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There’s something lovely about waking up with your arms around the curves of a beautiful woman, unless you went to bed alone and weren’t expecting anyone. As my mood slipped from sensing the first thing to realizing the second, I opened my eyes and found red-gold hair only inches from my face. “Yekaterina,” I said. I pulled back and got out of bed, wrapping up in my top blanket as I did. I had on boxers, but suddenly, that did not feel like enough. 

She shifted position to face me. She was not naked; instead, she wore an ivory satin night dress that was clinging to her in a way that only drew more attention to her form than exposed skin would do. “What are you doing here?” I asked. 

“Silly boy. I’m seducing you, what does it look like I’m doing?” Her eyebrows arched playfully over her blue eyes. 

“Not that. I’m not being seduced.”

“Why not?” She leaned forward a little, her nightdress gapping slightly in front, revealing more of her pale skin. You might think all vampires have pale skin, but mine is still tan, thanks to the Latin heritage from my mother. 

I’m Rafael Jones, and I might have more affection for Yekaterina if it weren’t for the following fact. “I still remember you getting me captured in the first place, which led directly to my untimely demise and undead condition.”

“Are you still upset about that?” She rolled her eyes as if I was being entirely unreasonable. “You’ve had almost a year to get used to it.”

“You’ve had almost a year to push Rasputin overboard during your travels. Have you done that?”

“No, but then it didn’t work when you did it. Don’t tell me you’ve forgotten we can fly.”

“Out into the sun, then?” I suggested.

“He’s much stronger than I am.”

“But you could get a couple of thralls to put him outside while he’s sleeping.” 

She cocked her head to one side, as if she were seriously considering the scenario, and whether it would play out well. I couldn’t really hold it against her that she hadn’t fully betrayed him yet. That was the thing that made our relationship complicated. She worked with Rasputin, but she didn’t seem to fully want to. She’d been made into a vampire by him, it was obvious, and she feared him but was also attracted to him. I couldn’t really understand that last bit, as I considered him a pretty gruesome specimen, but it was likely his mental powers helped him keep her in his sway. “I need to keep up a little deniability. I don’t really know what it would take to kill him. And besides, if I don’t have you, if I got rid of him, I would be alone.”

“Would that be so bad?”

“We have intense appetites, Rafael. You do, too.” She was not wrong. It didn’t mean I had to do anything about it, though. 

“I don’t like our appetites.”

“You’ve hardly tried them, have you?” She tilted her head again, this time, backwards, slowly baring her neck. 

“Stop it.” I couldn’t see the pulse fluttering in her vein, because our hearts beat very slowly and our blood is thick. But I could see the faint change in color there, like a black vein just below the surface on a marble statue. “I think you’ll find I’m too stubborn. I stand firmly on many things. Among them is not getting into bed with a woman I haven’t even had a conversation with.”

“That almost sounds like...”

“An invitation to put on a robe, come to my kitchen, and talk over coffee. Do you drink coffee?”

“Yes.” She slipped on an old flannel robe I had left on a chair. “It warms me up. But not as well as other things.” The look she gave me pretty much spelled out what else could warm us up. 

To be honest, I didn’t dislike her as much as I claimed. I had a worried sense we had more in common than I was comfortable with. At the same time, some things about her grated on me: a sense of entitlement she seemed to have, particularly how, in connection with her vampirism, it seem to make her comfortable with using people, even killing them. That should make me dislike her a lot. But she resisted her thirst at first, she had tried to help me, and most of all, she had an unpredictable sense of compassion. It didn’t hurt that she was beautiful, tall, slender, and elegant like an Art Deco ideal. 

Not wanting to follow that line of thought, I pulled a black and white flannel robe out of a drawer, almost new from Christmas, put it on, followed her out, and filled the percolator. While I was working on the coffee, I asked her, “How did you get in here, anyhow? I could see it if you dropped into my office, but this is my private abode. You shouldn’t have been able to enter without an invitation, right?” I wasn’t 100% sure on the rules for vampires, but that one had stymied me before. 

“I didn’t get in without an invitation.”

I turned and stared at her. “How?” I certainly didn’t remember it ever coming up.

“Remember you got a call from Eugene a few days ago and he was telling you about how he had a new girlfriend and you really ought to meet her?”

“Oh, lord. I told him to come by with her anytime.”

“And I was listening in on the extension. So good of you to include me in your invitation.”

“You’re using him again?” 

“Only to get to you. We apparently are going to be arming ourselves with the power of God from here on out.” She sounded a little weary, actually. 

“Rasputin has a new plan.”

“He does.”

“And you aren’t that keen on it?”

She shook her head. “He is a visionary. He sees utopias. I am a woman who just wants a bit of happiness.” She took the cup I offered her and tasted it. 

“You say that as if you haven’t had much.”

She began to pour her story out to me: a strict childhood, an arranged marriage to an older man chosen for his title and power, a loveless life together, a sense of boredom and frustration that had culminated in her visiting Rasputin.

“Why go to him?” I asked. “From what I understand he didn’t have a good reputation even then.”

“That was precisely why I went. He was infamous for having an outrageous sexual appetite and little respect for social standing. I went there to have a fling that I could deny responsibility for if questioned. The explanation I would give would be that I still had no children, and I thought his healing powers could help. In a sense, that wasn’t far from the truth. It’s hard to have children when you aren’t doing what it takes to get them.”

I went to refill our coffee, hoping that with my back turned to her, I wouldn’t give away quite how disgusted I was at the thought. Not of her cheating on her husband, who, from the sound of things, had no real reason to care, but Rasputin himself filled me with revulsion.

“I guess he got you under his sway then,” I said. 

“I wasn’t particularly restrained in telling him why I was there. He liked the boldness I had in coming to him frankly for sex. Apparently other noblewomen had been curious and flirtatious but tried to be coy or were only flirting with the idea of it, with no plan to follow through. He said I had a kind of wisdom. And he said my beauty would last forever. Now, of course I had no idea that he meant anything real by that. I thought it was just sweet talk.” 

She turned her head away then, looking off as if into the distance while really entering the darkest memories in her head. “He poured some wine for us. He mixed something in, some medicine, he said.”

“His blood.” He’d described it the same way after he’d forced it on me. No one is turned into a vampire by being bitten. Otherwise, there’d be too many of them. Instead, the corruption happens when you drink their blood. 

She nodded. “What happened after that, I would prefer not to look back on.”

“Princess,” I said, “I think both of us would rather skip over that.” I set cream and sugar on the table. I used to take my coffee black, but when you can’t eat, harmless indulgence in beverages becomes more appealing. “But you skipped something earlier, or should I say, someone.” I sat across from her, wanting to look into her blue eyes now, to see what they would tell me. “I’ve been working with a medium and every time we aren’t specific enough, the same ghost shows up. He looks way too much like me for comfort, so I understand why I remind you of him. And you are still on his mind. He wasn’t easy to talk to, since I don’t speak Russian and he didn’t speak English, but your name meant a lot to him, and I was able to get his name, Yuri Voronin. Why don’t you tell me about him?”

She sighed, but it was that special kind of sigh that embraces a good memory. “Yuri... he was part of the palace guard. Just a little older than me. So while he took his duties very seriously, he was not so serious about some of the rules. Specifically, he had trouble with the rules that could have kept him from talking to me. It started as a simple matter of him fetching my hat when a stiff breeze blew it away.  But the way he looked at me when he handed it to me, well... sparks flew. He fascinated me from that point on, and I knew he felt the same about me. Of course, it was rare we had a chance to talk at all. I would pretend to have troubles mounting my horse so I could call him over to hold it for me or summon him to fetch me a flower from a tree. He knew I was doing it just for the chance for our hands to meet briefly and so I could give him a smile. What madness it was that I longed to be a commoner, not too common, but a shop girl or a miller’s daughter who went to church with him, that we could have hours together.”

She paused, tried the coffee, and set it back down. “He tried to get a real chance to talk with me a few times. Once, at a garden party, I went to a fence and he was on the other side, guarding the perimeter. That was the best time. We had fifteen minutes together before I was called back to the others. Another time he actually forgot himself and came up to me without being ordered to. He had told me about his dog at that party, when we chatted over the fence, and she had just had puppies and he was so excited he wanted to know if he should save one for me. He was given a beating for his impertinence, but I sent a note by my maid to tell him I would very much like a puppy if he could save one while I figured out how to get it.” She sighed again, less happily. “Of course, it wasn’t ever going to work out. At least, not while he was no one. But the qualifications for being a noble were not all about birth and Yuri decided that he needed to become a war hero. A few important victories might not only raise his military rank, but give him a chance to be a nobleman. If he was at least that, he thought there would be a chance for us. At any rate, there would be a brighter future for him. I wish I would have told him not to do it, but I really believed it would work out for him. And I didn’t want him to get beaten again over me.”

She took another sip of the coffee, this time, using it to hide her shaking hands and the drops forming in the edge of her eyes. She finished the cup, then used a napkin on her face before simply saying, “I did get the puppy. I named her Pobeda. That means victory. But Yuri was not victorious. He went off to war and never came back.”

“I’m sorry,” I told her. “I wish I could say something comforting about him. Given the wound I saw, I think he died quickly, for what it’s worth.”

“It’s something. In those days, illness and infections were often more of a threat than the enemy. It’s so recent that better medicine and better food have been available for men by the thousands. I’m glad he had an honorable death in battle.”

“I’m glad you had a puppy to remember him by. Did you have her long?”

“Fifteen years. Pobeda was very good company.”

“Yekaterina?”

“Mmm?”

“What are you doing in New York?”

“Can’t I just be looking in on an old friend?”

“No, because Rasputin decides your itinerary and if he was here to see me I would have woken up to something a lot less pleasant.”

“You do find me pleasant, then?”

“In many ways, but not enough to override my distaste for your lifestyle. Death style? This vampire thing plays havoc with how phrases are supposed to turn. Seriously, though. If he’s here and he’s not after me, he’s after something else. You admitted that Rasputin was off on a new plan earlier. What is it?”

“I cannot tell you. You would try to interfere and he would hurt you again.”

“I’m not a mortal man running for his life this time, nor a newly awoken vampire who couldn’t figure out how to fly. I’ve learned a lot since I squared off with him last.”

“Well, I don’t want to. Not with you always being so stubborn.”

“You’d be free of him at least.”

“I’m a princess, Soldier Boy. I’m never alone. If you killed him and wouldn’t become my own, then I would have to keep turning people until I found one worth keeping.”

That sent a chill up my spine. I hoped she was bluffing, but I honestly didn’t think she was anything but sincere about that. “That would change my opinion of you.” I reached into my refrigerator, pulled out a bottle of blood, and poured in some herbs, yeast, and algae, shook it up and poured two glasses. “How about you give my way a try?”

She looked doubtful but took a taste. “It’s... like blood, but it’s...”

“Not from humans. That one’s pork and duck. I usually prefer beef, but it all depends on what the butcher is working with. Happy Chinese New Year.”

“We’re drinking animal blood?” She looked a little disquieted.

“Princess, you’re usually drinking human blood, straight from the vein. Stop thinking with your instincts.”

“Yes...” She took another sip, swishing it around like a fine wine. “It’s not as bad as I expected. But you mentioned pork?” 

“That’s right. It’s not as predictable as beef—” 

To my surprise, she pushed the glass away. “Then it isn’t kosher.”

“There’s no way drinking any kind of blood is kosher,” I told her. Kosher was a Jewish concept and Jews were particular about getting the blood out of a carcass. “Besides, what do you care about kosher? Rasputin is some kind of Christian fanatic and aren’t you Russian Orthodox?”

“I can’t explain.” She got to her feet and then turned to mist. At that point, the only way to stop her that I knew of was something like holy water spray or fire, and I didn’t want to hurt her right now, even if I was upset about the threat she’d made. 

I let her slip through the cracks between door and doorframe, but I found myself focusing on a new question. What did they care about eating kosher?

There had been a resolution recently in the United Nations, regarding that thirsty land of old-time religion in Palestine. The British had been allowing Jews to immigrate to there, and then they didn’t, and the United Nations weighed in and said they should, and Palestine should be partitioned between the Arabs living there and the Jews desperate for a homeland. The British didn’t seem like they were on board with it, and the United Nations can’t exactly make them, but it had resulted in an increased interest, even in America, for Jews to make their dreams of “next year in Jerusalem” come true. 

Could Rasputin really be planning on getting involved with the Jews? A religious fanatic like him? A megalomaniacal religious fanatic who basically made up the religious rules to suit himself? About the only thing I could be sure of was that I couldn’t put anything beyond him.

After making a few phone calls, I got dressed and went out for a walk. There were so many thoughts and feelings jumbled around in me, I needed a breath of polluted air to clear my head, and stretching my legs could make me feel grounded without having to step on the third rail. 

What had started me thinking about third rails, the electric lines on subways that pose a hazard to those who go off the platform? Oh, it might have something to do with an undead princess with perfect skin, an elegant figure, and a ton of baggage. Even though I kept pushing her away, with her gone for now I could admit to myself the temptation I felt. Being undead myself made it hard to develop the relationship I really wanted, the one I had with Clara Thomas.  She was my guiding star, but like the star, she and I were in a long-distance relationship. Worse still, with her being a human and me being a vampire, we had compatibility issues, like only being safely able to be together once a year. 

Finding out about Christmas Eve making me nearly human had been a blessing, but it had also been a reminder of what I was missing out on. Not that I needed much of a reminder. Love has always been my favorite distraction. 

I shouldn’t have had that little talk with Yekatarina. Seeing her as a human being made it harder to fight her. I needed to focus on that threat she’d made, that reminder that she wasn’t human and had no problem turning others as long as they didn’t make her feel sentimental, just because she didn’t want to be alone. 

On the other hand, she’d been willing to try the bottled blood I’d given her and not rejected it except for pork not being kosher. That must mean Rasputin was at least feigning being Jewish. Not just a Jew, he’d have to be a rabbi, I thought. 

So I walked through downtown. Early evening in Manhattan before Valentine’s Day meant a lot of foot traffic. Food carts were doing good business, the newsstands were selling fewer papers than in the morning, but ringing up quite a bit of sales of pulp books and magazines. Guys wanted something to read on the ride home, or people living in the city looked for a way to escape while staying in because by February, people were tired of the cold air and would just as soon sit by the radiator once they were done with their errands. 

But for now, the street was busy with errands, and in the jewelry district, the store owners weren’t standing outside to draw the attention of couples walking by, instead dealing with customers who walked in on their own. Single ladies were sometimes standing on the sidewalks outside, looking in the windows and dreaming. I got a few warm smiles from the ones who were really single. 

I popped into one of the stores, Goldsmid and Sons, which I knew was owned by a Jewish man with three daughters. I think he named it in a moment of hope that didn’t pan out. But besides his background, I was interested in him because he handled not just new jewelry, but estate items.

“Lt. Jones, how can I help you?” he asked as the last customer exited. “Dare I hope you’re here about my business, not yours?”

“Fancy you remembering me after all this time. I haven’t been with the NYPD for years. I joined the Army. They put me in charge of justice and I tried to see that your people got some. Now I’m working as a private eye.”

“Really?” He smiled excitedly. “I love detective novels! Are you working on a juicy case? With maybe a femme fatale?”

“A tall, strawberry blonde Russian aristocrat with a sob story, a nasty boyfriend, and a lot of jewelry to sell.”

He nodded. “And that last bit is why you’re here.”

“That’s right. She try to sell you any jewelry? The stuff’s real and legally hers. She’d be a princess if it weren’t for the revolution over there.”

“And I’d be celebrating Chanukah in Jerusalem if the Romans hadn’t been such sore winners. We haven’t had any Russian princesses here, but if we do, I’ll let you know.”

“There’s another guy with her,” I told him as I handed over my business card. “Tall, like over six and a half feet. Doesn’t wash much. If he comes in, don’t draw his attention to you or make him angry. He’s dangerous. Just give him a reasonable offer, get his information if you can, and call me. I want you to stay safe.”

“This man is dangerous? Why is he not locked up?”

“Same reason as any other... he’s hard to catch.”

Goldsmid shook his head. “This world we live in.”

As I turned my head slightly, trying to think of something positive to say, the glitter of a case filled with rings caught my eye. “I guess you sell a lot of engagement rings this time of year.”

“This time of year? This year I’m outpacing sales from last year, and the year before. Nothing makes a man want to settle down and raise a family like coming back from war. What about you? You must have met a nice girl.”

“There are a lot of nice girls out there. I meet them all the time.” I tried deflecting, but I was wondering what sort of ring Clara would like. But I could hardly propose to her if I wasn’t safe for her to be around. “I’ll let you know if any of them find me nice enough to marry.”

I went to other jewelry stores with less personal talk, simply asking them to let me know if someone matching Yekaterina or Rasputin’s description came in. At least for as long as I could— the stores didn’t stay open all night, of course. There were places that did, though.

In the late-night coffeehouses, musicians and actors came to socialize and wind down after a gig, but the old men were often there every night, playing chess, talking politics, or debating philosophy, but whatever the excuse, they were there to battle insomnia and loneliness. Different places had different clientele and the one I went to, not far from a synagogue, had a lot of tables with chess sets in the back. I took a chair not far from the old men and listened in while skimming a morning newspaper left behind by an early patron. 

I was searching for news about missing persons or unusual deaths, or for upcoming events that might suggest an angle. I was listening in for much of the same thing, plus anyone talking about a weird new rabbi or some family member getting involved with a shady new group. And I started writing notes on everything that had happened so far. The notes were for Flannery; he was the second person I’d called and if I didn’t check in with him for more than 48 hours, he was going to take my notes up to that point and follow up. Included at the top of the notes was the phone number to reach Sir Lynn, the wizard who ran an organization that dealt with the occult, trying to ensure the safety of the public. Flannery had jurisdiction as an actual officer of the NYPD, but Sir Lynn had the means to
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