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  “You die only once, and it’s for such a long time.”


  Molière


  Le Dépit amoureux


  “Because I could not stop for Death,


  He kindly stopped for me;


  The carriage held but just ourselves


  And Immortality.”


  Emily Dickinson


  The Chariot


  “The play’s the thing…”


  William Shakespeare


  Hamlet
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  Dark Baby


  Can you hear my blood?


  It stirs


  Boils


  Thick as sweet dark syrup


  Eager to be spread atop the flesh


  Come to me shadow, dark demon


  Flay the skin away from bone


  Drain the nectar from my soul


  Inside your darkness


  I am a black butterfly


  Lapping tenderly at your rose


  Come to me shadow, my demon


  Pluck the feathers from my wings


  Clasp me eternally to your heart


  Inside your darkness


  I flourish.


  Fabrice Dulac


  Part I - Life Before Death


  “Sometimes


  The Devil is a gentleman.”


  Percy Bysshe Shelley


  Peter Bell the Third


  Chapter One


  Sometime during the 1960s…


  Since returning to London one month ago, Julien had spent many hours here at The Players’ Pub carefully planning his assault, refining his role, patiently waiting for the curtain to rise. He watched her the way an actor off-stage studies a scene, anticipating his entrance. Even now, at this distance, he noticed every gesture, every detail. With his preternatural hearing, he picked up each word and nuance.


  “Richard, look at this! What do you think’s inside?” She nudged the silver-haired, middle-aged Englishman standing next to her at the bar.


  Richard turned away from the young man he had been talking with. “What’s that, then, an invitation of some sort? Likely another of Prissy’s silly little parties. Of course, I’m not invited, am I now? Not after the last time.”


  “Oh, stop being petulant! Priscilla doesn’t hold a grudge, for long.”


  Her accent was North American, her tone casual.


  “Besides, Alvin was drunk. I’m sure he had no idea what he was doing.”


  “That’s what they all say!” Richard roared, and then turned back to his youthful companion.


  For several seconds she held the envelope just the way a child would, thrilled, excited, trying to guess what was inside. Her name, Jeanette Price, was printed neatly across the front in thick, black letters. She turned the envelope over and stared at the seal across the lip. An image of an animal’s head had been impressed into the red wax. She laughed and carelessly broke it. Inside she found a sheet of fine-quality grey linen paper. While she read the handwritten note, she looked completely absorbed.


  Mademoiselle Price,


  Pray, forgive my boldness.


  I greatly desire your company at my table,


  perhaps to partake of a refreshment.


  Although you may, understandably, be otherwise occupied,


  should you be gracious enough to spare me but a few moments,


  I shall be eternally in your debt.


  J.S.M. de Villier, Comte


  “Good Lord! Richard, you won’t believe this!” But Richard waved a hand, indicating that he was not about to be disturbed again.


  “Jimmy!” Within two seconds a slender waiter paused near where she stood at the bar. “Who gave you the envelope?”


  “I don’t know his name, Jeanette, but he’s seated over there, behind the ferns.” He pointed towards the shadowy secluded corner where Julien sat.


  She squinted, as if unable to make out through the smoke-congested air who was there. Obviously intrigued, she picked up her small purse from the bar and said softly, “Well, nothing ventured.”


  Fascinated, he never tired of watching her. She seemed to glide through the room, a blaze of scarlet in an imitation Victorian gown. He listened to the taffeta rustle. The dress, only a costume, was narrower at the sides than what he remembered as being usual during the Romantic Period. The off-the-shoulders bodice and floor-length skirt, with embroidered gauze and Venetian glass beads, flattered her slim and, at the same time, voluptuous figure. Around her long slender neck lay a two-tiered collar of faceted rubies and seed pearls. Matching droplets hung from her ears.


  Her hair spoke of sunlight, a color he’d long ago forgotten. Her body, elegant yet sturdy, moved with an earthiness that aroused him; he had no trouble imagining her beneath him, moaning, crying, begging as he deeply penetrated her flesh.


  He knew that his instincts were correct. There was something special about this one. He could sense it, just beneath that pretty but vacuous surface. A volcano most thought extinct. Ready to erupt.


  Julien wanted her with all the passion he was still capable of feeling. But at the same time he wanted her exposed. He knew himself well enough to understand that he needed to dominate her and, because of that, felt intimidated. Maybe he was not powerful enough to have her. It occurred to him that in the end she might destroy him—there was always that chance. But these thoughts soon gave way when he noticed that something had shifted. Before his eyes the others in the noisy, crowded pub melded into a colorless mass. Only the two of them were left, locked together in the moment, destined.


  Jeanette picked up on his costume first. Most of the pub’s customers were actors who worked at theatres in the area. They’d use any excuse to dress up, even for a non-British holiday like Halloween. Of course, there were plenty of other vampires in the room, as well as the usual abundance of witches, ghosts, pirates and sheiks. But his costume was really fabulous. He’d taken so much trouble with the details!


  He wore a matte black suit. Under the jacket, a vest—what used to be called a waistcoat—and beneath that a brilliantly white silk shirt with a starched collar, the tips of which folded down over a black cravat. A grey pearl stud held the scarf in place.


  Although the room was warm, he wore a fine, layered black cape, French style, a copy of something that Napoleon might have owned. The perfect final touch, and a sexy one at that, was the lacquered ebony walking stick with a silver handle moulded into the shape of a wolf’s head. It lay across the table at a taunting angle.


  He was so well put together that Jeanette almost laughed. He looks like he’s just stepped off the stage at Covent Garden, she thought. Besides Dracula, with a little alteration in the makeup, he could play Heathcliff in Wuthering Heights. Almost a walking cliché.


  But more than what he wore, she noticed the intensity of his eyes. The black irises became more striking when she neared—his pupils were even darker! Black holes in space, absorbing everything in their wake—what caused her to think that?


  His eyes, set off by the white makeup, almost glowed, refracting every color; they seemed to zero in on her. The overall impression left her a little unsure of herself, but not enough to retreat.


  “Hi!” She reached out a hand. “Jeanette Price. I take it you’re the mysterious Comte de Villier? Love your outfit!”


  He had stood as she approached and now tried to pull out a chair but she got to it first.


  “That’s okay. Chivalry appreciated, but wasted.”


  He looked confused. She took back her unshaken hand quickly and they both sat.


  “I’ll get the waiter. Jimmy! Over here.” Jeanette turned back to examine her admirer up close.


  Slender. Mid-to-late thirties, about my age, she thought. The lines of his face were classical, almost sculpted. She felt attracted. He reminded her a little of paintings she’d seen last month at the Louvre of medieval lords. He might be sensitive but he seemed withdrawn, and that made him look harsh. He’s probably good in bed, she thought. Maybe, with any luck, even better than good. He had a magnetic quality that made her feel he could be both responsive and dangerous—a combination she found irresistible in men. But there was an otherworldliness too. He’s like a hologram, she thought, here and not here at the same time. A little spooky.


  When someone finally broke the silence, it was neither of them. “The usual?” Jimmy asked.


  She nodded.


  Julien held his hand over a large wine glass half filled with a thick blood-red liquid, and Jimmy left.


  “What’s that you’re drinking?” she asked.


  “It is a rare wine of mysterious origin. An ancient blend inspired by one family for many centuries.”


  “Umm, sounds great. Can I have a sip?”


  “I’m afraid this vintage is an acquired taste.” His voice was rich and full, and as he spoke, she had a memory of a taste, smooth as Devon cream. She thought she noticed traces of an accent. “It invites few connoisseurs,” he added.


  “Well, I’d like to try some anyway. My tastes run to the exotic,” she said, and tossed him a coy look.


  But he didn’t seem to catch the innuendo. Instead, he held her eye. Is this guy trying to hypnotize me? she wondered, and turned away from the intensity.


  Almost as if he was desperate to get her attention, he started talking. “I am, I fear, rather sensitive to disorders of the blood. A condition that has afflicted my line for generations. An almost hypochondriacal fear of contamination, one might say. An obvious neurosis, but certainly not entirely without foundation.”


  Jeanette managed a sarcastic smile. The old overeducated one-upmanship game, she thought, feeling disappointed. “Fine,” she said irritably. She picked up the glass of water that Jimmy had brought with the Scotch and drank the contents. Then she held the empty glass out. “Why don’t you pour some in here? That way we won’t contaminate each other.”


  But he didn’t move. Stubbornly she held out her arm until it became uncomfortable.


  Now she was really annoyed. She banged the glass onto the table. “Hey, you don’t want to share. No problem. I’ll just order myself a bottle of this unusual vin, unless you’ve got some objection to that too.”


  She started to raise her hand to call the waiter. It wasn’t until he was gripping her wrist firmly with a cool hand that she realized she had not seen him move. In a low, confident, almost commanding tone he said, “Let me assure you, what you see here is vastly inferior in both quality and vintage to the calibre of that which I am accustomed to partaking. If you’re still intent on this experience, kindly allow me, at some future date, to introduce you directly to what, for me, is its true essence. Perhaps you will, after all, like the wine. However, I’d greatly regret your sampling an inferior vintage when I know this drink at its finest. Please permit my instruction in this matter for both our sakes, if not for the sake of the reputation of that ancient family which has so proudly nurtured this unique blend for centuries.”


  Jeanette realized her jaw had dropped. She was flabbergasted. It wasn’t so much the weird convoluted arguments or even the archaic language, but more how seriously he was taking the whole thing that unnerved her. Couldn’t he step out of character for a minute? But at the same time, she was struck by the sincerity in his voice, even if he did sound like a stuffy Victorian scholar.


  And then she experienced another strange sensation. It was like a crease in time, a feeling of having drifted, as though she had missed a couple of beats somewhere along the way. Normally she never let herself lose an argument, but something made her say, “All right,” just to get it over with. Yet in the back of her mind a little voice warned: Hold on, honey, this is just the beginning of what’s going to be a very bumpy ride.


  She picked up her drink and smiled. “Well done, Count.”


  Julien’s face was cryptic, but as they clinked glasses, he did say, “Touché.”


  Chapter Two


  “So, what’s the J.S.M. stand for?” Jeanette said, relaxing back against the red velvet armchair, sipping her scotch.


  “Julien Stéphane Marc.”


  “Are you a real actor or a real count?


  “A count.”


  “Impressive. You’re French?”


  “By ancestry, yes.”


  “Where do you live in France?”


  “When not travelling, I reside in Austria.”


  “Well, all this explains your good looks. I mean, Frenchmen are always so exciting. Julien S. M. de Villier, why don’t you tell me all about yourself?” She checked her watch. “You’ve got ten minutes before I’ll get bored.”


  He stared as if he did not understand her.


  Jeanette felt impatience rising. “Hey, look. I don’t work for Gallup. I’m not doing a survey.”


  She sensed him measuring her, trying to formulate sentences to appease her. She studied his face and noticed traces of weariness around his mouth and eyes. But almost immediately his features hardened, and resembled a smooth piece of marble, guarding whatever was hidden beneath.


  “I am a retiring man by nature. I have few friends and do not easily make the acquaintance of strangers.”


  “So, why ask me over here?”


  “You wish to know and understand me in ten minutes—”


  “Oh, come on! It’s a joke!”


  “To know another requires a commitment. Of time.”


  She shifted in her chair. No sense of humor. And he’s so intense. Sounds like the possessive type. I’d better watch out, she thought, or I might have a hard time getting rid of him later. She decided to keep it light. “Actually, I never commit myself to anything. I think it shows poor taste, don’t you?”


  Julien heard this and much more. She was the personification of a hollow age where silence and stillness were enemies, ominous doors behind which lay emptiness. This era disgusted him. It lacked both beauty and insight and had to resort to nostalgia as a lifestyle. She was bored, jaded. At least he had his inner world to sustain him, a world rich in tradition and honour. In a sense she was more alienated than he.


  “I have just recently returned to London and am new to this place,” he said, indicating the posh Drury Lane pub that catered to theatrical types, artists, and wealthy dilettantes. “I have noticed you on several occasions.” As he took in her face, smooth, oval, with serious milky-green eyes, the color of aventurine, and the thin, coquettish mouth, he felt enchanted. “You are an exquisite woman. And renowned. I had almost despaired of making your acquaintance. You are—how shall I put this—extremely well fortified.”


  Jeanette broke into a long relaxed laugh. “Yes, I guess I am well-fortified. Sometimes too well. I hardly have a minute to myself most of the time. In fact, I’ve been thinking of taking a little vacation soon, just to get away from the rabble. But then, I’m not like you. I love talking to people because everybody’s so incredibly fascinating. I just wish I had more time. But I guess even if I had all the time in the world, it probably still wouldn’t be enough.”


  Life emanated from her and Julien was attracted. He wanted to reach out and pull her to him. He wanted to capture that feeling for himself and to share it with her. “Perhaps you will someday have what you wish.”


  “I’m too greedy. I’d always want more.”


  “And should you be offered eternity?”


  “Well, I’d be really tempted by the devil’s bargain. I guess I’d have to see what he wanted in exchange. Of course, I’d get the best deal I could. Wouldn’t you?”


  As the hours passed they chatted easily, the way old friends do. They discussed art and the theater and when the topic turned to history, Julien entranced her with his knowledge. He explained how, during the Renaissance and Baroque periods in Europe, classical humanism and Christian spirituality had been so artfully blended. He spoke eloquently on the new interest in mathematics which came to affect fields as varied as philosophy, painting, the military and astronomy, all passions that had been close to his heart. For the first time in centuries he talked about those times when he had been mortal.


  “It all sounds so grand and romantic,” she sighed. “So many progressive changes. The arts, governments, everything reaching out from the dark to be enlightened.”


  Suddenly, her fantasy infuriated him. “You, today, have no concept of how barbaric those centuries were. You view only the cultural and aesthetic reforms, yet each minute change carried a heavy price. No one escaped, from the poorest of serfs to the aristocracy. Everyone lived under the tyranny of ignorance and very few indeed were able to break the yoke that bound them.”


  She looked surprised. “You sound like you were there.”


  The innocence of her light eyes subdued his resentment of the past that had created him. “I have been intimately involved with the study of history for many years, perhaps too intensely for me to discuss the subject casually.”


  Eventually the conversation drifted to the occult. Now it was his turn to be surprised. He learned that she knew something of divination, the Kabala, Tarot, the I Ching, Palmistry, astrology, numerology and, as well, she had explored past-lives. An eclectic child of this new age, he thought. She knows a little of many subjects.


  “I even shaved my head completely bald and had my cranium read. The psychic told me I’d have a long life and lots of lovers. So far, so good. By the way, what’s your sun sign, astrologically speaking? What month were you born?”


  “November.”


  “Before the twenty-first?”


  “Yes.”


  “Oh, lord! I knew it!” She sat back suddenly. “We’re both Scorpio, what a disaster! Do you have any idea what our sign rules? Sex, power and death! We’d feed off each other if one of us didn’t sting the other one to death first. But you don’t care about that—Scorpios never do. Oh, speaking of Scorpios, once I was involved in a Satanic Mass!” She giggled like a mischievous little girl.


  Julien said nothing.


  “It was all pretty silly, really. Some friends and I formed our own version of a coven. Bill, my ex-lover—he was a Scorpio too, so I know what I’m talking about—used to joke that you had to be listed in the social registry to get in. We were thirteen self-proclaimed witches and warlocks, dedicated to the worship of Satan and the consumption of Russian caviar.


  “Anyway, one year at the solstice—you know, the day the sun shines through the arches at Stonehenge?—well, we decided to go there and perform our rites. Of course, this was before they roped off the monuments. Now you can’t get within a block of them. But then you still could.


  “All we did was chant a lot, burn incense and kneel on the hard dirt until our knees ached. We built fires and tossed in some herbs, trying to evoke The Primeval Forces of Darkness!” she said dramatically with a flourish of her hand. Then she smiled. “Julien, do you believe in the Devil?”


  “I believe that I could be the Devil.”


  She laughed. “Well, anyway, we were having a terrific time. And while we sure weren’t the only nuts there, still…” Her eyes clouded over with a faraway look, as though the past had intercepted the present.


  “It’s weird. I remember the air being…funny, kind of misty and hazy. And it was cold, too. There was so much pressure in the atmosphere—more than that, it was just such a strange day—that most of the people left before sunrise, even Bill and some of the others. I stayed, but I don’t know why because I distinctly remember thinking I just wanted to escape. It turned even colder. The wind howled as if a storm was coming. The whole sky went black except for this one patch where the sun would rise. When the sun finally showed through the old columns, the wind died and everything went very still.”


  Suddenly Jeanette stopped talking.


  Julien watched her, searching for ways to entice from her what she hadn’t said. But then, as though the burden she carried had become too great, her brows pulled together, wrinkling her forehead, and a look of fatigue took over the youthful face. Almost reluctantly she volunteered her experience completely, as if it must either leave or destroy her.


  “I…I didn’t see anything. Or even hear anything unusual. I don’t know just how to describe it.” She lifted her glass and drank the rest of the scotch in one gulp, then looked up at him with frightened eyes.


  “I…I sensed something. The sun…it…pulsated. It looked…engorged…with blood. A great pool of human blood…like an ocean of crimson tears…with one thin cloud cutting through it like a silver sword piercing a living heart.” Her body trembled slightly. “When the sun finally rose above the monuments, I turned to go. I felt like I’d been there an eternity. That’s when I noticed I was all alone. Everybody had abandoned me. I was terrified. At that moment I felt as if I’d always been alone. I’m not sure why, but it was almost as if…as if that was some ancient secret the universe entrusted me with. I’ve never told anybody this before. I didn’t tell Bill and the others; I guess I knew they’d laugh at me.”


  Julien moved his hand over hers and she jumped at the contact. She met his eyes and her face filled with a deeper fear.


  In an instant her mood shifted completely, expressing the party state of mind that defended her against what was frightening, blanketing all fears of the unknown. She laughed loudly, flirtatiously, easing her hand out from under his.


  “And that’s it. The big mystical experience of my life. Pretty lame, huh? The tricks your mind will play on you when you’ve swilled too much champagne.”


  All too soon the pub was ready to close its doors. Julien had not, in a long time, experienced the closeness he felt towards this female. More than ever he knew he had to have her. The emptiness of his existence was washed away by her presence and he had no intention of letting her escape.


  “Well,” she said, picking up her bag, “I guess it’s Ciao time. Oh, please, don’t get up.” But he was already standing.


  “I’m going to a surprise birthday party—for me,” she laughed. His brow, chin and high aquiline nose were prominent, and she thought he looked dignified, intellectual, even commanding. His lips, full, sensual… Jeanette shuddered; she couldn’t help imagining them warm and insistent against her own.


  His stare seemed fixed but she had the impression he could see very clearly a lot of what went unobserved by most people. He’s attractive, she thought, like a Harlequin hero. Almost cruelly handsome and exciting.


  “Since you’re a Scorpio too, you might as well come. We’ll celebrate both our birthdays.”


  He looked deeply into her eyes and said a quiet, “No.”


  Jeanette didn’t contest this but stood quietly herself, as if waiting for something. But she also felt impatient. “My friends are chomping at the bit.”


  A half smile from him.


  She waited, but he seemed passive. “I’d better run.”


  When he still didn’t reply, she partly turned away from him. But almost unable to free herself from his presence, she faced him again.


  “Look, I live over on Tottenham Court Road, number 13. Why don’t you come by some time for what those of us from the new world so euphemistically like to call a drink?”


  But the invitation went unanswered.


  Confused, she searched his eyes. Dark. Unfathomable. His face was a mask that betrayed nothing.


  “Well, ta!” This time she made a full turn away.


  He grabbed her so fast and held her so tightly that she wasn’t sure if she had actually turned at all. Before she could wonder further, his face moved towards hers and Jeanette held her breath, anticipating theatrical aggression. But she was surprised. His kiss, light and quick; she barely felt the contact.


  With a cool hand on the back of her neck, he brushed his lips over hers a second time, then past her cheek to her right ear, finally to her throat. Instantly, the jugular drew him. Hot. Swollen. Inviting.


  Lust nearly overwhelmed his mind and body and he had to use all the control he could muster to resist the urge to bite her then and there and suck in the warm, coppery liquid.


  He could hear the tension in his voice. “I shall see you again.” He hadn’t intended it as a question or a statement. And more than any command, he knew it sounded exactly like what it was: predestination.


  Julien waited until she left the pub before disappearing into the night, blending with the shadows.


  He prowled the streets with one driving need—thirst!


  The icy burn at the core of his being threatened to annihilate him. Both the chilliness of the night air and the cold within pierced his limbs from opposite directions, forcing him towards warmth.


  Senses alert, he picked up the salty-sweet human scent nearby. Darting down one lane, then another, Julien soon spotted his prey. With the speed and agility of a jungle predator, he overtook the startled young man, overpowering him even before a sound could form on his lips.


  He eased his long canines deep into the delicate throat. Thick liquid heat bubbled from the punctures and, in his lust to drink, he tore away pieces of flesh.


  It was over quickly and the dead, limp body carelessly tossed into the back of a passing garbage disposal truck where within seconds, the remains were crushed beyond recognition.


  Warm and lucid again, Julien licked the last of the delicious saltiness from his lips, thinking of the female. She would be his mate. And if that didn’t work out, he would make her his slave. Either way, he would be satisfied.


  Chapter Three


  As the taxi turned a corner under a lamp post, Jeanette tried to focus on her Rolex. Five a.m. No wonder she was tired! She’d had too much to drink again and stayed at the party longer than she’d wanted. And face it, she told herself, you were bored. This party was just like the last party and the one before that. She’d have rather been with that sexy Count.


  All night long she’d fantasized about the mysterious man from the Player’s. She wondered if she would see him again. Would he remember her address? He didn’t write it down. She’d been a real idiot not to get his number.


  She went over a conversation she’d had just before leaving the party…


  “Priscilla, I met the most fabulous man tonight!”


  “Dear girl, you meet a fabulous man on an average of once each evening. It’s a bloody hobby with you.”


  “I hope I’m not that shallow. Anyway, this one’s different.”


  “Déjà vu time!”


  “Sometimes I get really tired of these new age guys. They’re so, I don’t know, soft in the middle.”


  “I could not agree more. Sensitive is one thing but they really carry it a bit too far, don’t they. Besides, all the good ones are married, gay or eunuchs.”


  “Priscilla, what are you complaining about? You and Alvin have been an item for at least two years.”


  “Precisely my point.”


  “Well, this guy’s unusual. He’s intense. Deep. He makes me feel…special, as though I’m more than just another pretty nouveau riche. He’s not the kind of man you can push around; he might not take no for an answer. That’s kind of thrilling, don’t you think?”


  “If you say so, darling.” Priscilla looked around, bored.


  Jeanette suddenly felt wistful, even melancholy, a feeling that often came over her when she’d had too much to drink. She sensed a loneliness and started to say, “You know, sometimes I think there must be more to life than—”


  “Oh, for heaven’s sake, Jeanette!” Priscilla had cut in sharply. “You’re becoming unbearably existential. Birthdays will do that. Life’s far too short to go off on dreary philosophical tangents. That’s what we pay psychiatrists for. Here. Have another glass of Mumm’s…”


  Jeanette told the taxi driver, “It’s right here.”


  They drove along the roundabout and stopped in front of the marble steps leading up to the entrance of the block of chic Georgian flats. She handed him a ten pound note, saying, “Keep the change.”


  At the door, she searched her handbag. The only light was from a mock gas lamp and, in the state she was in, it wasn’t nearly enough. “Where the hell did I put those damn keys? Why is it I can never find…? Ah!”


  She was fumbling, trying to insert the proper one in the lock, when a pale hand swathed in black reached out and took the keys from her.


  “Julien! What are you doing here?”


  “I believe you offered me refreshment.”


  “Well, I did. God, you fly jet speed. But, it’s okay, really. I drive optima myself. Come on in. The night, she is still young, si?”


  “Indeed,” he said, unlocking the door.


  In the hallway, she moved towards the first door on the left. He unlocked that too, opened it and let her go in first.


  “You’re really up on Victorian manners,” she giggled. “You’d be a real hit at one of my friend, Priscilla’s, parties. What are you doing out there?”


  “I am—how would you phrase it—rather old-world.”


  Jeanette laughed again. “Look, I don’t have any engraved invitations handy so you’d better just come on in before you’re arrested for loitering in my foyer.”


  He stepped inside, locked the door and then handed her the keys which she dropped along with her purse onto a nearby table.


  “Well, this is my hovel. Sit.” She gestured towards the Louis XIV sofa she’d just had re-upholstered in a Regency blue brocade, but he continued standing. She didn’t know what to make of that so she moved across the room to the bar, a little too quickly, nearly losing her balance. “Drink?”


  He didn’t answer and he was looking at her strangely. “Hey, just make yourself at home, okay? I’ll be right back. I want outta this dress! I don’t know how those women did it. Oh, and help yourself to…whatever.”


  She left him by the door and went into the bedroom, thinking maybe this wasn’t such a good idea. She wondered if he’d been hanging around all night waiting for her. He’s acting pretty strange, she thought. And, really, what do I know about this guy? Maybe I should give Richard a call and get him over here, just to be on the safe side.


  She slipped off the tight pigskin and pearl ankle boots and then checked her makeup in the mirror.


  Julien walked to the doorway of the bedroom. The decor of her flat was a relaxing blend of eighteenth century France and England. Robin’s egg walls met white bordered windows and French doors. The blue and gold drapes and one Chippendale chair with a petit-point cushion reminded him of a time before, nearly lost in his memory. It pleased him. But, even more alluring was the woman who stood with her back to him, quietly and seductively removing her jewellery and hair pins.


  “Ravissante!” he murmured. She spun around, startled, the surprise evident on her face.


  “Oh! I thought you were still in the living room.”


  She continued taking the pins from her hair. Brilliant white-gold strands fell across her shoulders and down her back and he felt transfixed by her unique beauty.


  When she finished, she went behind a low dressing screen made of lacquered wood and painted rice paper and took off her clothes. It was just as she was slipping into a Japanese kimono that he moved towards her.


  “Julien, darling, fix me a drink? I know I’m already tipsy and I should have some coffee—probably even an espresso—and I will, but for right now I’d love a scotch. I’m a total scotch fanatic. Just a bit of water and very little—”


  But before she could finish, he grabbed her wrist. Lust spread through him like acid eating away at metal. “You will have nothing further to drink. I do not enjoy the taste of alcohol on my lips or the feel of it in my blood.”


  Jeanette felt intimidated by the way he kept creeping up on her, and upset by how he held her now. But the first reaction she could verbalize was a response to his touch. “Your hand! It’s burning hot!”


  Before she could say another word, he pulled her roughly towards the bed, knocking over the screen. Only his strength and quickness kept her from falling.


  She wanted to protest, to do something about the way he was treating her, but everything was happening so fast that she felt stunned.


  He pinned her arms behind her with one hand and with his free hand undid his pants.


  Pleas tumbled from her lips. “Julien. Darling, please. Don’t be so rough. You don’t have to rape me, for God’s sake. I’d…I’d love to fuck you, really. But, please, let me go. You’re hurting my wrists.”


  “Love?” he sneered. “And what could your kind know of love? You are incapable of comprehending the emotion if not the word itself.”


  His smile was malicious but that’s not what she stared at. Two teeth. Sharp. Fang-like. Unbelievable. A little cry came out of her mouth. He reacted by ripping the silk kimono from her body.


  Her fear accelerated and a full scream raced from the depths of her soul, filling the room, cascading down the walls and seeping under the doors and windows, hoping for contact with human ears. A scream cut short when he shook her and threw her onto the satin duvet.


  Falling. Backwards. Almost in slow motion. Her ears rang and the room went hazy. No! she ordered herself. You will NOT faint!


  The moment she hit the bed he was on her, trapping her arms, pressing her down with the full weight of his body.


  Power surged through him, so delicious that the intensity of it nearly overwhelmed Julien. He pried her lips apart with his and slid his tongue into her hot mouth. She struggled a bit but he sensed that most of her conflict was internal. She seemed unsure of how to respond and that made him want her more.


  He forced his penis deep into her vagina. Sensation flooded him, encouraging immediate ejaculation, but he steeled himself.


  He thrust hard, trying to make her open to him. But almost immediately he realized that wasn’t working. He stopped moving and pushed himself up. He wanted to see her yielding. But what he saw was an intricate maze, a fortress of defences, shutting him out.


  Her defensiveness hurt him.


  The face Jeanette saw terrified her. She tried to speak, to diffuse his desperation, but words wouldn’t come. Instead she pleaded with her eyes.


  He began moving again, slowly, sensually, a rhythmic stroking. He caught her mouth in a passionate kiss and she had trouble believing the change.


  She instructed her body to not respond but it ignored her. His firm flesh massaged the folds of soft, wet skin inside and her own movements became defined as sensations rippled through her.


  Her alcohol-soaked brain refused to analyse the right or wrongness, the seriousness or the consequences of what was happening. All she felt sure of was that she wanted him inside her. And when he let go of her wrists, her arms spontaneously flew around his neck and pulled him closer.


  Her responsiveness aroused him even more. He loved the wetness of her and instinctively moved fast and deep. She was close to release. He let his lips wander to her neck, kissing the smooth skin several times, finally pausing over the jugular.


  Her breath became ragged panting as she closed around him. He felt her coming and held the moment.


  She cried out.


  Julien penetrated the throbbing vein.
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