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      You could say I lived in two worlds.  One of them was normal, and the other one not so much.  I thought I knew everything about both worlds.  It turned out I knew nothing.

      I was what you would call a companion.  No, not that kind of companion, at least not for my first few jobs.  I was a friend to a bunch of lonely rich women, and they paid me really well for my services.  I could make them laugh.  Sometimes they laughed with me, and sometimes they laughed at me, but the pay was always the same.  Damn good, and no complaints.

      Not a bad gig, right?  Well, not exactly.  You see, these rich women weren’t the usual old folks.  They were mid-thirties, without husbands, if they ever had any, and-well, they were usually werewolves.  Or vampires.  And there was that witch that one time.  She was bad enough that I wanted to replace the ‘w’ with another letter earlier in the alphabet.  That gig didn’t last long.

      So yeah, I was a companion to a bunch of women who represented the cream-of-the-crop in the paranormal world.  I was the token human, if you will.  A novelty in their weird world to be shown off and talked about.

      Did I mention the pay was good?  Oh, and the rest of my time when I wasn’t entertaining people with my presence?  I hung around my apartment reading or playing video games.  Sometimes I went for walks.  Then there’d be the call from my client and off we’d go to Bermuda, or Florida, or that one time I got a free trip to Germany where I ate too many sausage brats.  There was always some far-away place to eat, drink and be merry.  Not a bad life, huh?

      My current gig was with a woman of thirty.  At least, that’s what she looked like, but vampires were really good at hiding their age.  She was probably closer to three hundred.  All her husbands were dead, permanently, that is, victims of their own mortality or a stake through the heart.

      Miss Leilah Succo, one of her many aliases, had her quirks, and those were besides the usual vampire hours and blood-drinking habits.  She abhorred classical music because it reminded her of a composer who jilted her two hundred years before, and she had a weakness for Scotch.  It turns out alcohol still effects vampires, and her thin frame was very much affected.  That was one of the reasons she had me around.  I could drag her back to her coffin when she was too drunk to see the tips of her fangs.  Another reason to have me was because she liked to hear herself talk, and was fond of others hearing it, too.

      That made me the designated driver and resident psychiatrist to her affluent personage.  Not bad considering I only had schooling and a license for one of those practices.

      Still, there could be problems.  One of my biggest came that fateful dreary early-summer day.  The dark skies outside my apartment windows told me it would be raining for most of the day.  Come nightfall the world would be a wet place littered with floating trash and bedraggled humans.

      I sat on my couch snuggled beneath a quilt and the TV blaring a horror movie with werewolves, a mummy, and a midget hypnotist.  What can I say?  I’m a glutton for the weird.

      That’s when the phone rang.  Not the cell phone on the end table beside me.  This was the cell phone on the cushion beside me.  Within easy reach.  That was my work phone.  The other one was for my alternate, normal life, not that it rang much except for the occasional telemarketer.

      I picked up the phone and put it to my ear without bothering to look at the screen.  “Yes, Miss Leilah?”

      I was unprepared for when Miss Leilah’s squealing voice shouted into my eardrums. “Darling, a most extraordinary thing has happened!”

      I winced and pulled the receiver away.  “What’s that?”

      “I’ve just been invited to the Avalon party!  After all these years they’ve finally come to their senses and let me in!”  Another high-pitched squeal emanated from the phone.

      I lifted an eyebrow.  “The Avalon party?”

      She sighed, and I could imagine her rolling her reddish-colored eyes.  “It’s only the preeminent party for the wealthy and well-bred, and people like me who fit both those descriptions.”  She laughed at her own joke, and I snickered along with her to keep my job.  “Anyway, darling, the creme de la creme will be there to while away the hours talking, drinking, and negotiating business deals, though perhaps not in that order.”  She laughed again.  The woman was on fire tonight.

      “That sounds great.  Did you need me make some reservations and pack your bags?” I asked her.

      She clucked her tongue.  “You silly little thing.  The Avalon party takes place in this city on Avalon Island in Lot Bay.”

      I leaned back and raised an eyebrow.  “You mean on that hunk of rock?”

      Leilah gasped.  “Hunk of rock?  That’s the best real estate in the world!  There’s no better place in the world to commune with spirits, cast a spell, or change a human into a vampire or werewolf than Avalon Island!”

      I arched an eyebrow.  “All that on that-um, that island?”

      “It’s quite surprising, isn’t it?  But anyway, I expect you to have your overnight bag packed for the trip this Friday.  The boat leaves at seven pm sharp, and I wouldn’t miss it for the world!”  Click.

      I pulled the phone away from my ear and sighed.  For a woman who was so old, she certainly didn’t act a year over one hundred.

      That Friday night at six-thirty I had my small bag packed and grasped it tightly in one hand as I stood on the curb outside my apartment building.  The sun had set twenty minutes earlier and the dark shadows were scared away only by the lampposts spaced evenly down the road.  I wasn’t afraid of the dark, my occupation wouldn’t let me be, but I wasn’t fond of it, either.  Knowing what I knew, the probability of being attacked by a rogue vampire or hungry werewolf went from mythical to a slim chance.

      Miss Leilah’s long black limo drove up the road and parked beside me.  The driver, a pale man by the name of Zombie, opened the door for me.  His name wasn’t a nickname.  He was the real thing.  Miss Leilah made up in riches what she lacked in imagination.

      I slipped into the dark interior and found my patroness a bundle of nerves in the rear seat.  She clutched her Armani bag between her long, manicured fingers and checked her watch every few seconds.

      She leaned forward and peeked out the door.  “Hurry, Zombie, or we’ll be late!”

      He bowed his head and shut the door.  In a moment the car pulled forward and sped down the road.

      I glanced out the window and watched the world fly by at a speed that made a mockery of the limits.  “I’m sure we’ll get there on time.”

      Miss Leilah pursed her lips and checked her watch.  “I’m not so sure.  Lord Basileus is very strict with his vessel and won’t wait for anyone.”

      I arched an eyebrow.  “Lord Basileus?”

      She looked up from her watch and lidded her eyes.  “Darling, did none of the others before me teach you who’s-who in our world?”

      “They didn’t have the connections you do,” I told her.

      The compliment was like petting a needy cat.  Succo straightened and smiled.  And stopped looking at her watch.  “Then I’ll tell you that Lord Basileus is only one of the oldest and richest vampires in the world.  He’s the one who owns Avalon Island, and it is he who personally invites the guests to the Avalon Party.”  She rapped on the dividing window.  “Faster, Zombie!”

      The car jerked forward, and I dared not look out the window.  We made record time reaching the docks and Miss Leilah dragged me out of the car.  The docks were quiet and deserted except where a party was occurring.  We made our way to the far end where the large vessels held port.

      The largest of them was a white, shimmering vessel with a name that fitted the nature of its owner: The Bloody Mary.  A wide plank had been set out and a few other extravagantly-dressed guests sauntered their way up to the deck.

      A tall, pale man with red eyes stood at the bottom with the white-suited captain.  He greeted everyone with a toothy smile and a slightly mischievous glint in his eyes.  The suit he wore looked like it cost more than my apartment.  The building, not the flat.

      As we came up to him his eyes positively flashed with glee.  He took Miss Leilah’s offered hand and pressed a kiss on the top.  “This is an unexpected pleasure to see you again, Miss Leilah.”

      Leilah waved the invitation in his face.  “Not so unexpected, but certainly you took long enough to invite me.”

      The man took the invitation and perused the contents before he tucked the invite inside his vest.  “My sincerest apologies for keeping you waiting, Miss Leilah.  It’s been quite a long time, has it not?”

      She nodded.  “A century ago, at Venice.  I was enjoying the canals when you came up with a mob of hunters after you-”

      “And leapt into your boat,” he finished for her with a chuckle.  “I was glad your gondolier was such a fast rower.”

      She frowned at him.  “I almost killed you myself on the spot.  How rude to bring along such riffraff when I was enjoying my vacation!”

      His bemusement didn’t falter as he swept his arm toward the elegant ship.  “And now?”

      “And now I’ll take my payment for that ‘free’ ride.”  Miss Leilah leaned forward and pecked a kiss on his cheek.

      Basileus burst into laughter as she gave him a wicked smile, and he grasped her hands in a friendly shake.  “I am glad your name landed on my list!  Dearest Leilah!”  His eyes settled on me and his eyebrows shot up.  “And who have you brought with you?  Fresh blood or a spare supply?”

      I was used to the jokes about rations and held out my hand to him with a smile.  “I’m Adi Connor, Miss Leilah’s companion.”

      He wrapped both his cold hands around mine and gave it a hearty shake.  “A pleasure to finally meet you, Miss Connor!  I have heard many compliments about your willingness to put up with our… shall we say eccentricities?”

      I grinned.  “The money helps.”

      Miss Leilah playfully slapped my arm.  “Hush, you naughty girl!”

      Basileus threw back his head and laughed.  “Excellent!  I can see this promises to be an exciting weekend!  Now then,” He swept his arm toward the plank.  “Shall we go?  You two are the last to arrive, and the ship is ready to sail.”

      Leilah led the way, and the captain was the last to follow.  The gangplank was raised, and Miss Leilah and I stood at the railing.  The whistle blew and the ship pulled away from the berth.  We were on our way.
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      Miss Leilah’s call hadn’t been the first time I’d heard of Avalon Island.  The rock out in the harbor was well known as a wildlife refuge.  It was not only rumored to be covered in bird crap, but in a near-constant fog that enveloped much of its environs.  Most of the time someone from shore could hardly see the waterline, and a bunch of sharp rocks wasn’t exactly a sight to behold.  As we neared the island the legendary fog bank rose up and swallowed us.  I watched for those sharp rocks and grasped the railing with just a little more strength than I needed.

      It didn’t help that though the bay was gentle, my stomach was less so.  As we powered through the waves my innards reminded me that I had left my sea legs in my other pair of jeans.  Good thing I hadn’t eaten in a few hours, or I would have gone through a rerun.

      Leilah leaned toward me, and her eyes sparkled as she looked out on the dark waters.  “Get ready for it, my dear.”

      My pulse quickened as my thoughts filled with visions of both of us treading water.  “Get ready for what?”

      She nodded at the fog ahead of us.  “You’ll see.”

      I had only a moment to wait before we broke through the fog and into the eye of the white storm.  The island of infamy rose up before us like a shimmering jewel in water.  I leaned over the railing and gaped at the magnificent sight of a dozen tiers filled with greenery, and atop those a crowning jewel of a villa of marble.

      Miss Leilah prodded my arm with her elbow.  “What do you make of that island now?”

      I shook my head.  “This is… this is amazing.”

      A soft chuckle made us look to our right from where Basileus approached us.  “I’m glad you admire my abode so well,” he thanked me as he joined us at the railing to admire his own work.  “It took many years to encourage the rocky soil to grow anything more than weeds, and your reaction was well worth the effort.”

      More people joined us at the railing, and Miss Leilah turned her attention toward others of the party with whom she had an acquaintance.  That left me alone with our host vampire, and his soft red eyes fell on me as I tried to focus on the beautiful sight before us.

      “Might I ask you a question, Miss Connor?”

      I grinned.  “Only if you call me Adi.”

      He smiled.  “It has been a long time since I conversed with a mortal who was not completely immersed in our world.  What do you think of us truly, Miss Adi?”

      I stifled a snort and accepted the partial victory.  “I think you have as many quirks as anyone else, but you guys have a lot longer to refine them.”

      A pensive expression slipped onto his face as he raised a hand to the stunning night sky that shimmered above us.  “That is very true.  We are as set in our habits as the stars in theirs.”  His eyes fell back to me.  “But I wonder how you are able to move among our number without deigning to wonder how you yourself would change should you join us.”

      I lifted an eyebrow at him.  “How do you know I don’t think about that?”

      His eyes sparkled with amusement as he leaned closer to me and lowered his voice to a whisper.  “Yours eyes are a window into your soul, Miss Adi, and you are too honest to hide what you feel,” For a moment the red color in his eyes glowed softly, “and there is little I do not see.”

      “Sir!”  It was the captain who called to him.

      Basileus broke eye contact with me, and I felt as though a spell fell away.  I shook myself and studied the vampire with newfound suspicion and awe as he turned to his captain.  “What is it?”

      The captain saluted him.  “We are about to land, sir, and there are some questions from the staff about the room arrangements.”

      Basileus sighed.  “Very well.  Tell them I will meet them on the veranda to discuss the problems.”  The captain nodded and hurried away.  My host half-turned back to me with a mischievous smile on his lips.  “I hope we might resume our conversation later, Miss Adi.  If you will excuse me.”  He bowed his head to me before he strode away.

      Our conversation left me feeling uneasy, and I was glad for Miss Leilah’s idle chatter as she rejoined me.  “My dear, we are going to have the most wonderful time!” she cooed as she looped one of her arms through mine.  It never ceased to amaze me that that very arm could shatter mine in an instant.  “And do you know what’s planned first?  A lovely little get-together in the famous glass ballroom!”  She paused and wrinkled her brow.  “Of course, that won’t be such a novelty for some of us, but what fun we can have listening to the best gossip in the world!”

      The ship docked at a long pier that jutted out of the rocky shoreline, and we disembarked.  A dozen sets of long stairs awaited us, but the unnatural guests had little trouble ascending them.  For my part, I used the breathtaking view as an excuse to stop at every tier to catch my breath.

      Every tier was its own little world of greenery and artifice.  Metal and stone archways guided us beneath a canopy of blooming vines and roses.  Benches sat beneath towering trees that cast their shade over countless flowerbeds and gurgling fountains.  As we ascended each of the tiers I could see no end to the step, merely a gentle curve that followed the natural slope of the hill and forced the tier out of my sight.

      Eventually I made it to the top, the last of the guests to do so, and was presented with my first full view of the villa.  It was an elegant home of marble with tall, ornate windows and a portico of decorative Ionian columns that surrounded most of the exterior.  The pair of front doors were open and light spilled out from the long, narrow entrance hall.  Laughter and chatter could be heard from inside those whitewashed walls.

      I found Leilah waiting impatiently for me at the top of the final stairs.  “Hurry along now!” she scolded me as she looped an arm through mine and half-dragged me toward the open doors.  “The others are already chatting away in the ballroom!”

      Leilah led me inside and we handed over our coats to a pair of waiting servants before she hurried me down the long main corridor.  The house was a veritable maze of crossroads with large and small rooms scattered about in a creation that seemed to defy architecture and boggle the mind.

      The ballroom occupied one whole corner of the vast house, and I was glad for the breather as Leilah stopped us at a group of old friends.  We stood with our backs to the open French doors that led out onto a veranda.  The gardens sat below the porch, enticing me with promises of sweet-smelling roses and the quiet chirp of crickets.

      From where we stood, we had a full view of the ballroom and all its patrons.  Basileus had invited about two dozen people to the affair, and all fit comfortably inside the confines of the large ballroom, even with the dining tables and buffet set out on one side.

      Being the only normal person among the group, I had trouble keeping up with the conversations that sometimes touched over two hundred years of memories.  That gave me ample opportunity to study the room and its large expanse of mirrors that gave it its name.  They covered most of the walls except the exterior at our backs and revealed all the vampires among us.

      Some of them reflected the stately columns that kept the ceiling over our heads, and as I examined them my attention fell on one in particular or rather the man behind it.  He was the most handsome gentleman I’d ever seen.  Everything retreated into the background as I admired his dark hair, the perfect features of his face, and his impressive height of six feet.  The guy was about thirty with a sly, crooked smile that held a hint of something more than humor.  A touch of sadness, maybe?  His dark eyes swept over the room with a look of indifference mixed with tension.

      Miss Leilah leaned towards me and shook her head.  “Don’t look at that one, darling.  He’s nothing but trouble.”

      I shook myself from my sudden infatuation and turned to my companion.  “Who is he?”

      “Eric Haldor, a werewolf with a most mysterious past.  Nobody knows his descent, or I suppose we should call it pedigree.”  She laughed at her own joke.

      I lifted an eyebrow.  “His descent?”

      She sighed and rolled her eyes.  “Really, Adi, you must keep up.  All werewolves and vampires are descended from someone.  Mr. Haldor’s descent has never really been confirmed, though I know from a reliable authority that he was seen in England two hundred years ago.”

      My eyes widened.  “Werewolves can live that long?”

      She wrinkled her nose.  “Yes.  They can live almost as long as we vampires, though they rarely mind their futures.  Most of them wander out into the woods and are never seen again.  That’s why there’s so few of them left in the world.  I dare say there’s less than ten thousand, or so I’ve been told, though heaven knows they don’t like to advertise their dwindling numbers.”

      I returned my attention to Haldor, but the man had disappeared.  Disappointment swelled up within me, but Miss Leilah was quick to tamp that down as she looped an arm through mine.

      “That’s enough gossip for now.  Let’s see what’s on the menu.”
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      We sat at the same table but picked up different menus.  Only my wine list included the vintage.  Still, as I looked over the many delights laid out before me my mind wandered back to that enigmatic man and those dark, searching eyes.

      “Adi!”

      I shook myself out of my reverie and turned my face to the fuming Leilah.  “Yes?”

      She frowned at me and stabbed a finger against her own menu.  “Are you going to order or go to the buffet?”

      I studied the items again, but my stomach gurgled in a most dangerous manner.  My face blanched and I set the menu on the table.  “I think I’ll get some fresh air first,” I pleaded as I rose to my feet.

      Leilah rolled her eyes and resumed her inspection of the ‘wine’ list.  I meandered through the other guests and stumbled out into the clear night sky.  A bright moon hung over me as I strolled toward the edge of the veranda.  The noise from the party still scratched at my ears, however, so I ventured two tiers lower where the sounds faded into the background of the night.

      Even in the soft light the flowers still looked lovely, and I couldn’t help but find the veranda on that tier and gaze out on the expanse of natural and artificial majesty that stretched out before me.  Everything was so calm and quiet, like a painting, but with all the wonders of a scratch-n-sniff sticker.  I sauntered along the railing and found myself along a winding path through bushes and trees.  Small clearings broke the monotony and the trail opened into hidden gardens with fountains and the occasional gurgling brook.

      The lush air rejuvenated my stomach, but not my sense of direction.  I turned around and retraced my footsteps, but I soon discovered that there was more than one stair leading to the upper terraces.  For my part, I’d forgotten which one had led me down to this level, or at this point which level I was on.

      I came across one of the verandas and paused in front of the stone railing.  My stomach was now making grumbling demands of me while my mind scolded me for not paying attention.  I draped my arms over the top and sighed.

      “Are you okay?”

      I yelped and spun around to find the handsome Eric Haldor standing behind me.  He was even cuter up close, and his eyes were even darker.  The black pupils stood out like eclipses in the sun of his eyes.

      I clutched my hand over my beating chest.  “I’ll have to answer that question as soon as my heart attack is over.”

      He gave me a mischievous smile as he joined me at the railing.  “Sorry about that.  I’m not accustomed to being able to sneak up on Basileus’ guests so easily.”  He held out his hand to me.  “The name’s Eric.”

      I shook his hand.  “I’m Adi.”

      “And a human,” he mused as he studied me with those strange, alluring eyes.  “I noticed you were a guest of Miss Succo’s party.”

      “Your guess is correct,” I confirmed as I leaned on the railing.  “But what brings you out here?”

      “I could ask the same question of you.”

      I shrugged.  “Food, mostly.”

      He lifted an eyebrow.  “Do you often go in search of your food in the wild?”

      I snorted.  “Only when the fridge is empty.  I was actually on my way to the ballroom when I sort of ended up here.”

      “Then you seem to be lost,” he commented as he nodded at the house behind me.  “The ballroom is on the other side of the house.”

      I shook my head.  “I’m not lost.  I know where I want to go, I just can’t seem to find the right set of stairs.”

      The corners of his lips twitched upward.  “Isn’t that the definition of being lost?”

      I grinned.  “Only if you’re in a hurry, otherwise it’s just a detour to where you’re going.”

      That got a chuckle out of him.  “Then would your detour grant you a few minutes to enjoy the scenery with me?  There’s no sight in the country more beautiful than the view from these balconies.”

      My eyes twinkled, and I have to admit my heart thumped a little as I gave a nod.  “I think I can make some time.”

      Eric was right about the view.  The trees had been specifically groomed to part and reveal the whole of the garden at our feet.  Step after step of lush color stretched out like a rainbow carpet all the way to the rocky water far below us.  A soft breeze blew upward, moving the flowers like an ocean wave of brilliant color.

      I leaned my arms on the railing and breathed in the sweet scent of a thousand different flowers.  “Wow.”

      He nodded.  “Indeed.  It’s the work of a hundred years and twice that many gardeners, or so Basileus modestly informs his guests.”

      Something other than the gardens caught my attention.  Movement out of the corner of my eye forced my gaze behind us.  I looked over my shoulder and frowned as I found only the dark shadows of the foliage.

      Eric followed my gaze and found me staring at the vine-covered wall behind us.  “What is it?”

      I furrowed my brow as I shook my head.  “I don’t know.  I thought I saw something moving behind you.”  I looked ahead and shrugged.  “Probably just my imagination, or one of the other guests.”

      He studied me for a long time in silence.  So long, in fact, that I squirmed under the attention and was glad for anything, even the funny question that came.  “Do you have any unique abilities, Adi?”

      I snorted.  “Nope.  I’m as normal as they come, though there was that one time a witch sneezed a bunch of magic powder into my face.  It was her homemade snuff recipe and she’d inhaled too much.”

      “Then you don’t come from a line of mystics or the like?”

      I lifted an eyebrow at him.  “Not that I’m aware of, though I had a great-uncle who thought he was a poodle.  The family couldn’t get him to stop chasing cars.”  I leaned closer to him and narrowed my eyes.  “Why?”

      He stared ahead and shook his head.  “Just curious how you came to have such a unique job.”

      I shrugged.  “I saw an advertisement and applied.  It turned out to be a polite old vampire, and when she tired of me, I was passed on to one of her friends, and so the cycle continued until I found myself leaning on a railing on a fantastical island speaking with a werewolf.”

      The corners of his lips twitched upward.  “Your life certainly isn’t boring then.”

      I snorted.   “Miss Leilah wouldn’t tolerate a boring life, and at this point I don’t know what I’d do with one, myself.”

      He looked out on the view with tired eyes and pursed lips.  “A boring life…”

      I leaned over to catch his eye.  “Should I be the one asking if you’re alright?”

      A bittersweet smile slipped onto Eric’s lips.  “I’m still here.”  His face fell and he lifted one hand to study the palm.  “I’m still here…”  I couldn’t think of anything to say as I looked on him with pity.  He shook himself of his strange reverie and pushed off the railing.  “I should go.  You can find your way back through there.” He pointed at one of the nearby stairs.  “Go left at the top and take the third set of stairs, then go right and the first flight you come to will get you back to the ballroom.”

      My heart fell.  “Aren’t you coming back?”

      He backed away from me and shook his head.  “Lone wolfs don’t have much to do at parties, but I hope you enjoy yourself.”  He turned and hurried away, and soon the foliage had swallowed him.

      I remained at the balcony for a moment reliving our conversation and wondering if I’d said something wrong.  Finally, I shrugged and went on my way, though my thoughts lingered on the strange and handsome man.
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