wall to steady himself as he watched the garage slowly descend out of sight.

      Finally the lift came to a shuddering halt on the second floor, and Ash raised the gate. He felt along the wall for the light switch, unwilling to venture into the inky blackness, held back by humanity’s primordial fear of the dark, which the night’s events only reinforced.

      His fingers found the switch, and he flipped it. One by one, a row of fluorescent lights flickered on, illuminating the living room. Ash scanned the loft, eyes darting back and forth. Slowly, he drew the katana, the blade making only the softest of whispers as it slid free from the wooden sheath.

      He took one hesitant step out into the apartment, leading with the sword. Something crunched beneath his boot, and Ash’s heart jumped in his chest as he looked down. A broken porcelain cat figurine lay beneath his foot. He nudged the pieces aside with his toe and continued into the room.

      Dozens more porcelain knick-knacks and books littered the floor in front of the demolished bookcase. Angel’s cage lay toppled, the door hanging open. Bedding and food pellets lay strewn across the floor, and the nearly empty water bottle dripped slowly, adding to a growing puddle on the floor.

      When nothing jumped out from the shadows, Ash took another step, and another until he came to a dark crimson puddle that extended underneath the black leather sofa and disappeared. Shards of green glass sat in the slowly drying liquid, the remains of a bottle of Merlot. At the edge of the puddle lay a dozen red roses, the bouquet peppered with Baby’s Breath stained from the spilled alcohol.

      He stepped over the sodden bouquet and continued around the sofa, his sweaty palms twisting around the sword’s handle. His breath turned to ice in his lungs as a pool of slowly congealing blood came into view. This, he remembered, was where Jessie had been placed when the firefighters had pried her limp and lifeless body from his clinging arms as he wailed and banged the back of his head against the brick wall; the wall still bore the stains from his bruised and lacerated scalp.

      Fresh tears welled in his eyes, and the sword fell from his limp fingers. It clattered as it hit the floor and rolled. His legs felt weak, and he sank down to the floor, pushing the couch aside as he fell. He sobbed as grisly, violent images danced before his vision.

      “Jessie,” he whimpered, his voice shaken by heaving sobs.

      His fingertips brushed against the sword’s handle, and he paused, the sobs frozen in his throat. His gaze fell on the razor sharp blade. Slowly, his fingers wrapped around the handle, and he lifted the weapon; it felt heavy, the heaviest it had ever felt in his entire life. The vein in his left wrist pulsed.

      It would be so easy, he thought, to bring the entire nightmare to an end. Just one quick swipe of the blade, then another, and he would see Jessie again. No more crying. No more suffering. No more pain.

      But what if he was wrong? What if nothing awaited him on the other side? No Heaven, no Hell... no Jessie?

      He looked up at a framed photograph on the end table beside the sofa. In the photograph, he and Jessie sat beneath a tree surrounded by red and orange leaves, their arms around one another. The smiles seemed to belong to someone else, as if the moment never truly happened, but existed only in Ash’s cruel, overactive imagination. Never again would they—could they—share a moment like that.

      Ash placed the katana’s blade against his wrist and closed his eyes. His fingers tightened on the sword’s handle, preparing to pull the razor-sharp steel across his wrist and open the vein.

      “I wouldn’t do that,” a soft voice behind him said.

      Ash’s eyes snapped open. He stood, turning to face the unseen speaker with the katana raised in a defensive stance. At first he saw no one, but then a strange woman in a long, white dress stepped out of the kitchen.

      “T’would be such a waste,” she said.

      The woman’s light brown skin contrasted sharply with her snow-white dress, and her ebony hair hung in ringlets that framed her stunning face. Her bare feet made no sound as she crossed the floor, as if she walked on air. Angel sat cradled in the woman’s hand, tail curled around her slender fingers.

      “Lady,” Ash said, “I don’t know who the hell you are, but you’d better put her down right fucking now!”

      “She’s quite safe with me, I assure you,” the woman said, continuing to walk toward Ash, despite the weapon pointed at her. She held the rat up to her face and made soft kissing sounds. “Oh, she’s darling!”

      Angel’s whiskers twitched as she sniffed the woman’s smiling lips.

      “I’m not exactly in the mood for company right now,” Ash said. “Especially the kind that don’t knock.”

      “That’s what I came to discuss with you,” the woman in white said, straightening her arm to let Angel climb to her shoulder.

      “You’d better start making sense, lady.”

      “What if I told you I could help you find the man who did this to you?” She nodded toward the pool of blood behind him. “To her. And make him pay.”

      Ash’s eyes widened. “You know who he is?”

      The woman smiled. “I know where to find him.”

      “Where?”

      “All in good time.”

      “Tell me!”

      The woman nodded toward the sword. “If I promise to tell you, will you put that down?”

      Slowly, Ash lowered the katana until it dangled in one hand by his side. The woman smiled and stepped past him. Even this close, Ash noticed that her feet made no sound on the hardwood. With an unnatural grace, she lounged on the sofa and gestured for him to join her. Ash opted instead to sit on the edge of the recliner across from the sofa; the katana resting across his knees, ready should he need it.

      “Tell me, Ashley,” the woman said, her fingers absently trailing playfully across one exposed leg. “What do you know of vampires?”

      Ash scoffed. “You’re joking, right?”

      The woman tilted her head, her amber eyes suddenly severe. “Do I look like I’m joking?”

      “But vampires aren’t real!”

      The woman furrowed her brow. “You doubt your own eyes?”

      Vampires. Of course he’d considered the idea. Who wouldn’t? The fangs... the eyes... the strength. And the blood. Even that fat, old racist Sibley had connected the dots. It only made sense.

      Except that it didn’t.

      Vampires weren’t real, couldn’t be real. The living dead? Immortal bloodsuckers? Such things only existed in cheesy B movies and even cheesier teen fantasy novels.

      Ash shook his head. “That’s impossible.”

      The woman smirked. “I assure you, it’s not.”

      Ash leaned forward and pointed at her with his sword. “So, are you a... vampire?”

      A sly grin crept across the woman’s face.

      Ash snorted. “Prove it.”

      In the blink of an eye, she was on him. She straddled his legs, and her fingers curled through his hair. Her eyes took on an orange hue, until they burned like hot coals.

      “I thought you’d never ask,” she said. Four glistening fangs flashed behind her lips, two on top and two smaller ones on the bottom.

      Ash recoiled and shoved her away. He stood and brought the sword around in a sweeping arc, but the blade sliced through empty air. She had already reclaimed her place on the sofa, nuzzling the rat on her shoulder as if nothing had ever happened. Angel squeaked and sniffed at the giggling vampire’s ear.

      Ash’s pulse throbbed in his ears. Only moments before, this gorgeous, gentle woman had been a fanged nightmare. Her eyes, teeth, and speed—they all matched those of Jessie’s killer.

      Then it was true. All of it.

      Ash swallowed hard, trying desperately to find his voice. “You’re... you’re...”

      She grinned, showing only a hint of fang. “A vampire?”

      Ash nodded.

      The woman chuckled. “Silly boy.” She looked up; her eyes still glowed like embers. “Was there ever any doubt?”

      “What do you want?”

      “I told you,” she said. “I want to help.”

      “How?”

      She smirked. “I think you know.”

      Ash’s grip tightened on the sword. “No way.”

      “It’s the only way,” the woman said. She stood and stepped silently toward him. “Ashley, you know as well as I do, you cannot stand up to him. Look at what happened here tonight.”

      At these words, the wound on the back of Ash’s scalp throbbed. A lifetime of martial arts training—twenty years of Tang Soo Do, seven years of Hapkido, nine years of Kumdo—and this man had swatted him like a fly. He couldn’t remember a time when he’d felt more helpless.

      The woman approached him and touched his arm, gently yet firmly guiding the sword away. Her eyes had returned to normal—soft, amber, and kind—and there was no sign of the terrible fangs when she spoke.

      “He’s stronger than you are,” she said, brushing her index finger along the stubble lining his jaw, “but I can change that.”

      “You can make me as strong as him?”

      She grinned, and some of the fire returned to her eyes. “Stronger.”

      Stronger? Ash looked down at the floor. His eyes darting back and forth, chasing the thoughts that dashed back and forth across his mind.

      He looked up quickly, the words rushing out of his mouth. “Will Jessie—”

      “No,” the woman in white said, shaking her head. “She will not rise. I promise you that. Even if that was his intention, you interrupted him before that could happen.”

      Was that good news or bad? Ash couldn’t decide. He’d give anything to have Jessie back, but the thought of her beautiful eyes burning like the... the... thing that stood before him made his heart ache. No, better for her soul to remain clean.

      But what about his own?

      “I...” He paused. “I need time to—”

      “Of course,” the woman said with a slow, sympathetic nod. “You need time to grieve, and to see to your affairs.”

      Ash nodded.

      “I will return in three days for your decision.”

      The woman slipped her hand along his neck and behind his head. He tried to move, but her grip was like iron, hard and unyielding. She leaned in and kissed him, her lips soft and cool against his. Cold like Jessie’s. Despite his revulsion, his eyes closed and his lips parted slightly.

      “My lovely,” she whispered against his mouth.

      Ash’s eyes snapped open.

      The woman in white was gone. There
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