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For those of us who like the darker side of love...

The First Tale From Nightfall...
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Chapter One


Prologue
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The young woman had crept away from her eighteenth birthday party and into the nearby woods. She had wanted to be with him. She had wanted that since he had first arrived in town. He had come with others. There had been a group of them – perhaps thirty, but no more. Some men, others were women but no children. They travelled in a long procession of wooden carts drawn along by the sleekest of horses. Some of the carts had looked more like wooden caravans on giant wheels with spokes that turned in a mesmerizing fashion. These strangers with their so very pale faces, bright blue eyes, and jet black clothes had made camp in the woods at the edge of town – the woods that the young woman now crept through in her long party dress, which whispered about her ankles. 

After setting up camp, the strangers had erected tents and stalls, where they performed magic tricks with sleight of hand, smoke and mirrors. They displayed creatures the likes of which the townsfolk had never seen before. They cooked foreign meats that smelt sweet and tasted even sweeter. The pale-faced strangers drank a wine that was so red it was almost black. They lit large fires and played music that the townsfolk found intoxicating and irresistible to dance to long into the night. But not everyone in town had found the strangers so enticing. There were some that found them odd – freaky even. For these strangers only seemed to appear from their tents and caravans once the sun had gone down. They were often heard speaking in a strange and unfamiliar tongue, and when they did speak, some of the townsfolk claimed that the strangers’ teeth didn’t always look right if caught in a sudden glimmer of moonlight. Some said the strangers’ teeth looked too long – pointed – jagged even. Others claimed that the strangers seemed to have no reflection in the mirrors they used to perform their conjuring acts. And should one of them touch you, their skin seemed to be unnaturally cold – like that of a corpse. So however beautiful and charismatic these strangers first appeared to be, many of the townsfolk grew suspicious of them. And with each passing day, and as the rumours and gossip grew ripe, the suspicions that the townsfolk felt gradually turned to fear. But there was one who wasn’t suspicious of the strangers, and they definitely didn’t scare her. How could they? 

What was there to be scared of? The young woman had asked herself over and over as she had heard the townsfolk gossip. How could she ever have been scared of him? She didn’t think he looked scary at all, with his swept back black hair, smooth pale skin, and brilliant blue eyes. From the moment she had been caught in his stare, the young woman knew that she hadn’t ever seen a man like him before. There was no one in the small town where she had grown up that had captivated her quite so much. He couldn’t have been much older than her – twenty, perhaps? And as he had drawn her close to the stall deep in the woods where he told fortunes, it was like she could feel the touch of his hand before he had even taken hold of hers. 

“Do you want to know what the future holds?” the young man had asked, his ruby red lips curved up into a smile. 

“Yes,” she had whispered, fighting the urge to tremble as he fixed her with his cool, penetrating stare. 

Slowly, he had taken her hand, curling his fingers about hers. And his touch had been as cold as ice – just like some of the townsfolk had said it would be. But it made her skin tingle, like the snow that blew down from the mountains made the tip of her nose and cheeks tickle in the cold winter months. Such a sensation wasn’t one to be afraid of. Not to her.

The young man placed a pack of cards into her outstretched hand. “Pick one,” he said, the smile never fading and his stare unbroken. 

The backs of the cards were covered in a soft leathery skin, the colour of dead flesh. With her dark eyes transfixed on his, she had slid a card from the pack with her free hand. Before she’d had a chance to turn the card over, the young man had slid it from between her fingers. Without looking down at the card, as if knowing the very one she had picked, the young man’s smile grew wider still. It was the most beautiful smile she’d ever seen, and she had to summon up every ounce of resolve not to slowly lean forward on tiptoe and kiss it. But she had wanted to – more than she had ever wanted to do anything. She had wanted to kiss those lips and to be kissed by them. 

Slowly, he raised the card. “See what your future holds,” he said. 

Breaking his stare for the first time since approaching his stall deep in the woods, the young woman had looked at the card. Covering her mouth with one hand, she let out a faint gasp. She could see herself on that card. There was someone else, too. It was the beautiful young man. Both of them were naked and they were locked in a deep embrace. But it was more than a mere hug they were sharing. It was as if their bodies were entwined somehow – like two pale-skinned serpents wrapped tightly about each other. And beneath their feet was scribbled just one word – lovers. 

“Lovers?” she breathed, as if her heart had become trapped in the back of her throat. The young woman peered over the top of the card and back into his spellbinding stare.

“Yes, you will find never-ending love,” the young man said. “The ace of hearts...”

“The ace of hearts?” she had frowned, glancing back at the card. And to her astonishment the card the man held before her was indeed just that. 

And as she turned away from the young man and his stall, heart racing in her chest, that image of them entwined naked together was burnt like a tattoo in the centre of her mind. That night as she lay in bed, body fever-hot, she couldn’t help but think of that striking young man with his charming stare and handsome smile. Still awake at dawn and with something close to a fire seething in the pit of her stomach, she had crept from her bed and back into the woods and into his tent. 

Over the coming weeks they had become much more than friends – but not yet lovers. That one thing – that deep and all-consuming act of love – the young man had seemed to shy away from, telling her that he wanted to wait until she was eighteen at least – a woman. Then and only then could they truly become one.  

So, as she crept through the woods on the night of her eighteenth birthday, it had often felt over the previous days and weeks like this night would never come. But even as she had snuck away from the crowds gathered to celebrate her birthday, she knew that he could never really be hers. He and those he travelled with would soon pack up and leave – move onto some other place and town. It was as if he belonged to them and not to her. 

Couldn’t she go with him? She had so often asked herself. What, and leave her mother and father – everyone and everything that she had ever known? Despite the feelings that she harbored for her handsome young man, she wasn’t so sure that she could leave her life behind. 

One thing she was sure of was that the burning sensation she carried in the pit of her stomach every time she was close to him needed to be sated. Tonight, the burning seemed to fan out from her very core, overwhelming her with an aching need for him. These feelings made her seem heady, as if drunk. But she had avoided alcohol that night. She wanted to feel every last moment of him touching her, kissing her, and losing himself inside her. She didn’t want any of those sensations being numbed.

Reaching his tent, the flap was opened instantly, like he had been awaiting her arrival. He ushered her in, looking back just once to make sure the girl hadn’t been seen arriving. No sooner had he sealed the door the both of them were pulling and tearing at each other’s clothes. It felt like they had been fasting, and now a banquet had been laid before them. But this wasn’t a banquet of food and fine wine; it was a banquet made of flesh. Clenching his fist, he grabbed her long blond hair and yanked her toward him, pressing his lips hard against her mouth. He pushed his tongue between her lips, and she welcomed it greedily. Their tongues pushed and darted against each other’s as she pulled open the starched fabric of his black shirt. This wasn’t the first time she had seen or touched his bare chest, but now it felt like the first time. There was a heightened excitement as tonight she knew that their kissing and touching wouldn’t stop frustratingly with just foreplay. With both hands she fought to pull his shirt free. He shrugged his broad shoulders, letting it flutter to the ground. Pulling her mouth away from his, she looked into his young, gorgeous face. His blue eyes looked down at her.

Sinking his fingers into her hair, the need to take her fully at last becoming too much, he hitched up her party dress before throwing her down onto the rugs and blankets that covered the floor of his tent. 

Dragging her fingernails up his back, she parted her knees and pulled him toward her. 

“Take me,” she almost seemed to beg, not wanting to wait another moment.

“Oh, I’m going to take you,” he almost seemed to snarl, pushing himself into her.

“Oh, God!” she shuddered, feeling him inside her for the first time. 

Pushing her dress up and over her stomach, he gripped her thighs, dragging her closer to him. 

“That feels so good – so beautiful,” she sighed. 

Losing one hand in her long blonde hair, he placed the other in the small of her back and she pushed her hips up to match his speed. They moved frantically against each other. For both of them, it felt as if they needed more, so their pace quickened. 

“I love you,” the young woman gasped.

He said nothing. The only sounds he made were quick, raspy breaths as he moved harder and faster above her.

Throwing her head back and grabbing hold of the fur-covered rug beneath her, the feelings that she felt were almost too much for her to bear. But she didn’t want it to end. Neither of them did. 

To hear her rapid gasps, to see her face masked in something close to ecstasy, was too much for him. His heart thumped in his chest, harder and faster than he had ever felt before. He looked down into her face. With her eyes screwed shut, he couldn’t help but think she looked as if she was in pain. He knew that she wasn’t – not yet. In the gloom of his tent and with her eyes closed, the young man tossed back his head, and his mouth stretched open. With his blood feeling as if it were boiling in his veins, two ivory looking fangs as sharp as knives slid from his gums. Unable to hold them back any longer, claws sprang from where only moments before he’d had immaculately trimmed fingernails.  He felt the young woman’s flesh beneath them. He could hear her racing heart beating so loud in the confines of the tent that it was almost deafening for him. Each thump of her heart sounded like a blast of cannon fire. The sound of blood rushing through her veins sounded like black waves crashing against some distant shore. The smell of it leaked from her pores and it was intoxicating. The scent of it made his head swim with a passion and a hunger that he had not known before. Lowering his head so his pointed teeth were brushed against her neck, he raked his claws down the length of her arched back.

Before she’d had a chance to cry out in the pain of her soft skin being split like ripe fruit, the tent flaps were thrown open. Both of them glanced up. They stared at the woman who stood in the opening. She was one of the strangers the young woman’s lover had travelled into town with. 

Turning to look back down at the young woman who laid spread on the ground before him, the man shouted, “Run! Get out! Get out of here and don’t ever come back!” 
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Chapter Two
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My head was spinning. Not through having too much to drink, although I should have been a little drunk on my wedding night, but because I was trying to figure out how I could get out of what was going to happen next. It was more than just first night nerves. I felt scared at what Andrew was hoping – expecting – to happen next. I knew I should have plucked up the courage to tell him my fears, but it was too late now. In the back of my mind, I thought this night would somehow be different. For the last year since Andrew had asked me to marry him, I had been trying to bury those fears deep inside of me. I tried to put them in the basement and switch out the light. If they were in darkness, perhaps I would forget they were even there, like an old cardboard box full of junk in the attic. But even as we told our parents of the engagement, visited my parish priest, booked the church, planned the reception, wrote the guest list, sent out the invitations, and tried on my wedding dress, I knew this night – this moment would come. 

Andrew led me by the hand into the hotel room. I left the door open, and he looked at me with his grey eyes. If the door stayed open, then I was putting off the inevitable; nothing would happen with the door open. It wouldn’t be private. With the door open, I had an escape. Andrew smiled down at me; his six-foot-two frame wedged into his smart grey wedding suit. The colour of it matched his eyes. He eased me onto the bed. I settled on the edge of it, so as not to lie down. With a smile playing on his full lips, Andrew headed back to the door, closed it, then turned the lock. 

The sound of it clicking into place made my stomach tighten and I felt sick. I hated myself for feeling like this. Andrew was my husband now and he was a good man. He deserved better and that was my problem. There was a part of me which felt I just wasn’t good enough. The thought of being naked in front of someone else terrified me. To have them look at my naked body – the body I found so difficult to look at myself – made me feel sick with anxiety. But I hadn’t always felt like this – hell no. There had been a time, up until the age of eighteen, when I’d felt confident in myself, but that confidence had been stripped back – laid bare. It was like he had slowly dismantled my confidence, like pulling the petals from a flower.

Andrew came back across the room, an eager smile playing on his lips. I knew I would never be able to explain to him how I felt, because I didn’t really understand it myself. I understood I loved
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