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The moon was large and full in the sky as Alice walked quickly through the shadowy park of downtown Arcon City. It was a warm summer night, and she was wearing a light jacket over a blue sundress. Flat sandals were on her feet as she walked quickly to the meeting point. From a distance, she could see Elle standing alone under the tree beside a park bench, waiting. 

The sight of Elle’s slender figure after everything Nashira had told her was infuriating. Elle had been willing to sell Alice – her own friend!—to a coven of vampires! The two of them had been friends since the third grade and so the betrayal ran deeply. If Alice hadn't wanted to find the Blood Moon coven so desperately, she would not have contacted Elle at all. 

But Alice could not find Nashira on her own. Going back to the hotel where Nashira’s party had taken place, she had found it empty – as empty as if it had been abandoned for years! The black columns of glass had loomed silent amidst the noise of the city, and when she returned to Slice, it was the same! The lesbian bar, once so lively, had towered solemnly over her in the dark, dim of lights, devoid of life, with a sign on the door that said it was closed indefinitely.

With both places apparently having shutdown, Alice had no choice but to turn to Elle for help. Elle was now officially part of the Blood Moon coven – or rather, she had become the vampires’ property. As Alice understood it, Elle was now “cattle,” which meant the vampires all took turns feeding on her and groping her. She was their willing plaything, and all in exchange for a painless escape from her terminal illness. The only price had been Alice, delivered to the coven’s mistress like juicy meat on a platter! Alice still thought of it with fury, the fact that her best friend of so many years had walked her blind into a vampire den without seeming to care what the vampires did to her! 

But when Alice was finally standing face-to-face with Elle, all of the anger and fury drained out of her: Elle looked terrible. It had been three weeks, and Elle was much thinner than before, so much to the point that she looked like a skeleton draped in skin. Her dark hair was limp strings hanging from a balding head, and the skin around her eyes was sagging. She was wearing nothing except the tattered remains of her red party dress—she didn’t even have shoes—and the dress was now baggy and hanging loosely off her frame. Alice could see that Elle’s breasts were wrinkly and shriveling. 

“Oh, Elle . . .” Alice whispered sadly and shook her head in horror. “What has Victoria done to you?!” 

Elle’s entire body tensed, and she scowled. “Victoria has taken care of me!” she snapped. “I have known no pain or fear for three weeks! And the sex is amazing! Don’t lecture me.”

Elle was so shrill and angry that Alice just stood there a moment, taken aback. “Elle,” she tried gently, “Victoria is draining you . . . sucking the life from you . . .”

“Shut up about Victoria!” Elle warned, almost menacingly.

Alice looked in Elle’s eyes and thought she had the glazed look of someone under mind control or perhaps on some sort of drug. Either way, she was in Victoria’s thrall – either literally or emotionally – and criticizing the vampire in any way would only cause her to keep screaming, so Alice decided to let the matter drop. 

“I asked you to come here because I need your help finding Nashira,” Alice admitted. She hated it when Elle smirked. 

“So you come here criticizing me,” said Elle with a mocking smile, “but now you’ve got the bug, too, you little hypocrite. You want Nashira to turn you, don’t you? She won’t. She hasn’t turned a woman in centuries. Ask anyone in the coven, and they’ll tell you.” 

Alice frowned. “I don’t want Nashira to turn me! I just want. . .” Alice trailed off. What did she want? “I can’t stop thinking of her,” she admitted breathlessly. “I want to be with her, even if she won’t turn me.”

Elle still looked smugly pleased, and Alice wanted to smack the smirk off her face. 

“Well . . . I suppose I could tell you where she is. I g-guess . . .” Elle hesitated guiltily, “I guess I owe you that much after I nearly got you killed.” Her eyes searched Alice from the depths of their dark circles. “But why are you so keen on seeing her? She nearly killed you! And you would criticize Victoria! At least Victoria never – that is . . .” Elle awkwardly trailed off, and didn’t meet Alice’s eye: the whole point of Elle joining Blood Moon was because Victoria had promised her a painless death, an escape from the suffering her cancer would have caused. In her wild-eyed devotion, Elle seemed to have forgotten that for a moment.

Elle took a shaking breath and went on, “The whole coven was gossiping about it, how Nashira nearly drank you dry and insisted on taking you home herself. She wouldn’t even let the other vampires touch you – and they tried!—whereas I have been passed around like a party favor—!” Elle paused, catching herself with wincing regret, but Alice wasn’t a bit surprised to know that Victoria wasn’t as loving a mistress as Elle pretended. 

“Tell me why you want this first,” said Elle stiffly into the silence that followed. “You understand that all the vampires will be after you if you return? It’s why Nashira sent you away and moved her cattle.”

Alice scowled. “Oh, now you’re all concerned for me?” 

Elle frowned. “Alice . . .  I always knew Nashira would protect you.”

“But how could you have known that?” Alice demanded. “What aren’t you telling me?” 

“You answer me first,” said Elle. 

Alice took a breath and admitted, “I feel like . . . it’s unfinished. Like there’s more that needs to be said.” She stepped closer and admitted, “Elle . . . I think I’ve known Nashira before. . . . When I was a child or . . . She’s just so familiar. I just need to see her one last—”

“Why chase Nashira,” said a voice, “when you could be mine?” 

Alice looked up and gasped: a blur was shooting toward Elle, flashing from behind the nearby tree. Elle did not turn, though a little smile was on her lips. The blur halted at Elle’s side, and Victoria appeared as if from thin air. Alice staggered back as she realized: Victoria had been moving faster than her eye could follow.

Victoria was just as Alice remembered her: a tall, beautiful woman with pale blonde hair. Her hair had been smoothed into a bun at the party, but now it fell loose past her shoulders, a magnificent mane that practically shone in the dark. Her hungry blue eyes bore into Alice, the pupils narrow, and she did not turn her gaze away as she closed a shockingly white hand on the back of Elle’s neck. 

Elle trembled as she was forced to kneel on the grass, but her eyes were turned up toward Victoria with breathless adoration. “M-Mistress . . .” she whispered, “Alice wanted . . .” 

“I know what she wanted,” said Victoria, who was still
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