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Chloe Quinn found it strange. Very strange.

She had noticed the man standing on that street corner for quite a while now.

It was clearly June. The air was heavy with summer heat, the kind of weather where everyone wore short sleeves and skirts and still complained it was too hot. But that man at the corner was dressed in a thick trench coat. It was oversized and bulky, with a hood attached. The coat wrapped him from head to toe so completely that even his face was hidden from view.

And yet, for some reason, Chloe had the distinct feeling that he was watching her.

From where she stood, she could not make out the expression in the eyes hidden beneath his hood. Still, she knew. He had to be looking at her.

A chill of fear rose in her chest without warning.

It was broad daylight, a bright sunny morning. The street was crowded, noisy, alive with movement. But all at once, Chloe felt as if none of it existed anymore. Her entire attention had been seized by the man on the corner. In that brief instant, she felt as though his gaze had turned her cold to the bone. She no longer dared to look at him directly.

So she lowered her eyes.

When she finally gathered the courage to glance toward the corner again, the man was gone.

The corner stood empty. Only a green trash bin remained there, lonely and still, as though the man had never been there at all.

Chloe blinked.

Maybe she was just exhausted from last night's shift and seeing things. Or maybe her imagination had not yet outgrown its melodramatic phase, and she had simply invented him in her head.

How else could she explain it?

...

The bus stop was crowded and noisy. The world gradually came back into focus.

Behind Chloe stood a mother and her little son, laughing and chatting about something. She turned to glance at them, then smiled faintly to herself. This was normal. This felt like real life again.

She had barely finished that thought when a sharp scream suddenly tore through the air behind her.

Startled, she whipped around.

At some point, Noah Parker had slipped free from his mother's hand and run into the middle of the road, bouncing along without a care. And at that exact moment, a dump truck was barreling straight toward him.

It did not slow down.

If anything, it seemed to charge straight at him.

Chloe's mind stalled for half a second.

Then, without the slightest hesitation, she ran.

She lunged forward and caught the edge of the boy's shirt. With all her strength, she shoved him toward the roadside.

And then—

It was as though she saw herself flying.

Chloe did not know how to describe the feeling. It seemed as if her body had been flung into the air, tracing a strangely graceful arc. The boy landed safely by the curb.

She, however, fell beneath the wheels of the truck.

She thought she heard it—the horrifying sound of the truck crushing over her body. The boy's terrified crying. His mother's hysterical screams from not far away.

And somehow, in that last terrible moment, she still found time to look toward the same street corner.

He was there again.

The man in the black trench coat stood exactly where he had before, motionless, watching her.

This time, she could finally see his eyes.

They were an astonishing shade of blue.

And even then, with death closing in, Chloe had the absurd thought that they were beautiful—so beautiful that it felt like a pity to die after seeing them only once.

For a fleeting instant, regret struck her.

Was she dying?

Was this really it?

If she died just like this, what would happen to her parents?

She had not even had the chance to repay them, not properly. That thought left a trace of sorrow in her heart.

And yet... she did not regret what she had done.

At the very end of her life, she had died saving someone.

Thinking that, she actually felt a little comforted.

At last, she was lying on the ground. People crowded around her. Some were patting her face, some were making frantic phone calls, some were screaming. With the last scraps of consciousness she had left, Chloe tried to force her eyes open.

But in the end, she could not hold on.

Her eyelids fell shut.

Her awareness faded away, little by little.

And then she died.

* * *
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How much time passed between losing consciousness and regaining it, Chloe had no idea.

What she saw when she opened her eyes was not a hospital room.

It was a bedroom.

The room was dim, with no lights turned on. On the bedside table in the distance sat an elegant silver candlestick, its flame burning softly and casting a warm glow across the darkness.

Chloe stared at it blankly.

Then a pleasant male voice reached her ears.

"You're awake."

Only then did she notice the man sitting on the sofa not far away.

It was him.

The man from the street corner that morning.

She recognized him instantly, after only one glance. Those ocean-blue eyes were impossible to forget. But now he had taken off the heavy trench coat. Dressed in casual clothes, he leaned back lazily against the sofa, studying Chloe where she lay in bed.

She took a moment to process what was happening, but still could not understand it.

She had been hit by a dump truck. Her bones should have been shattered. So why was she here, speaking face-to-face with this man as though nothing had happened?

Everything had happened too fast, leaving her dazed.

When she finally came back to herself, she tried moving.

Her body moved.

Startled, she lifted the blanket covering her and looked down.

What she saw was beyond anything she had expected.

She was still wearing the same dress from that morning, but it was soaked and stained with blood. The blood had dried into dark patches all over the fabric, some spots so deep red they had already turned purple. It was a gruesome sight.

The man spoke again.

"You'd better not move too much right now. It takes time for the blood to fully merge."

Merge?

The word sounded bizarre.

Chloe turned toward him, her thoughts racing. In that instant, countless possibilities flashed through her mind, and in the end she could not stop herself from blurting out, "Why? Why is this happening? Why is my body fine? Why am I in your house? What do you want from me? Are you a human trafficker?"

The man clearly had not expected that barrage of questions. He frowned slightly, looking unaccustomed to being interrogated like that.

He did not answer immediately.

Instead, he sat there calmly, crossing his long legs with easy elegance. Then he slowly picked up a glass of red liquid from the coffee table, took a small sip, and gently swirled it before saying to her, "The liquid in this glass was just drawn from your artery. It tastes quite good."

Under normal circumstances, Chloe would have assumed she had run into a lunatic.

But from the moment she saw him on that street corner that morning, nothing about her life had followed any normal track.

At this point, she had no idea what kind of expression she was even supposed to wear.

She opened her mouth several times before finally asking uncertainly, "Don't tell me you're one of those people who lives on blood. That kind of melodramatic line only works in fiction. I'm not buying it."

She paused, then added more firmly, "Explain exactly what happened. Otherwise, I'm calling the police."
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The man in front of her clearly did not care in the slightest about Chloe's attitude.

After listening to her string of accusations, he merely lifted his eyes and glanced at her once. Then he continued tracing slow circles along the rim of his glass with pale, elegant fingers. The lazy look on his face made him seem like a graceful, dangerously seductive cat.

When he still said nothing, Chloe began to panic.

She hurriedly climbed out of bed and started searching for her bag. Her phone was inside it. Since it was obviously impossible to have a normal conversation with this man, who seemed trapped in some absurd fantasy of his own, calling the police felt like the wiser choice. Once the police arrived, she would naturally find out what had really happened.

The moment the man saw her get up, his beautiful blue eyes blinked once.

Then he spoke again, his voice low and elegant, rich as a cello.

"Strictly speaking, you're already dead. If you call the police now, the authorities in your country will probably deal with you the way people deal with a corpse that refuses to stay dead."

Chloe's hand froze over her bag.

She paused, then slowly turned back to stare at him in disbelief.

He seemed rather pleased by her expression. The corners of his lips curved slightly, and a smile bloomed across his face.

It was an extraordinarily beautiful smile—beautiful enough to steal a person's breath.

But in Chloe's eyes, that beauty carried something terrifying beneath it, a faint trace of bloodthirst that made her scalp prickle.

He spoke again.

"If you don't believe me, check for yourself. See whether you still have a heartbeat... or breath."

At his words, the color drained from Chloe's face.

Almost mechanically, she lifted a hand and pressed it to her chest.

Nothing.

No beat. No movement. No sign of life.

Her panic spiked. She quickly held a hand beneath her nose, testing for breath.

Again, nothing.

No warmth. No airflow. Only stillness.

For a moment, she simply could not accept it.

How could this be possible?

How could she have no heartbeat, no breath—and still be conscious?

It made no sense.

Countless wild thoughts crashed through her mind, and finally she blurted out, "Did I die and turn into a ghost? And you—you're not human either, are you? You're some kind of soul collector here to take me away." She paused, sounding oddly troubled as she added, "That has to be it. It's the only explanation my brain can come up with."

The man showed no particular reaction to her muttering. He merely arched one brow and said calmly, "I can tell you what happened, and why. But I have a condition."

Chloe walked over and stopped in front of him, looking more dispirited than before. She studied him uncertainly, tilting her head as though trying to figure him out.

Then she said slowly, "I'm already dead. No heartbeat, no breathing. I'm basically a moving corpse. And you still think you can make demands of me?"

That amused him.

A smile spread across his face again, made even more lethal by those devastatingly beautiful features.

Under the weight of his gaze, Chloe felt deeply uncomfortable. Even without a heartbeat, she still had the distinct sense that something was very wrong.

She turned her face away and tried not to look at him.

Then, inwardly, she reminded herself that in front of real danger, a handsome face was just decoration.

The man on the sofa naturally saw all of this—her tightly shut eyes, her conflicted expression, the way she was obviously fighting with herself. With some interest, he took another sip from the unidentified red liquid in his glass, clearly curious to see what she would do next.

At last, Chloe seemed to brace herself.

She looked up at him again and said quietly, "Until I understand exactly what happened, I'm not agreeing to any condition from anyone."

He did not seem surprised by her answer in the least.

If anything, there was a trace of satisfaction on his face, as though this response fit perfectly with the version of her he had already formed in his mind.

He even nodded, apparently quite pleased, which only made Chloe more irritated.

He set the glass in his hand onto the coffee table, then beckoned to her.

"Come here."

As he spoke, he patted the sofa beside him, making it very clear that he wanted her to sit there.

His tone was commanding, impossible to argue with.

But his expression remained gentle.

Chloe felt as though she had been bewitched. Otherwise, how could she have obediently walked over after hearing those two words—and even sat down?

He seemed satisfied by this rare display of obedience.

His beautiful eyes rested on her, something dark and unreadable moving beneath the surface, as though he were trying to see through her completely.

That look unsettled her. After sitting down, she lowered her gaze again, doing her best not to meet his eyes.

Her awkwardness clearly pleased him.

A low laugh escaped him before he murmured, "You don't need to be so nervous. Since I brought you back, I have no reason to harm you now."

That sentence contained far too much information.

Chloe took a moment to process it before asking, "So it really was because of you? The reason I still have consciousness even though I don't have a heartbeat or breath... that's because of you, isn't it? Why did you save me?"

As usual, he did not answer her question directly.

Instead, he turned to her and said, "There is one question I need to ask you. If your answer satisfies me, I will explain everything."

By now, Chloe was thoroughly fed up with his endless detours and evasions. But she had to know what had happened to her.

So she forced herself to stay patient and said, "Fine. Ask. As long as it's not something too personal, I'll answer honestly."

He seemed faintly intrigued—not only by her rare cooperation, but also by the way her cheeks puffed up slightly when she was annoyed.

Curious, he reached out and poked her cheek with one finger.

Then, with genuine puzzlement, he asked, "You've stopped breathing, so how can you still puff up your face like that?"

His finger was icy cold, with not the slightest trace of warmth.

When it touched her skin, Chloe felt no flutter of embarrassment, no nervous sweetness—nothing of the sort. On the contrary, she was instinctively wary of this man. The moment he touched her, she quickly pulled away.

He showed no annoyance at her reaction.

Instead, he simply turned slightly and studied her for a moment before finally asking, in that same elegant tone, "Tell me this. At the intersection this morning, you clearly had no ability to save that little boy. So why did you still rush into the road without regard for your own life? And now, looking back, do you regret that stupidity at all?"

His question made Chloe pause.

Thinking back on it now, she could admit that her actions had been reckless.

But stupid?

That was too far.

If everyone stood by and did nothing in a moment like that—if everyone chose self-preservation and watched a child die—then what kind of world would that be?

The more she thought about it, the calmer she became.

She lifted her head and looked straight into his eyes.

With a small smile, she said slowly, "I can tell you very clearly that I don't regret it at all. Even if you've turned me into... whatever this is." She paused, then continued, "And if the same thing happened again, I would still do it without hesitation."

After a brief pause, she added, "As for the reason you're asking for, I don't think saving someone needs a reason. In that kind of situation, even if I hadn't stepped in, someone else would have. So I can't really give you the answer you want."

After hearing that, the man kept the faint smile on his lips, but his brows drew together just slightly.

The expression on his face became unreadable.
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After a long silence, the man finally let the expression on his face settle. The corner of his mouth lifted faintly, and in a slow, low voice he said, "What a painfully dull answer."

He cast Chloe a sidelong glance before speaking again.

"I forgot to introduce myself. My name is Arthur Blackwood. I am what your people would call a vampire. I hope that introduction doesn't frighten you."

Arthur delivered those words with effortless elegance.

Chloe, meanwhile, could only sit there with her mouth slightly open in shock. Once that shock passed, she lifted a trembling hand and pointed at the glass on the coffee table.

"So what you said just now—that you were actually drinking my blood—that was real?" She stared at him, then blurted out, "Why does that feel so disgustingly perverse?"

The moment she said it, she frowned, suddenly feeling that something was off. Then irritation burst out of her all at once.

"No, wait. Why am I not more shocked? Vampires actually exist in this world? I shouldn't be accepting this so easily, should I? Shouldn't my normal reaction be to jump up and start screaming? Why am I still calm enough to complain about it?"

If she did not vent like this, she felt as though her entire worldview might collapse under the speed of these revelations.

Arthur, however, seemed to have developed an immunity to her bluntness. Even after being called perverse and mercilessly mocked, he merely raised a brow and continued to look at her with that same gentle expression, as though he were murmuring sweet words to a lover.

Chloe had very little resistance to a face like that. And from the limited things she knew, vampires were supposed to be frighteningly extraordinary creatures. So despite herself, she quieted down.

Arthur seemed pleased by her silence.

In that moment, she looked to him like a rabbit that had stopped struggling—a small, defenseless thing that made one want to toy with it.

At last, Chloe remembered the important question. With obvious urgency, she reached out and grabbed the edge of Arthur's clothing, asking hesitantly, "I know a little about vampires. If I'm guessing right... did you turn me into one of you?"

Arthur neither denied it nor admitted it. He only lazily lowered his gaze to the hand clutching his clothes.

Across the long, monotonous stretch of his thousands of years, he had met many kinds of people—those who feared him, those who hated him, those who stood against him. But never had he met someone who, upon first meeting him, dared to tug at his clothes while asking him such bizarrely teasing questions.

The girl before him might no longer count as a proper human being, but even so, she stirred a flicker of interest in him.

A smile of dangerous beauty curved across his lips.

Almost absently, he reached out, and before Chloe could react, his hand closed around her wrist.

Only then did she seem to realize what a reckless thing she had done. Her expression stiffened. A trace of danger flashed through her mind, and she hurriedly said, "Sorry. I was just anxious for a moment. I shouldn't have grabbed your clothes."

Arthur clearly had not expected her to apologize so decisively. He looked faintly disappointed.

But the hand wrapped around her wrist did not loosen.

Instead, he tightened his grip slightly and gave a small pull.

Chloe fell straight into his arms.

His embrace was just like his hand—cold, without the slightest trace of warmth. His presence crashed into her senses with unsettling force. And Chloe found it strange beyond words that even though she no longer breathed, she could still smell the faint, intoxicating scent of mint clinging to him.

As a girl, she felt that she ought to struggle at least a little, if only to show resistance.

But she was also curious.

Why had Arthur suddenly pulled her into his arms?

That brief moment of hesitation cost her the chance. By the time she came back to herself, Arthur had already gathered her fully against his chest.

At such close range, Chloe finally got a proper look at him.

To be honest, because Arthur had always given her a mysterious, bloodthirsty impression, she had never really dared to look straight at his face before. But in this position, she had no way to avoid it.

And the closer she looked, the more flawless he seemed.

If she absolutely had to find fault with him, then only one thing stood out: his skin was too pale. Not pale in a healthy way, but so white it bordered on eerie, a kind of unnatural beauty. Personally, Chloe still preferred the healthy complexion of ordinary people.

Arthur clearly knew she was studying him, and studying him rather intently.

For some reason, that put him in a strangely subtle mood. His expression softened into deeper laziness, and with the faintest smile he asked, "Why are you suddenly no longer in a hurry to ask all your questions?"

That reminder worked like a signal.

Chloe instantly snapped back to herself. She shifted a little in his arms and asked, "Why are you suddenly hugging me?"

Yes, why?

A whim? A passing amusement? Another moment of idle entertainment, the way someone might tease a pet when in a good mood?

Her question seemed to make Arthur think for a moment.

The slight weight in his arms, the lingering texture of a body that had not yet completely lost its human softness—both of those things stirred an old sense of longing in him. It was only a simple embrace, yet unexpectedly, he found that he did not want to let her go.

Instead, he held her a little tighter and asked, "Do you dislike it? My embrace."

Chloe was caught off guard by the question.

She opened her mouth several times, wrestled with herself for a while, and finally said, "I don't really want to admit it... but no, I don't hate it."

That clumsy, guileless answer was enough to improve Arthur's mood.

He had no intention whatsoever of putting her back where she had been sitting. On the contrary, he tightened his arms around her and said with perfect calm, "You asked earlier whether I turned you into a vampire."

He paused, then continued, "So if I gave you the choice now, would you be willing to become a vampire like me?"

This time Chloe had learned her lesson. She did not answer his question directly. Instead, she raised a brow and said, "The fact that you're asking means you didn't actually turn me into a vampire, right?"

Then, as usual, her thoughts took a sharp turn.

"And honestly, I find something else even stranger. In Chinese stories, shouldn't our local specialties be zombies and demons? So why is it that a foreign import like you is the one showing up in this city? No matter how I look at it, you seem very un-Chinese. So to put it plainly, are you basically a foreign monster?"

Arthur listened to her rapid-fire rambling without the slightest sign of annoyance. He took one of her hands into his and played with it idly. Her dress was still streaked with dried blood, but that clearly did not bother him in the least.

As he toyed with her hand, he explained slowly, "That's right. I did not turn you into a vampire like me. I only placed part of my own essence into your body. With that gift, you were able to continue living."

He paused, then went on, "Unfortunately, you can no longer live like a normal human being. You have no heartbeat, no breath. Strictly speaking, you are only half alive now. Holding the ritual to make you a true vampire would be simple enough. But I would rather let you choose for yourself."

He paused again there, then lifted his eyes to study her expression. Seeing that she seemed capable of accepting what he had said, he continued.

"As for why I appeared here at all, it is because this was the place where I last went into dormancy. So there is nothing strange about my presence in your country. Your own historical records mention me. I came here long before your nation was called by its current name."

By the time he finished speaking, Arthur seemed even more relaxed than before.

He lifted a hand and traced the line of Chloe's brow with leisurely care, then said in a casual tone, "Do you remember the condition I mentioned? I've now told you everything you wanted to know. So now it is my turn to name my condition."
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Now that Chloe finally understood what had happened, she found that she felt very little joy about still being alive.

She only frowned, slipped out of Arthur's arms, and asked softly, "If everything is really the way you said, then does that mean that if I want to keep living, I can only go on like this—like some kind of living dead? No breath, no heartbeat. And if I'm guessing right, I probably don't need food anymore either. All those normal human inconveniences are gone too, aren't they? For example... I'll never cry again. And things like periods—they're gone too, right?"

Arthur did not know where this sudden wave of emotion in her was coming from, but he still gave a slight nod in answer to her questions.

At last, Chloe knew the truth.

And she knew clearly what she would have to face from now on.

For a moment, she was so devastated she almost wanted to cry. Her eyes had already turned red. But she had forgotten—she was no longer truly human. No matter how miserable she felt, no tears would ever fall again.

It took her a long while to gather herself. Then she lifted her head and looked at Arthur, saying each word with painful clarity.

"Do you know what this means? Even if I keep existing in this world, I'll never be able to live like a normal person again. I can't fall in love normally, get married, have children. Living like this is no different from being dead. What gave you the right to decide for me that I would want to keep living in this state?"

Her tone was full of accusation, not polite in the slightest.

And yet Arthur did not seem angry at all.

He curved his lips slightly, then reached out, picked her up with ease, and set her down on the sofa. His movements were incredibly gentle, as if she were some fragile porcelain doll.

After settling her in place, he even patted her hair in a soothing way. His expression was so gentle it seemed as though it could melt into water.

The anger and resentment Chloe had been holding onto faded almost immediately under that quiet comfort. She hated herself a little for being so easy to calm, so she pouted in protest, trying to show that she was still unhappy.

Arthur saw it and pressed her lips flat again with his finger.

"Don't."

His tone left no room for argument.

Still unconvinced, Chloe glared at him again, showing one small canine tooth as she muttered, "I don't care. Please let me die again."

Arthur was genuinely surprised.

She had already died once, and yet she still was not afraid of death. If anything, she seemed prepared to do it again.

His finger was still resting against her slightly damp lips. Even if the girl before him was no longer fully human, the softness of her body still carried an unsettling kind of allure.

His fingertip lingered, stroking her lips for a moment, until Chloe finally lost patience and bit down on it. Only then did he laugh softly and withdraw his hand.

That little exchange did not seem to affect him in the slightest.

He sat upright on the sofa again, and this time his tone turned unusually serious.

"Are you certain? Are you sure you want to die again?" He looked at her steadily. "I can grant any wish you ask of me, as long as you've thought it through."

Oddly enough, that answer only made Chloe hesitate.

What he meant was simple enough: dying again would be easy. But being given a second chance at life was probably not something that could happen twice.

He was offering her a choice.

And that made it harder.

In that instant, her indecision felt strangely similar to the moment students fill out their college applications—choosing between a major they truly love but might never get into, or a safer option they do not really want but know they can have. There was no perfect answer.

Arthur naturally saw all of her hesitation.

But he did not rush her.

Instead, he absently played with a loose strand of hair that had fallen over her forehead and said gently, "You don't have to answer immediately. I can give you time."

After hearing that, Chloe looked up at him and bit her lip slightly before asking with some difficulty, "Can you tell me why you saved me in the first place?"

Arthur seemed a little surprised by the question. He turned to look at her properly.

What he saw was her pale, troubled expression, and those reddened eyes—eyes that wanted to cry, yet could not.

For some reason, the sight stirred something in him.

A faint reluctance. A kind of softness he had almost never felt before.

To Arthur, that emotion was unfamiliar. It brought him a strange sense of pleasure, but also unease, because he did not yet know how to handle it.

In the end, he lifted a hand and patted her cheek lightly.

His low voice carried an unusual softness as he said, "Foolish girl. Saving you was nothing more than a whim." He paused, then continued, "If I had known it would only cause you pain, I should not have interfered."

After a brief silence, he added, "If staying like this truly makes you miserable, then I can let you leave this world without pain."

His gentleness soothed her more than she wanted to admit.

Chloe realized that perhaps she should not have judged Arthur so harshly. And she certainly should not have taken her frustration out on him.

Once she thought it through, she began to feel that blaming him was not entirely fair.

Maybe this situation was not so terrible after all.

Yes, she would never count as normal again. She would no longer need food, or the bathroom, or worry about not having enough time in the day
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