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			As one great Furnace flam’d, yet from those flames
No light, but rather darkness visible

			 

			John Milton
Paradise Lost

		

	
		
			1

			Even in the darkness, Skye saw his eyes scanning back and forth and knew he was searching for a woman who was easy, one he could take home without much effort.

			She sat in the leather chair and waited for the pseudo-special moment when their eyes would meet, when he would approach her and they would move closer to each other, smelling each other’s scents, and she would whisper the lies into his ear she had practiced for years.

			Funny thing was she could smell him from where she sat. He reeked of semen and heavy cologne. She imagined he’d jerked off ahead of going out on the town to ease his nerves before he started hitting on women. Sad. The fact that he needed drinks to top it off made it even more pathetic. Gel coated his thick black hair, which was parted to the side. His collared shirt was unbuttoned to the sternum, exposing curly black and grey hairs. Industrial music played over the sound system and the man nodded his head to the music in a way that made it seem like he thought people were watching him.

			The other people at the bar were regulars. She’d seen them many times. A man with a mohawk and huge hoop earrings, a woman with tattoos up and down her willowy arms, a few fat drunks, the occasional slick player. Red, yellow and green lights strobed the dance floor, and the crowd moved in synchronous motion to the beats. The bass vibrated over the floor and up her legs.

			She returned her attention to the stranger. Without doubt, she knew he didn’t dance, was too self-conscious, too cool for his own good. He turned away from the dance floor and settled his gaze on her. She moved to the music, swishing her hand in a subtle come-hither motion to him. His gaze shifted away and back again, away and back, then settled on her. He crept toward her, as though if he moved too fast it might blow his cover. She wanted to reach out and grab his neck and pull him to her side and pierce his skin with her long nails.

			Now he stood before her, tapping his foot rhythmically to the music, taking sips from his drink.

			Say something, you idiot, she thought.

			He introduced himself as James and added, “Can I buy you a drink?”

			Of course that was what he would say. She should have known—trying to buy her wiles with money like all the rest. They had no charm, no charisma, just pocketfuls of money to get their way. All the same.

			“Sure,” she said.

			“What would you like?”

			“A cocktail,” she said.

			He motioned to the bartender, at first not getting the guy’s attention, then leaning over and wiping the sweat from his shiny forehead and yelling his order over the music. She was already annoyed with him, but she had to play the game.

			“So what do you do?”

			He looped his thumb through his belt. “I’m a stockbroker.” He looked into the crowd as if waiting for her to catch her breath then faced her again. “You?”

			

			“I don’t work.”

			“Then what do you do?”

			“Have fun,” she said. “Life’s too short to work all the time.”

			“Everybody’s gotta work.” His lip curled into a sneer. “How do you pay bills?”

			“I have my ways.” She patted the seat next to her. “Sit down.”

			He sat beside her. She crossed her legs and leaned toward him, bringing her long red fingernails to the curly hairs of his chest, listening to him talk about the money he made, how fifty thousand a year wasn’t shit, how he could work fifteen hours in a day and bring home more money than most men brought home in a year. The scent of his sweat traced up her nostrils and lingered there like the smell of a squashed stink bug. She hated everything about him—his nasally voice, the perpetual patina of sweat on his forehead, the incessant bragging. Had this worked for him before, trying to seduce women with tales of money-making ventures? She knew he was already hard, so it would be easy to get him to take her back to his place.

			She excused herself to the bathroom.

			She weaved in and out of the cliques standing around, yelling to each other over the music. Blane leaned against the wall beside the dimly lit hallway leading to the bathrooms, his curly black hair hiding his grey eyes. She smiled and tucked a strand of hair behind his ear.

			“What’s he like?”

			“Same as all the others,” she said.

			“You must like him, then.”

			She slapped his shoulder. “Shut up.”

			“How much longer is this gonna take?”

			“You could be on the dance floor,” she said, “working on bringing home a woman, you know.”

			“I know, but you’re so much better at all that.” He winked. “Last time I tried to bring home a woman you got jealous.”

			“You know how sexy you are to me.”

			“Yes,” he said, “I do.”

			She kissed him, twirling her tongue around in his mouth, grabbed the hem of his dirty V-neck in her bony fists and pulled him close, the distant taste of blood still alive inside him. Touching him, being near him, gave her a raw energy. They had been together for countless years, unburdening the night of fools and tricks. To say she loved him would be a miscalculation. They had something stronger than love, unburdened by time, that ebbed and flowed like the seasons of life.

			When she returned to James, he was in a drunken stupor, pulling out a wad of cash to buy more drinks. He said they could do whatever she wanted—crack, heroin, PCP, ecstasy.

			“I want you, silly.”

			“Good choice,” he said.

			She offered her hand and led him to the dance floor and backed into him. His hardness ground against her from behind. He rested his sweaty head on her shoulder and she looked up at the blinding strobe lights spinning through the dark.

			Across the club, Blane sipped a drink and signaled that he would be waiting in the van outside. She waved and continued dancing. Everything was moving along perfectly.

			“Who was that asshole?” James said.

			“Old friend,” she said.

			When the song ended, they left the dance floor and stood in the bar area. She pulled him closer, to where her lips were nearly touching his earlobe.

			“What do I have to do to get you to take me to your place?” she said.

			 

			James knew exactly what he was going to do with this cocky little bitch. Did she really think she was fooling him? She wanted him for his money. They all wanted him for his money.

			“A guy makes fifty thousand a year to get by.” He waved his hand through the air. “That ain’t shit. I piss fifty thousand in a year.”

			She nodded.

			He knew her game. She wasn’t even listening, had no idea what he was saying. He could have been talking about being abducted by aliens from Mars, and she would have nodded stupidly along. God, these women irritated him, but he supposed that was the price he paid for pussy. He’d been with a different woman every night of the week but always pretended like he wanted to take it slow. That was the secret in his estimation—pretend you don’t want it and they want you more.

			He took out a wad of bills for good measure. Show her how loaded he was and she’d be all over his cock. Strangely she didn’t seem to pay attention, even looked away when he did it, as if annoyed.

			He fanned a few bills and signaled to the bartender, finally resorting to shouting his order over the music. He tried to kill his hard-on with thoughts of fat bespectacled women—which he’d resorted to in tougher times—till she led him onto the dance floor and ground against him and he embraced his horniness in all its hardened glory. Her albino skin was cold to the touch and the way she looked at him with those pale blue eyes made him think she might be the freak he’d been looking for all these long years.

			 

			They arrived at the red Victorian house forty minutes past midnight and sat in the Mercedes looking out at the black lake behind it, the half-moon mirrored upon the water. Bach’s Third Orchestral Suite played on the radio.

			His hand moved toward her thigh then trailed back. She rolled her eyes. Was this guy really that much of a loser? Was all his bragging bullshit? Money, cars and a fancy house couldn’t buy him confidence?

			Through the side mirror she saw the black GMC van pull up in the street behind them. James looked through the rear windshield.

			She mimicked him. “Is that someone you know?”

			“Nah,” he said, “I don’t recognize it.”

			He rested his hand on the gearshift and she set hers atop it.

			“Your hand’s cold,” he said.

			“I know.”

			“Want to go inside?”

			“It’s about time,” she said.

			They crossed the front yard, the cool November air nipping at them, and passed through the double doors. In the living room, a tan leather recliner and couch rested before a seventy-inch television mounted on the wall, a top-of-the-line surround sound system hooked into it.

			

			He poured them both a glass of pinot and placed a Rod Stewart CD in the receiver, took her hand and led her to the couch. The glass panels to the side of them provided a clear view of the lake. In the distance a white boat drifted over the water.

			She wondered how many girls he’d taken through this exact routine before placing her hand around his throat and kissing him. Spittle rolled out of his mouth and into hers, its rancid taste causing her to yank her tongue out and peck his thick neck.

			He pushed her head toward his hairy chest and sighed. “Let’s go to my bedroom.”

			They walked through the dark corridors of the house and entered a room with armoires to either side of the bed, a long mirror on the ceiling and a single square window that framed the starry night.

			He slammed the door shut behind him and unbuttoned his trousers and kicked them to the floor.

			 

			“Get on the bed.” James pointed toward it.

			She obeyed with a sneer, propping herself up on her elbows.

			“Take off your clothes, bitch.”

			She raised her eyebrows. “Listen—”

			He raised his hand. “I don’t want to hear your annoying voice anymore.” He swung open one of the doors to the armoire and pulled out a whip, handcuffs and a black leather mask. “I’m going to do what I want with you.” Was she smiling at him? This stupid bitch was smiling? “You want to be punished, don’t you?”

			He ground his teeth together and raised the whip over his shoulder when he heard a rattling sound coming from outside. He took a few steps toward the window then heard the bitch moving behind him. Before he could turn around she had him by the throat.

			She lifted him into the air, held him above her. Red tinged the outskirts of her pale blue eyes and her soft skin looked as though it had hardened, dents pocking her forehead and cheeks. He dropped the whip and mask and tried to tear her hand from his throat. Her grip was too strong. His eyes watered and he couldn’t breathe and he was trying to say please when the window shattered. A dark figure filled the void where the glass had been, crouching like a gargoyle.

			He wanted to scream. Tears flooded his cheeks and he reached forward and stroked her hair, mouthing words he couldn’t say.

			She frowned and threw him across the room and he smashed into the wall and lost his wind and tried to push himself up.

			 

			Blane hopped off the windowsill and stood on the parquet floor.

			He picked up the whip and mask. Kinky bastard. And the world thought people like Skye and him were evil, that they needed to be exterminated.

			He hid his face with the mask and tightened his grip round the whip. “What were you planning on doing with these?”

			James lifted his trembling hands over his head. “I was just playing around.”

			“I’ve seen you before in the clubs,” Blane said, “checking out girls, always waiting till closing time for a really drunk one.” Skye’s hands slid round his waist and rubbed his stomach. “Did you think you were going to fuck my girl?”

			“No.” He choked on the word.

			“You lying to me?”

			“No. Please, I—”

			“I didn’t tell you to say anything else.” Blane squatted, reached forward and lifted the man’s tear-stained chin. “You scared?”

			“Yes.” His voice cracked.

			“Let me ask you a simple question.” He paused. “Would you rather live forever or die tonight?”

			“I don’t know.”

			“You know what I am?”

			“I think so.”

			“Then answer the damn question,” Blane said.

			He squeezed his eyes shut. “Live forever.”

			“Wrong answer.”

			

			Blane rose and lifted the whip high in the air and brought it down with a great whooshing sound. A red slash appeared on James’s back and he screamed. Rivers of blood streamed from the wound. Skye jumped onto his back and bit into the gash, sucking at the blood and tearing at the skin.

			Blane placed his hands on his hips, loving the way his girl tore into fresh meat.

			He sat on the bed and took off the leather mask and set down the whip and waited for his meal. She always left plenty for him. He listened to her growls as she feasted. It made him want to take her back to the cave and make love to her in the darkness, bats screeching in harmony all around them.

		

	
		
			2

			As long as Joshua could remember, he’d always been searching for meaning in life. He thought he found it once, beneath an elm tree before a golden pond, when he kissed Susanne Arnold in the second grade—his first. Then, later still, when he skipped from party to party in high school, from one girl’s panties to another, from one drug to another, each day more hazy than the last.

			College was a breeze, but he spent most of his time alone in a dorm room, till one balmy day during his sophomore year when a reedy-voiced man approached him with a Bible and changed his life. That was when Joshua found a light in all this darkness, when things finally started to make sense.

			Presently he sat in the pews of the Holy Cross Church on the outskirts of Nepenthe, California, deep in prayer, hands folded, eyes closed. The gloomy ambience and smell of linen made it all the more spiritual to him. He loved going inside churches alone at night, looking at the stained-glass windows. He’d tried to attend services, but when everyone was singing on Sunday mornings, it just made him feel empty. Strange how he felt so lonesome in the midst of those crowds when everyone else smiled and sang and laughed.

			He squeezed his hands tighter and prayed harder, then opened his eyes. Water pooled above his lower eyelids.

			He imagined archangels coming out of the stained glass and hovering above him, swinging their fiery swords through the air. What would they say to him? Would they tell him his purpose on this earth? Forgive him his sins?

			A shuffling sound came from behind him. He looked over his shoulder. An old lady pushed herself up the nave using a walker, struggled into one of the pews and bowed her head.

			Joshua rose and walked out of the sanctuary and entered the night.

			He stood on the sidewalk for a while with his hands in his pockets, waiting for the church bells to ring, when across the street he heard a young woman’s scream.

			He walked up the sidewalk to get a closer look. A couple of punks—one skinny and shirtless and the other muscled and mohawked—pushed a girl, probably around eighteen, back and forth between them. The one with the mohawk ripped her shirt open and felt her breasts.

			Joshua looked around. Where were the cops? How did stuff like this happen? He crossed the road, his heart slamming in his skull, unsure of what he was doing, what he’d say.

			“She’s been a bad girl.” The skinny one licked her chest. “We gonna take her home, Troy?”

			“I say we do her right here.”

			The girl sobbed, wiped away a string of snot hanging from her nose.

			“You guys need to leave her alone,” Joshua said.

			Skinny spread his hand as if putting Joshua on display. “The fuck’s this guy?”

			Mohawk pulled a switchblade from his pocket and flipped it open. “How about you mind your own business, bitch?”

			“This is my business.”

			Mohawk moved closer, made big eyes and angled his head to the side. He smelled of turpentine and fetid body odor. “I’ll cut you up,” he said. “Ain’t nobody out here to save your ass.”

			

			The shadow of a large cross stretched over the pavement and cloaked them. Joshua’s racing heart slowed, his limbs loosened, he breathed deeply.

			“Cut me, then,” he said, “but leave her alone.”

			“Guy’s crazy.” Skinny jerked his thumb toward Joshua.

			“Not as crazy as me.” Mohawk grinned. “All right.” He shuffled his feet, circled around as if gathering courage, reached forward and sliced open Joshua’s forearm. “I’ll kill you, man, I’ll open up your throat.”

			The slash burned for a moment. Warm blood bubbled up and washed over his skin.

			Joshua grabbed Mohawk’s wrist and brought the blade to his own throat, the sharp edge pressing against his jugular vein. “Go ahead, I want you to do it.”

			“Stupid son of a bitch.” Mohawk tried to pull the knife away. “Let go of my hand.”

			“I want you to kill me,” he said. “This world is just temporary.”

			The girl backpedaled in the commotion and Skinny grabbed her arm, pulled her close and said, “Where you going, sweetheart?”

			Joshua stared into Mohawk’s eyes and sensed the quivering fear behind them. “Let her go, you can do what you want with me.” He held his gaze, peering deeper, trying to see into the depths of the man, then released the switchblade.

			“Gut him,” Skinny said.

			Mohawk’s lips twitched and he pulled the blade away and backed off. “Let’s get out of here.”

			“What?”

			“Let’s get the hell out of here.”

			“You gonna let him do you like that?”

			He pinched the back of Skinny’s neck.

			“All right, just let go,” Skinny said.

			They jogged into the night, their feet pattering on the concrete, and disappeared around a corner.

			The girl stood with her arms crossed, crying harder now, her long black hair hiding her eyes. Cuts zigzagged up and down her forearms and biceps.

			

			From an apartment balcony, a couple guys sipped forty ounces and howled into the darkness. Cars drifted past in the street.

			Something has to be done about this world, Joshua thought. One person at a time could make a difference. He could make a difference somehow. He looked skyward, to the invisible heavens above, and asked for guidance.

			“You all right?” he said to the girl.

			She didn’t answer, lowered her head.

			He took a few steps toward her and touched her elbow. “Hey, lady, you okay?”

			She snapped her head up. “Don’t fucking touch me.”

			He raised his hands, palms facing her. “I’m only trying to help.”

			“Go help somebody who needs it.”

			“You damn sure looked like you needed it.”

			“Those were my boyfriends, asshole,” she said.

			Joshua slid his hands in his pockets and moved away from her.

			She turned her back on him and shambled off in the direction the punks had gone. For a while he stood there recapping the scene in his mind. Every day and night he saw something like this and did what everyone else did—nothing. What changed today? What spurred him into action? He shook his head. It was something metaphysical, beyond him. It was as though he’d followed a command from somewhere else, someone else. All around him he watched the world go to pieces day by day, fall away bit by bit. If it weren’t for God, he would have nothing, would probably be wandering the streets and cutting himself like the girl. He had his parents, and they supported him, but they didn’t understand his heart, that it was longing for something more than a desk job. Twenty-two years old and they kept telling him he was running out of time. What was life if he wasted the whole of it working for somebody else when his heart was in serving his master?

			He crossed the street and slid into the driver’s seat of his silver Toyota, turned up the jazz music playing on the radio and closed his eyes. There something You’re trying to tell me, God? Sometimes the answers came to him in flashes—momentary visions eclipsing his mind and disappearing—and other times they didn’t come at all.

			

			On his way home he searched for hidden signs that might guide him. A homeless man with a long grey beard in a black beanie sat on the curb, a raccoon ducked into a sewer, the stars shimmered above, a telephone pole tilted toward the street, the sulky yellow lights of cars flooded the night.

			He popped his knuckles on the steering wheel and sighed.

			When he arrived at his austere apartment, he took off his sweater and tossed it on the breakfast table. The place smelled of lavender. A brown velour couch and ottoman sat in the living room. A Bible rested on the ottoman along with various texts: Confessions by Saint Augustine, The Imitation of Christ by Thomas A. Kempis, Summa Theologica by Saint Thomas Aquinas, Selected Writings by Meister Eckhart and others. A giant wooden cross with pearl beads along the edges hung from the wall. No television. No radio. His parents paid for the place but kept urging him to find work. He gave halfhearted efforts and interviewed for jobs he didn’t want, always reporting his failures back to his mother, acting as if the whole situation was hopeless, when really he was biding time waiting for guidance from the Lord.

			He went to the bathroom, wet a cotton ball with alcohol and rubbed it on the cut. It burned for a few seconds then soothed him, and he wrapped gauze round the wound and taped it off. Afterward, he grabbed a bottle of cold water from the fridge and downed it with one long pull, bathing his parched throat, tossed it in the trash and went to his room, kneeled beside the king-size bed, placed his elbows on the mattress and folded his hands.

			“Tell me what I should do,” he said. “Guide me.”

			 

			Hank sat in his cubicle and stared at the spreadsheet he’d been working on for two weeks. The numbers blurred together for a moment then separated.

			His phone rang and he looked at the number. His boss—Allan Roth. A couple of female coworkers who sat catercorner to him gossiped, had been sitting there talking for at least two hours. He found it amazing that in the midst of the layoffs they had somehow managed to keep their jobs. The phone stopped ringing and he crossed his legs and folded his arms over his chest. It rang again. He picked it up.

			“This is Hank.”

			“Can you come see me in my office?” Allan said.

			“About what?”

			“I’d rather talk in person.”

			“Okay.”

			Hank hung up the phone and listened to the girls’ conversation for a moment. They talked of sex and booze and bars and boys. He was probably the only person in their row of cubicles who didn’t go out drinking. His coworkers rarely talked to him unless they needed something. He’d given up partying long ago for marriage and children, though those things had left him dry and alone too.

			He sighed and rose from his chair and walked up the hallway, nodding to a few coworkers along the way, and went into his boss’s office.

			Allan pointed at the door. “Can you close the door, please?”

			Hank shut it and took the seat opposite him. A manila folder rested on the desk with his name upon it.

			“What’s this about?” Hank said.

			Allan picked up the folder, ran his fingers up and down the edges of it. “There’s really not an easy way to say this, Hank.”

			“To say what?”

			“We’re going to have to let you go.”

			It felt as if a hand squeezed the lining of his stomach. “What?”

			“It’s not easy for us either, but based on your skill code—”

			“What about the girls who sit on their asses talking all day?”

			Allan shrugged. “I’m not the one who makes these decisions. It’s almost automated, and I know with your intelligence and skill set that you’ll be fine out there.”

			“I’m forty-eight years old and the economy’s shit. You’re joking, right?”

			“I’m going to have to ask you to refrain from using harsh language.”

			“All these years I’ve worked here,” Hank said, “and this is how it ends?”

			“Unfortunately.” Allan cleared his throat. “However, you do have two more months with us…”

			

			Hank scoffed and rolled his eyes.

			“…and based on your time with us, you’re eligible for a pension as well as six months’ pay when you leave the job.”

			Allan kept talking, his words nothing more than white noise anymore.

			Hank’s thoughts wandered to what he’d do with all the free time. In imagination, he saw himself alone on the couch at the house, finally growing tired of it all and placing a shotgun across his lap, feeling the cold steel on his bare thighs, then putting the barrel in his mouth and bringing his big toe to the trigger. He shook the image from his skull. There were other things he could do—seek out companionship, hang out with friends who’d fallen by the wayside, pursue new hobbies.

			When Allan finished talking, Hank took the manila folder, carried it back to his desk, grabbed his briefcase and walked toward the exit, the hand reaching deeper and deeper within him, grasping more and more of his stomach.

			The floor tilted out from beneath him. Outside he stopped on the stone steps and put his hands on his knees, catching his breath. A couple people stood by the road smoking cigarettes and looking at him. What business was it of theirs? Everyone was always worried about everyone else. He wanted to tell them to fuck off, to mind their own business, but picked himself up and stalked to his beige Buick in the parking garage and sat in the driver’s seat soaking in the truth of it all.

			On the way home he passed the Nepenthe city limits sign and drove up Highway 8 and parked across the street from a place he’d wondered about many times. ADULT VIDEO 24 HOURS was scrawled across the yellow sign in big red letters. On the black windows hung other signs: PEEPSHOWS, ALL THE RENTALS YOU NEED FOR $10 PER MONTH, BEST SELECTION OF ADULT DVDS IN THE CITY. He studied the variety of cars in the parking lot—shiny Mercedes and BMWs, rusty Fords and GMCs, middle-of-the-road Chryslers and Hondas. He stayed there till twilight fell, grey and purple streaking the sky, watching customers flow in and out.

			Later, he arrived at home, a one-story brown stucco house. He crossed the lawn, the grass rising to his shins, and walked inside. A mustiness hung in the air. Even though the divorce had happened some years ago, the place still looked as though it was in the throes of a depression—dishes piled high in the sink, crumbs and stray tears in the carpet, a few crooked paintings on the wall. A couple dead roaches lay upside down in the kitchen. He’d always felt like he was too busy to pick them up, but now he had plenty of time. He grabbed a paper towel and tossed the roaches on top of the overflowing trash.

			He opened the fridge and peered inside. Only a couple slices of ham and some white bread. He fixed a sandwich, took a bite, sat down on the couch in the living room and turned on the television. On an end table off to the side rested a tattered picture of him and his wife Meredith in happier times. Beside it was a smaller picture of his son Joshua, whom he rarely spoke to anymore.

			How had he ended up alone, of all people? Meredith had cheated on him from the moment they said I do, a different man every month during their many years together. He thought if he ignored it maybe it would go away over time, but it only grew worse. Joshua must have known about it, maybe blamed himself or Hank, but clearly not his mother. Sometimes in those days Hank sat in his car out on the street, waiting for the newest stranger to finish fucking his wife and leave the house. Once he actually went around back and peered through the window and watched a young man, twenty-five at the most, fuck his wife. Pain knotted his stomach and he closed his eyes and leaned against the house and slowly lowered and folded his arms round his knees. To know was one thing, to see was another. But sleeping with someone was better than sleeping alone, so he absorbed it, accepted it, still loved her somehow in spite of it, even in the long sexless years that passed between them.

			He couldn’t remember when he’d last experienced a woman’s touch, had almost forgotten what it felt like.

			He picked up the landline—he still refused to buy a cell—and dialed Meredith’s number.

			“Hey.” She sounded bored already.

			“I just thought I should let you know they’re letting me go at work.”

			“Okay.” She sighed. “Don’t think this gets you out of paying alimony.”

			“Do we always have to talk about money?”

			

			“That’s about all we have to talk about, isn’t it?” Her voice was stern and forceful, a stratum of anger underlying it.

			“What about Joshua?”

			“What about him?” she said.

			He rubbed his creased forehead. “I’d like to talk to him.”

			“So call him.”

			“He never answers the phone.”

			“Maybe there’s a reason for that,” she said.

			“Can you just tell him to call me, please?” Someone laughed in the background. “Hello?”

			“I’ll tell him.”

			“What’d you put into his head anyway?”

			“You know what, fuck you,” she said. “You were always working, never around. I’m not to blame here.”

			He massaged his temple, listened to the line go dead, the steady beep that followed. Why did she have to be such a bitch all the time? Couldn’t they at least be friends? He grew tired of watching part of his paycheck disappear to a woman who treated him like shit. He would show her one day, would show everyone he was not to be stepped on.

			 

			They passed beneath the velvet curtain that hung inside the mouth of the cave to shield them from sunlight, passed over the rocks and clefts and came to the center, where a musty sofa and a couple of dank leather chairs sat in the middle of a domelike dwelling. The ocean waves lapped against the rocks outside, spreading the smell of brine within.

			Skye lay on the sofa, letting her smooth hair fall over the edge, and watched Blane walk over the smooth stones, the bottle of James’s blood in his fist. She needed to talk to him about a child, for she’d wanted one for a long time but was afraid to bring it up.

			Before meeting Blane her dream was to be a mother, to raise children, to live in a house with a doting husband and make love every night, but that dream was dashed the night she met him outside the Lucky Strike Bar down by the water. There was something dreamlike about him even then, the way he made her desire him with a single look. He didn’t have to say a word and she’d fallen into his arms and begged him to take her home. Strange thing was that every time they wound up somewhere different—the grassy woods, the back of a random pickup, an empty house that was for sale, the backseat of her Chevy Malibu. Why didn’t he ever just take her to his place? It was like he was hiding something. Then one night she found out what that something was—

			“You want any more of this?” Blane held the bottle up. The black liquid floated around inside it.

			“Yes.”

			He lit a small fire and she sat beside him. They took turns swigging the rest of James’s blood.

			“I’ve been thinking,” she said.

			“About what?”

			“You ever thought about having kids?”

			He shook his head. “Not really. This life doesn’t leave room for kids.”

			“What about before this?”

			“Barely remember,” he said. “Seems like a dream now.”

			“I know.” She wet her bottom lip with her teeth. “But sometimes I think about it.”

			“About what?” He twisted his eyebrows into a frown.

			“You know, about kids.”

			He scoffed. “Really, Skye? What about them?” He raised his hands, offering the cave. “You think this is a good place to raise a child?” He handed her the bottle. “You want to feed him this, take him away from his life?”

			She grimaced. “It’s something I’ve always wanted.”

			“You left that behind when you came here.”

			“I didn’t have much of a choice in the matter, did I?”

			He raised his hand above his shoulder. “That’s bullshit.”

			“Go ahead.” She inclined her chin. “Hit me.”

			He snorted and looked toward the velvet curtain.

			She sipped the blood. At least she was telling the truth. He needed to know what was inside her from time to time. She couldn’t go on year after year, spreading out into the night, killing, bringing home food, sleeping, waking to do it all over again without anything new to show for
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