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CHAPTER ONE
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Life sucks, then you die. It’s a universal truth. But here’s what’s scarier. Even in death, life can still suck. 

Case in point ... wait for it....

“Cherry! Get your skinny ass up on stage!” Jonathan barked through my dressing room door. How do I describe him? Pain in my rump? Benefactor? Reason for my current situation? None of them seem adequate. His main occupation? Yelling at me to perform and to make him money. And he’s always interrupting. Never lets a girl have even a moment to think. 

“I’m on my way. Geez Louise.” I flung open the door, narrowly missing Jonathan’s long Roman nose. The tops of his fangs peeked out from his full lips as he smiled at me. This was a game we liked to play. I would try to smack him with the door whenever possible. 

Okay, it was a game I liked to play. I’ve never managed to nail him in the face. My vampire sire is too damned fast. 

Jonathan tsked and crooked his finger. A slow smile curled his lips. “Cherry, I don’t know why I put up with you.”

“Of course you do. I’m your number one performer.” I flashed fang. My pearly whites are nowhere near as long as his, but they can still do the job. Due to feed soon, I tried not to stare at Jonathan’s jugular. I hated needing my sire’s blood to stay strong and avoid overpowering hunger. The kind, if left untended long enough, that made vamps go feral. I buried my nose in a bouquet of fragrant red roses, a gift from one of my many fans. 

Jonathan smirked. Damn. I hated when he caught me eyeing him like a roast. Another game we liked to play – I pretended I didn’t need him. And he pretended not to notice. We both knew otherwise. 

I needed him. 

Crap on toast.

Before departing, I turned, throwing words over my shoulder to my long-suffering thrall, Jayakrishna, “Jay, are my parts on straight?” 

The costume, part Marie Antoinette and part dominatrix, consisted of a cinched waist, a long train, multiple petticoats and a black leather peek-a-boo corset. After I seductively peeled off the layers, I’d remain in my birthday suit and thigh high stiletto boots.

Parked on my shabby, red velvet divan, Jay gave me a quick once over. “You’re fine.” He stuck his nose back in his book on astrophysics or something equally brainy. He could have been a brilliant scientist or inventor. But he ended up stuck as my immortal servant. Mostly, he’s my babysitter and closest confidant. 

“What difference does it make? You’re only taking the costume off.” Jonathan smacked my ass cheek hard enough to leave a red welt. “Now move.”

I complied because I had no choice. Jonathan would have dragged me down the hall and forced me onstage anyways. Seriously, someday, I’d be free of him. Not sure how or when. But someday. That’s the plan at any rate.

I made my way to the main stage, careful not to catch the train on any of the backstage equipment, while checking the pins on my white powdered wig. Fang Bang wasn’t a run-of -the mill strip joint. A good old fashioned House of Burlesque, we catered to both mortals and immortals. The humans mostly stayed in the sleazier pole-infested front half of the club, watching dances I wouldn’t want my Christian mother to witness if she were still alive. 

The exclusive, vampire-only theater was where the real show happened. We Burlesque gals, sang, danced, told jokes and entertained before stripping off the costume. Real old-school, Gypsy Rose Lee style. 

Drunken laughter funneled down the hall. I heard the muffled sound of our emcee introducing me. Cheers and catcalls echoed off the concrete block walls. The noise level increased as I approached the corner of the stage. The boisterous crowd stomped on the floor, their footsteps in lockstep unison. A mix of lust and excitement on the other side of the heavy velveteen curtain, all for me.

My anxiety skyrocketed. Acid roiled my stomach. After so many years of entertaining, I still suffered from stage fright.

Ridiculous, but true.

I’m not bothered by removing my clothes in front of a room full of leering men. It’s the fear that, somehow, they can see right through me. Right down to my rotten, undead core. Deep inside, an animal resides. One that views them as food—vampire and human alike are equally tasty in their own way.

Only a fellow vampire can sustain us long term. Our blood is rich and sweet: a succulent steak dinner with a baked potato, green beans and a slice of cherry pie for dessert. A human is more like a candy bar to tide you over until the next big meal. The energy rush is nice while it lasts. I haven’t lost control in over a century, but the aftermath of my last rampage... cringeworthy.

The chanting intensified. The noise hurt my ears. P.T. Bryson, the emcee, shouted out my introduction, “... Amazing. Entertaining. Y’all behave yourselves for our sweet Cherry Cordial!” 

I swiftly moved into position: center stage, arms upraised, hips posed seductively.

My entrance music blared out. Trumpets and low brass instruments played the classic ode — The Stripper. The official anthem of the bump and grind. 

The curtain shot upward as if on springs instead of ropes. Applause surged. For a moment, bright spotlights blinded me. The dark edges around the light shielded the faces of the audience.

It was just as well I couldn’t see them. Once the curtain rose, I was the act. 

The entertainer. 

No longer me. I was a character. 

Cherry Cordial. The stripper.

~ * * * ~
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So how does a vampire end up a stripper? Isn’t it a lowly, degrading job? Maybe to my old, dusty, and bygone Victorian generation. Not so much now. Morals change with the times. Humans who take off their clothes for a living call themselves “exotic dancers.” Some of them make a lot of money. 

The vampire world functions differently from the human one. Humans are born, live and die. Vampires, we’re born, then die and are re-born. And we have a lot of free time. We live in clans or families. First thing I learned as a newborn vampire: your sire is your god, your protector, your life (as it were). My sire’s chosen profession was entertainment. Raunchy, adult-oriented entertainment. 

Jonathan is a good sire. He makes sure the paying customers keep their hands and fangs off of us. We aren’t whores after all. Well, most of us aren’t. There’re a couple of the gals and guys who take side jobs. Jonathan doesn’t care as long as the family gets its cut. I’m strictly into dancing. I can’t do the sex thing without feelings for the guy. I know. Call me traditional.

I’ve done the relationship dance with humans and vamps. Here’s the problem: humans die on you or demand to be made into a vampire. And vampires, well, after a long enough time, we get sick of each other. Maybe I haven’t met the right man yet, but so far I’ve gotten duds. My asshole magnet works fine, thank you very much. 

Exhibit A – the creep in the front row, greasing his own pole. I don’t have a problem with men masturbating to my act. Heck, self-pleasuring comes with the territory. No, my issue was with the vampire, Morton J. Vandemere III, regular customer and all around pervert. He enjoyed ejaculating on my picture, smearing his cum across my photographed face and proudly displaying his handiwork to me. Like I’d jump off the stage an award him a gold star.

For a while, Jonathan banned him from the club. But everything changed when Morton made Jonathan an offer he couldn’t refuse. Like any good capitalist, Jonathan accepted Morton’s money to get his freak on in the front row. And I hear Morton paid handsomely for the privilege. Six figures.

Cripes, I can’t stand Morton and men of his ilk, the kind who think money can buy them whatever they want. Thankfully, there are limits. Morton may look to his heart’s content. If the perv even breathes on me funny, he’s out on his ass. 

The music changed tempo, the cue to remove the rest of my costume. I winked at Morton to please Jonathan, now observing from the wings, shook my derriere and then moved to the finale. 

I deftly slipped out safety pins, letting them clink onto the floor one by one. The percussionist timed a beat to each fall. The pins were another homage to the great Gypsy Rose Lee. She used to drop them into the tuba in the orchestra pit. Our tuba player was a grouch, so I made do by flicking a few into the audience. The crowd shouted encouragement of the raunchy variety. I used to be embarrassed. Not anymore. I’ve pretty much heard it all. 

The final parts of my costume fell away. Left with a G-string and pasties, the collective male animal came to life. The pungent odor of lust perfumed the air. For us vamps, sex and blood go hand in hand, like peanut butter and chocolate.

I knew this. The crowd knew it too. I pulled the small sliver dagger from my boot and dragged the blade down my collarbone. 

A male vamp surged towards the stage as the scent of my blood drifted into the crowd. The bouncers intercepted him well before he reached me. He must have been a young one, too new to handle his urges. The head of security would probably read the ushers The Riot Act before the night was over. They’re supposed to screen the crowd. No fledglings are allowed.

Like a seductress, I trailed the blood with my finger across my left breast and down my stomach. When I licked my fingers, the crowd went eerily silent for a moment as if savoring the taste with me. 

I played a dangerous game. My bloodline is old and valuable. If Jonathan were a real bastard, he would sell my blood like a fine vintage wine to the highest bidder. Once the show was over, Jay, and only Jay, would wipe any traces off the stage to prevent others from discovering my secret. 

The music reached its crescendo. I gyrated and danced across the stage. With lightning speed, I removed the pasties and the G-string. . 

Naked, I granted a glimpse and no more. The house lights went dark. Applause thundered in my ears. 

“Encore! Encore!”

I didn’t oblige. 

I never do. It’s the one act of spite Jonathan allows me. 

He killed me, after all. He owes me. 

~ * * * ~
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You’d think I’d hold more of a grudge against Jonathan for what he made me into. Believe me. I did. For a long time. But, I got something else in return besides immortality and blood lust: stability. After my turbulent mortal life, becoming a –

“Hey Cherry!” a sweet, perky voice called out from behind me. “Hold up a second.”

More interruptions. I wanted to keep walking. To go home, shower and sleep. “I’m kind of in a rush to leave, Pearl.” I turned to face her. A petite blonde with Shirley Temple hair, a large lollipop, and a skimpy sailor suit.

Pearl of Wisdom. That’s her stage name. And you don’t want to know what she does with pearls or the lollipop on stage. “Jay asked me to deliver a message. The tube sock is on the door. Whatever the heck that means. Toodles.” She flounced away, golden curls springing in time to each step.

Great. Jay planned on entertaining a guest. At least he warned me this time. Instead of me walking into our home and catching him boinking his latest hook-up. 

The dressing room door slammed in my wake. I kicked my backstage robe onto the floor and viciously wiped the makeup off my face. 

I shouldn’t have been mad at Jay. He didn’t ask to be my servant for eternity. That was my fault. Sort of. 

I reexamined my feelings. Perhaps I was jealous of his nookie habits. I snorted. Not likely. 

Besides, I had other duties to attend before I could go home.

In addition to performing, I also had the fun job of scheduling the club’s acts. Jonathan assigned me the position after noticing how deftly I handled the prima donna personalities. My method was not to give a shit and ignore the whining. Who knew that was considered a talent?

As a reward for my “management skills,” he also piled on bookkeeping and payroll. My affluent education apparently made me the smartest employee of the bunch. 

Nice guy, huh?

Drone duties completed, I changed into my street clothes, gathered my hair into a ponytail and stuffed it under a baseball cap. One pair of large sunglasses later and I was on my way . . . except, I had completely forgotten about the Austin Jazz Festival. Earlier, I had parked blocks away from the club in a run-down alley and now I could make the long trek back to my jeep. 

Bag in hand, I waltzed down the streets, skirting broken beer bottles and other debris. Slobs. Occasionally a drunk human would shuffle by. One even relieved himself in the street in front of me. He had a pecker the size of gherkin. 

Like I said, no worries. None of them could harm me.

I whistled a tune. The song died on my lips. A sweet, musty odor, like grave dirt mixed with lilies stopped my feet. I scanned the area. Suddenly, I wasn’t the biggest, baddest thing on the block.

Revenants. 

They always traveled in packs. Enough of them could take me down. Revenants were cousins to vampires, undead beings with too much spirit. Essentially ghosts with physical reality.

I picked up the pace, steering toward the middle of the street and well away from dark corners. If I had a heart rate, it would have been pounding. My blood was rare and prized. One sip and the revenants would keep me alive to serve as a drink dispenser.

I fished through my bag. Where was my cell? Jonathan would come. Provided I could find the damn phone.

Meaty thwacks rang out in the alley as I passed by.

Do not look. 

A soft oomph, followed by a clipped English accent, “Try that again, bastards.”

I looked. 

Shit.

A lone and gorgeous male vampire had been captured. Three revenants had him pinned against the wall. Two held his arms and one pinned his legs. Three more surrounded him like a pack of knife-wielding hyenas. 

The vampire snarled. Long fangs bared, presumably pissed off at his capture. With his sculptured physique, he could handle the situation. Right?

None of the baddies had noticed me yet. I could leave. 

Another punch landed, connecting with the vamp’s mouth. The crack echoed in the alley. Liquid splattered, followed by cruel laughter. 

The vampire hottie spat, his lip broken. Blood trickled down his jaw, seeping into the stark white collar of his button down shirt. “Think twice before you cut me, mate. I’ll smash all of your fucking heads in.”

“Shut up, meat.” 

One added, “I’m so scared,” before swinging his knife and tearing a gash in the vampire’s chest. The pack laughed. A revenant approached the vampire with IV bags. 

Crap-a-roni, now I had to get involved. They planned to bleed him out. That’s what revenants did. They took a vampire’s blood and drained him or her dry. The blood was then sold to the highest revenant bidder. They believed our blood could remove the excess spirit from their bodies, returning them to their true vampire form.

Problem is—it’s a myth. There’s no way for a revenant to become a vampire, any more than I could become a zebra if I wanted to. These guys were zealots. Deranged lunatics.

“This is your last warning, blokes,” Mr. Sexy English accent said. I tried not to shiver at the sound of his rich voice. Heady whiffs of his sweet scented blood drifted my way. Like a fine wine, the smell promised a delicious and satisfying taste. Saliva pooled in my mouth. My fangs dug into my bottom lip.

“Well lookee here!” 

Damn. I should have run when I had the chance. The pack turned in my direction, their faces eager for more blood. I cringed under the gaze of the hollow-eyed, pale-skinned nightmares who wanted a piece of me.

The nearest one licked his gray, rubbery lips. “Yum. Dessert.”

I was too stupid to live. Why didn’t I run? My feet were frozen to the spot. I did the lamest, girliest thing possible. I swung my purse. And connected. A solid hit to the nuts. 

The revenant shrieked, clutching his junk. “Bitch!”

The male vampire bucked, tossing the revenant off his left arm. Partially free, he ripped the arm off the other revenant before the thing could even react. With balled fists, Mr. Hottie crushed the skull of the captor holding his feet. 

“Don’t stand there like a daft pony!” the vampire scolded. He snapped the neck of the nearest revenant, then motioned. “Get out of my way!” 

“What? Without my help, you’d still be trapped against a wall!” I ducked and stepped aside, narrowly avoiding the gray-lipped revenant who had thought I was dessert. 

“The rubbish bin would be more help than you!” Mr. English silenced two more revenants with brutal, neck-twisting efficiency.

“Oh really?” What a prick. 

The revenant recovered from the nut bash and charged me again. His fingertips knocked off my ball cap. I kicked him in the stomach, grabbed the garbage barrel and slammed it over the revenant’s head as he honed in on me. The plastic bin wouldn’t kill the thing, but he couldn’t see either.

“Pathetic,” the vampire said. 

Mr. English and I watched as the last revenant bounced against a brick wall before falling over, his legs scissoring. 

“Time for this one to bugger off as well.” Mr. English yanked off the barrel and snuffed out the revenant with a bone-shattering blow to its head.

One by one the corpses disintegrated into dusty husks. A breeze blew through the alley and scattered the remains. Gray vaporous clouds floated around before dissipating into the air. To a passerby, the revenants’ final passage would look like dirty car exhaust. 

“Well, I’m off then. Have good evening.” He brushed dirt off his tailored trousers. “Sod it, they scuffed my shoes. And this shirt is ruined.”

“Yeah. What a tragedy. You’re lucky. You could have been a revenant Slurpee.” 

He sniffed at the suggestion. “I was never in any real danger.”

“You could have fooled me,” I retrieved my ball cap from the grimy sidewalk. 

A late afternoon sunbeam penetrated the alley, illuminating the vampire’s blue-green eyes and highlighting the fine bone structure of his face. I tried not to gawk. 

I gathered my tangled hair and mashed it under the hat. “Looks to me like they had you pinned against the ropes.” Did I mention he was gorgeous? Like a cover model. An underwear cover model. I cleared my throat. He was a total stranger, and while I bet he looked divine in only underwear, I needed to stop ogling him.

When he stared at me and didn’t reply, I lamely added, “You know? Down for the count.”

“I understood the reference, luv,” he said in his damn fine accent. 

A man-shaped shadow shifted from across the street, forming a dark blot in the alley’s entrance. We weren’t alone. I tensed my shoulders.

“Something wrong?” Mr. English stepped closer. A minty scent roiled off his powerful body.

Delicious. Hunger and blood lust stirred my stomach. I moved back. He prowled forward with a predator’s rolling gait, eyes fixed on me. Transfixed, I stopped only when my back banged into the wall.

He was a finger length away. “Like what you see?”

“N..n-no...” I stuttered. The figure across the street changed position. The shadow’s head now sported a small bowler shaped hat. Was that—?

The blond vampire shifted, more tantalizing aromas drifted under my nose. All rational thought fled my brain and the shadow was forgotten. A wry smile twisted his pale pink lips. I imagined his fangs trailing down my neck. I choked the swoony sigh before it escaped my mouth.

I made a half-assed attempt to regain control. “Geez, Mister, a little space here. I’d appreciate it if you would let me leave now. Please,” I squeaked. Who was the idiot speaking with my voice? 

I inhaled a deep lungful of his scent before coming to my senses. The mooning had to stop. “What’s your name anyway?”

He leaned close to my ear and whispered, “You first, sweetheart.” His smooth voice ran over my body like silk on naked skin. I clenched my fists, digging my fingernails into my palms to stay focused. 

My mouth opened, ready to answer. What the hell was wrong with me? I clamped my jaw shut so hard my teeth rattled.

Compulsion. Made total sense. He was older. I turned my face away, tearing my gaze off his jugular. No doubt about it, irresistible blood ran in his veins. And I wanted a taste. My punishment for not feeding sooner. I would not tell him my name. 

“Cherry,” my fool mouth responded.

“You’re hungry. Why haven’t you fed? Doesn’t your master,” he sneered the word as if disgusted, “feed you properly?” 

“Not his fault,” I choked out. It was none of his business why I was hungry. Jonathan and I might have issues, but he took damn good care of his family. And I wasn’t some weak fledgling. 

I slammed my palms against the wall. The bite of the brick’s rough surface helped clear my mind. “I didn’t catch your name.”

“Ian McDevitt.” His eyes traveled down my neck and stopped at my logoed t-shirt. He angled his blond head, appraising me. “Fang Bang? Are you a strumpet?” 

“Strumpet?” How old was this guy? Who said that word anymore?

“Sorry, didn’t mean to offend. And who’s the stalker in the alley across the street?”

I looked over Ian’s shoulder. Or tried to. I had to rise on my tiptoes. The shadow pulled back, presumably departing. 

“I think it’s a customer from the club.” I’d recognize that bowler hat anywhere. Jonathan would get an earful about. Mr. Vandemere following me outside of the work place.

“Your sire needs to nip that kind of devotion in the bud.” Ian moved back slightly, dropped his hands and gave me some breathing room. 

“Yeah, no shit.” Not wanting to look at his tempting neck again, I stared at his hands instead. Big mistake. Long tapered fingers, smooth palms, and a crescent shaped scar between his thumb and forefinger. I like a man with big strong hands. A man Ian’s size with small hands would be a total turn-off. Tingles raced across my skin at the thought of such capable hands caressing my body. 

“Find me pleasing, do you?” Ian’s lips curved into a slow smile. His hands skimmed over his abdomen.

Yikes. What was I doing? I wasn’t capable of actually blushing, but I swear blood heated my cheeks. “Puh-lease. Sorry, but your large ego obscures the view. What family are you with?”

Ian’s face darkened for a moment. Then the sneaky smile returned. “I’m a rogue.”

I flattened further into the wall. He had freely admitted to being an outlaw. All vampires were in families. Unaffiliated vampires were preyed upon and eliminated. “How is that possible?”

“That I’m still alive?” He seemed amused by the question. “I’m a crafty bastard. And, luv, until you came along and interrupted, I planned to claim a bounty on the revenants.”

“You’re a bounty hunter?” Interesting. I’d heard rumors that a black market existed among vampires specializing in essence of revenants. Supposedly, a revenant could be harnessed for its excess spirit, providing the user with an amazing high. Like revenants, vampires bought into stupid myths too. 

He spread his hands outwards, motioning to the remaining revenant dust, “I’m empty handed at the moment.”

“Are you implying I messed up your plans?” 

Ian laughed. His voice echoed in the alley, sending shivers up my spine. He held his hand up. “Don’t get your knickers in a bunch. No offense meant.”

“But bounty hunting is so ...” 

“Crass? Uncouth? I like to think of it as necessary. This gang has been hunting local vamps for weeks. They needed eliminating.”

“Oh. So you aren’t fueling the black market?”

“No,” was the short, clipped response. “I was hired by a legitimate vampire benefactor. So kindly, do not lump me in with the vermin.”

“My apologies,” I offered. Touchy.

“Duly noted.” He inclined his head and opened his mouth to speak when his cell phone chirped. After a quick glance at the screen, he looked up. “Well, duty calls. Maybe I’ll catch your act sometime.”

“You’ve heard of me?” So he knew who I was the whole time? Damn this red hair.

“Who in Austin hasn’t heard of the great Cherry Cordial?” He turned to walk away, then paused. “And luv, I’d appreciate it if you kept my independent operator status to yourself.”

I nodded, watching him until he disappeared around the corner.

What a day. I had narrowly avoided becoming a revenant snack, met my first outlaw, and lived to tell the tale. 

~ * * * ~
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Thoughts of Ian occupied me the entire drive home. A rogue. He was free. No sire telling him what to do. Each choice his own to make. On the flip side, he lacked the stability of a family. In a family, there’s always someone there—a built-in support system. Like a human family, not everyone saw eye to eye or even liked each other, but we were loyal to a fault. We never had to worry about hunger or fear attacks from others. 

Still, I envied his freedom. What would I do with freedom? A shiver ran through me. I’d never been on my own before. First I was under my nurse’s thumb, then that of my governess. When she wasn’t directing my life, there was my mother. And later, Jonathan. 

Sad. I know. And depressing. Over a hundred years old and a scared girl still lived inside me.

I exited the highway and turned onto the road leading toward the lake area. My mind drifted back to Ian and his finer attributes: the smooth planes of his face, the sparkling blue-green eyes, and his golden blond hair. To die for. No lie, he shivered my timbers in my female parts. 

I suppressed a sigh. No. Swooning would not do. 

We lived in two different worlds. If Jonathan found out I was canoodling with an outlaw, he’d kill Ian and then tan my hide.

No point in questioning fate. I’d have accept the cards I’d been dealt. I learned that lesson young, from my father, the Earl of Pembridge: speculator, card sharp, and missionary rolled into one. 

The tires squealed as I nearly missed the turnoff to my house.

Sunrise was an hour away, but I wasn’t worried. Sunlight wasn’t an issue for me. Yet another myth. Vampires don’t burst into flames or display other skin maladies in daylight. Good thing, since I couldn’t go into the house to shower. Nature would provide. I could watch sunrise from the lake. 

The road curved. The lake came into view. Crystal clear water went on for miles, framed by leafy green trees and sandy shores. I had bought the house at Lake Austin long before it became so popular. I had the foresight to purchase the two adjacent lots, ensuring my privacy. 

The winding, unpaved road leading to my side of the lake was deserted. The humans around me were tucked in their beds, asleep. Rocks pinged the Jeep’s undercarriage. Dust filled the air. It hadn’t rained in a while so everything was dry. I didn’t fear many things, but fire was one of them. Vampires and open flames don’t mix.

I shifted into park and could hear giggling from the opened windows. Then the tell-tale squeak of bedsprings getting a workout. My hand hovered over the horn. I imagined the loud clarion startling them both and possibly ending their fun.

I couldn’t do it. I’d rather swim in the lake than listen to Jay complain that I was cramping his social life. Somehow he managed to see to my needs, study for a Ph.D. and date other humans. Who was I to begrudge him his fun?

Lacking any close neighbors to shock, I dropped my clothes on the gritty shore-line and waded into the cool water until I was up to my neck. I flipped over onto my back and floated. Weightless in the water, it was like flying. A dream of mine since I was a child – soaring in the air, hovering above the world like a superhero. 

One of the many advantages of my undead state – I didn’t have to fear death by falling (though I’m terrified of heights anyway). Extreme heat and cold didn’t bother me. And I didn’t need to breathe. Since I couldn’t really fly, swimming was the next best thing.

The mattress creaking intensified. When the fuck bunnies started moaning and calling each other dirty names, I sank underwater. The water closed around me like a dark, chilly glove. There is only so much I can stand. The sad truth, I haven’t been in a relationship in a long time. Like half a century. I could have had a ton of empty sex if I wanted to, but I wasn’t raised with those values. 

When I touched the bottom, I slid my hands over the slime covered rocks and sifted the sand through my fingers. Lord knows what the fish thought of the pale-skinned monster sharing their domain.

After what I felt like was enough time for post-coital cuddling, I slogged out of the water. A fisherman in a canoe floated in the center of the lake, casting his line. I doubt he could see me. Human eyesight was weak. Not that I cared too much. I did take off my clothes for a living. But the lake association didn’t know and I wanted to keep it that way. Staying under the radar and following the rules kept humans out of my business.

I gathered my clothes and whistled a signal to Jay – I’m coming in, get her ass out the door. I knew Jay heard me because I could hear him ushering his guest into her garments.

After empty promises of the, I’ll call you soon variety, she departed and I finally entered my house.

“Thanks Cherry,” Jay said patting down sweaty and mussed hair. A wine red hue suffused his dark complexion. “Can I fix you something to eat?”

“No thank you.” He knew damn well I didn’t need to eat human food to survive. I waltzed into my bedroom, dried my hair, then dressed in clean clothes.

Afterwards, I re-joined Jay in the living room/dining room/kitchen area. The house, a cottage really, was pretty small and we had one common area. With two bedrooms and two bathrooms, we made the space work. The vampire-thrall bond ensured we never seriously got on each other’s nerves. At least not long term. 

Jay was a neat freak. My habits left him with plenty to do. I suspected he enjoyed nagging at me to pick up my dirty clothes. And he hadn’t tried to kill me in my sleep. Not for over a century now.

Jay scooted over and moved his textbooks so I could join him on our comfy and well-worn couch. 

“How’re the classes coming?” I asked, flicking on the morning news.

“Fine. Are you planning on sleeping today?” 

I detected a note of frustration. Uh oh. We were about to have a “conversation” about me.

“Yeah, eventually,” I hedged. I suppressed a yawn behind my hand. “I’m not tired yet.”

“Bullshit.” Jay snapped off the TV. “You’re having those dreams again aren’t you? And you’re afraid to fall asleep.”

That’s my buddy. He cuts right to the chase. I snatched the remote. The TV clicked back to life. “No.” I lied. Lately, whenever I slept, I dreamt of dark caverns and red earth. Voices spoke in a strange language. The words hammered at me. Insistent, as though I needed to know something. Worse, I failed to comprehend the dream’s message. I always woke up out of sorts and couldn’t fall back to sleep.

And Jay knew it. He ran his fingers through the waves of his dark hair. “Don’t make me force you to rest.”

“Jay, come on...” A vampire had most of the power in a relationship with a thrall. Jay was my servant, bodyguard, and companion. If I needed to feed, he brought me blood, human or vamp. He took care of the mundane business required for me to live among humans, like securing identities, money and shelter. In the old days, when I was new and weak, he guarded my resting place from those who could do me harm. 

In return, Jay was granted superior strength, eternal youth (as long as he took blood from me occasionally) and a comfortable lifestyle. He also had an advantage over me. He could force me to sleep and eat. This ensured I didn’t turn into a bloodsucking fiend due to extreme hunger or fatigue.

Jay leaned over and pulled me into his arms. He spoke softly to me in Hindi, the language we spoke together in our youth. “I will watch over you. You have nothing to fear. Sleep.”

And I did.

~ * * * ~
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I woke to the alarm radio’s blare of commercials, touting the latest in ... breathable cotton underpants? Late afternoon sun filtered through the bedroom window’s lace curtains. They had yellowed with age, but I refused to part with them. The left panel, neat stitches and a balanced design of flowers and birds, was created by my sisters Faith and Grace. The right side panel’s messier design and looser threads – clearly my handiwork. 

A ragged tear marred the bottom corner, courtesy of my baby brother Edmund by way of bayonet. He had “borrowed” one of Father’s old muskets and put it to use stabbing bedding and other linens. His nurse had been furious when she caught him. A small sad smile formed on my lips. God, I still missed them so much.

The few worldly possessions I had managed to carry into my undead life were all I had to remind me of them. 

I rolled out of bed. Four o’clock p.m. Plenty of time to make it to work. 

After another shower, what can I say, I like to smell nice, I padded out to the living room. “Jay? You here?” 

I found a note on the table. 

C-

In classes until later afternoon. Will see you at Club.

J

p.s. – Jonathan noticed you didn’t feed from him last night. Stop putting it off. 

I poured a glass of orange juice, then sat down at the vintage, red Formica table. Vampires can drink whatever we want. Our bodies can absorb any liquid. We ate solid food for pretense, but it had to be purged later. Don’t ask how.

One thing we couldn’t live without was blood from our own kind. I had been delaying my feeding from Jonathan. 

We both knew why. 

I have vampire daddy issues. Not only did I hate having to rely on him for my survival, but I despised my body’s craving for comfort. When feeding from my sire, I felt safe, protected. For vampires it’s a biological directive: feed and enjoy it so much you come back for more. I couldn’t move past the circumstances that led me to my undead life.

Tonight. After the show. I’d feed. 

I sipped my juice while I perused the newspaper. Nothing exciting there. The usual stories: political corruption, murder, the Astros got spanked again. Humanity hasn’t changed much. The wealthy still run the political scene, humans still kill each other for stupid reasons, and baseball is America’s past time.

While gathering the paper for recycling, I grabbed Jay’s note to add to the pile. He had written it on the back of a battered red flyer. I flipped it over. 

The Undead Space Initiative? I read the text twice.

Wanted: Adventurous individuals, fearless self-starters and hard workers. Mouth breathers need not apply for this opportunity to settle Mars. Join The Undead Space Initiative. Spots are filling fast. Don’t wait!

There was a website, a toll free number and an address. It had to be a joke. I crumpled the flyer and tossed it in the recycle bin with the newspaper.

Who in their right mind would want to go to Mars? As if such a thing was even possible.

Putting the ridiculous notion out of my mind, I packed a bag for work and headed back to Austin for another fun-filled night of the bump and grind. 

No alleys and no stopping to help strangers this time. No matter how gorgeous.
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CHAPTER TWO
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“God damn it, Charity!” Jonathan yelled at me as soon I entered the building. He used my real name. Not good. “Where have you been? Lemmy tells me there are reports of revenants in the area.” 

Lemmy, our evening doorman, winced at Jonathan’s shrill statement. Lemmy gave me an apologetic look, then quietly shut the back door and returned to the alley outside, exiting the area, like any sensible person would do. 

Perhaps now was not a good time to mention my near encounter with true death. “Were you worried about me, Sire? I’m touched.” Jonathan’s sharp frown and narrowed eyes told me I had best shut up. “I didn’t think you cared.”

Jonathan seized me by the back of the neck like a bad puppy and dragged me down to his office. The door slammed, rattling the frame so hard it threatened to pop the hinges. I really needed to keep my fool mouth shut.

“Do not sass me, child.” Jonathan released me. Worry lines creased his brow. His fists were balled at his sides. His eyes glowed red, as though hellfire burned inside his skull.

I bared my throat. “My blood is your blood.” A show of respect and deference. Something I almost never did. “I’m sorry, Sire.”

His shoulders relaxed, the red light faded from his eyes, but his hands remained clenched. I wasn’t out of the woods yet. 

There was a long pause before he finally spoke. “I made you a promise a long time ago. I will always keep you safe. On my honor. ”

“I remember.” How could I forget the absolute worst moment of my life? Even now, over a hundred years later, it still hurt. The loss of my human family.

“Cherry?” Jonathan placed his hands on my shoulders. “Come. Take what you need from me.” He drew me close, my lips a hair’s breadth from his throat. 

His honey-scented skin comforted me, even though I wanted to shove him away. “Not the throat.” Too intimate. I didn’t want the safety of Jonathan’s embrace. 

“Fine,” he sighed. He bit the veins in his wrist then extended his arm toward me. 

Two drops of blood beaded around the punctures, beckoning me. I studied Jonathan’s face. His black hair was unbound and hung loosely on his shoulders. To a human, he wouldn’t look older than thirty-five. I knew for a fact he was twenty when he became a vampire. Life was a lot harsher back in his day.

My stomach knotted. My fangs elongated at the sight of what my body craved. I resisted for a moment longer, then the heady fragrance of his blood reached my nostrils. I latched onto his wrist and sucked with hard, greedy pulls. The blood flowed so quickly, I nearly choked myself.

“You always wait too long,” Jonathan grumbled. 

Every cell in my body sang with joy. In addition to quelling the hunger, his blood soothed, like a promise everything would be okay. Tears leaked from my eyes. I chided myself. False euphoria. Not real. Not to be trusted.

When Jonathan reached over to pat my shoulder, I snarled at him and twisted away. Again, he sighed, disappointed this time. “Cherry, it’s time for you to stop—”

I dropped his wrist. “No!” Tremors shook my hands. “Don’t tell me it’s time to move on. We both know what happened.”

“You’re right,” he said. Darkness hung over his face. Our tangled past lingered in the air between us like a physical presence. 

“Stop. We are not doing this right now.” I escaped from the room before he could order me back. 

I didn’t go to my dressing room. Jonathan would search for me there first. Instead, I headed to the backstage storage room, where the band kept their equipment. 

My throat was tight as I circled around the small room. A single light bulb provided weak light, plenty for me to see and not knock into instruments. I used to love music once. Singing in particular. My father called me “God’s little angel” on account of my voice. He claimed I came out of the womb singing. I doubt that, but I do remember starting at a young age.

My mother balked at first. She was more puritanical and felt it wasn’t proper for a lady of my station to sing at all, let alone publicly. My father compromised and allowed me to sing hymns at our private mass. 

When my parents weren’t around, I sang whatever I felt like. I learned new songs whenever and wherever I could. From the Irish housemaid, the African washerwoman and, later, when my parents became missionaries, songs from the countries we visited. I wasn’t alone in the singing conspiracy. I recruited my younger sisters and brother until we could have been a traveling show. 

Surprisingly, my parents never caught us. They were too busy promoting Christianity and raising money from their elite social circle for their next mission. We were basically seen and not heard.

I blame my pride and my voice for what happened. My voice attracted the angel of death. Eventually guilt closed my throat for good. I haven’t been able to sing a note since. Not even “Happy Birthday” at parties. I can’t do it. When I try to sing my throat tightens and I can’t get the air.

“Cherry!” Jay barged in, my costume billowing in his arms. “Get dressed. You’re on in five.”

Thankfully, he didn’t ask why I was in the music room. He didn’t need to. Jay understood me better than anyone. I changed out of my street clothes as fast as I could. Jay didn’t help matters, wrestling the costume’s bodice onto my torso before I had fully unclothed. I batted him away.

“Come on, hurry up.” He shifted from foot to foot.

“Help me with this strap, it's twisted.” Once we untangled my costume, he yanked me by the hand and dragged me along. Stilettos were not meant for power walking, making it a bumpy trip.

“Jay! What’s happening?” I pulled backward, but he continued the forward march.

“Boss says we have an important visitor in the crowd. Be awesome.” He pushed me onto the stage.

As the red velvet cloth started to rise I asked, “Who?”

“Queen V.” He gave me two thumbs up and stepped back into the wings.

Son of a biscuit.

~ * * * ~
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Jonathan deserved a kick in the nuts. He should have warned me. Blood pounded in my ears like the surf, making it hard to hear the orchestra. 

Queen Victoria was in the audience. The Vampire Queen.

Why? 

I snuck glances into the crowd trying to figure out where she was. I even danced dangerously close to the edge of the stage attempting to see past the stage lights. After almost landing in Morton’s skeevy lap, I stopped trying. On my final promenade, I twisted, dropped my top and turned to face the crowd. A familiar blond head sat behind Morton. 

Ian McDevitt. Lovely. For a moment, a niggle of shame swept through me. Damn him. There was nothing wrong with what I did. I made good money and took care of Jay.

I wiggled my ass at Ian.

Morton leaned forward in his seat, right arm pumping back and forth, his hand hidden under a newspaper draped over his lap. The masturbating creep probably thought the display was for him. Anger colored the last few steps of my routine. I stomped my heels so hard, I worried they might break. 

The music reached a crescendo. The big finale approached. I slid into my final position, legs slightly crossed, one foot in front of the other, arms overhead in a V and my hips tilted to the side. 

The spotlight burned down on me. The crowd erupted in applause, then went stone silent. The audience, moving as a single body, bowed to a lone figure gliding down the left aisle. 

She could have easily been mistaken for a child. Her doll-like frame was small and delicate. Raven black curls outlined her heart-shaped face. Her ambient power buckled my knees. She had to be thousands of years old. There had never been another queen, as far as I knew, other than Victoria.

The queen brought her dainty hands together and clapped. “Bravo, my dear!”

I curtseyed deeply. When I rose, the queen was before me on the stage, her movements so swift even the air didn’t have time to move.

Before I could bow again, her hand, cold as marble, grip hard as steel, clasped my wrist. “Once was sufficient, my dear.” 

I averted my eyes. She was the queen. Power thickened the air, weighing on me like a heavy blanket. Even in a sold out theatre, her presence commanded total silence. For all purposes, we were only the only two people in the room.

“I have a gift for you.”

My lips parted in surprise. Before I could stop, words spilled out, “You do? Why?”

Stupid fool mouth.

The queen laughed, “Because I wish it.”

Right. Because she said so. A slight movement over her shoulder caught my eye. Jonathan stepped into the light, his face a calm mask.

“Your sire once granted me the gift of your song. You didn’t know it was me at the time. Perhaps, someday, your voice will return, my dear Nightingale.” 

Huh? I had no idea what she was talking about. I never sang as a vampire. I paused, my brain skittered to a stop. That wasn’t true. 

A quick glance at Jonathan confirmed it. For a brief moment, before he turned me, I sang freely in his presence. Out from under my parent’s restrictive thumbs, I could be myself. Before everything went to hell. Regret filled his eyes. His lips pulled into a tight line. 

Our shared guilt so thick, I was shocked Queen V didn’t feel it too.

“Charity Belmont,” the queen addressed the crowd, holding my wrist as high as her short stature would allow, “I bequeath to you my cuff.” With a single swift motion, a smooth golden bracelet latched onto my left wrist.

“Never give it away. Under any circumstance. Do you understand?” The queen’s voice compelled me to obey. 

“Yes, your Majesty.”

A strangled cry erupted in the back. Someone clearly didn
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