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 Deep into that darkness peering, long I
stood there, wondering, fearing, doubting, dreaming dreams no
mortal ever dared to dream before.

~Edgar Allan Poe




 


All men dream, but not equally. Those who
dream by night in the dusty recesses of their minds, wake in the
day to find that it was vanity: but the dreamers of the day are
dangerous men, for they may act on their dreams with open eyes, to
make them possible.

~T. E. Lawrence

 


 



Prologue

 


The city never slept and even at four in the
morning, people moved about. A young mother rushed to an all-night
drugstore to purchase medication for a sick child. Music blasted
from windows where parties pounded through the night. Teenagers
slipped from their slumbering homes to keep forbidden rendezvous.
Sirens wailed as emergency vehicles sped along neon boulevards.
Women cowered in darkened bedrooms while men bellowed in drunken
fury. Shady deals were conducted on dangerous corners and in murky
alleys.

A dirt track ran parallel to the broad river
that divided the city. Short turnoffs led down to the water every
hundred yards or so. The road was largely deserted at this hour,
empty lots leading to industrial buildings to one side and dense
brush and trees on the riverside. A sedan bounced along the rough
road. Two men in the front seat rode in silence. The first turnoff
proved occupied by a group of homeless dregs gathered around a
small fire. Just as the driver began to turn onto the second dirt
ramp, he noticed a pickup truck backed down to the water. He could
just make out two forms lounging on the tailgate, holding fishing
rods. He swore softly and proceeded onward.

“Tough luck.” The man in the passenger seat
shot his partner a horsy smile.

“Maybe the next one,” the driver said,
checking the rearview mirror for other vehicles. The roadway
remained dark.

At the next turnoff, he scanned the riverside
for people. Finding it empty, he backed in and braked smoothly at
the water’s edge. After putting the car in park, he and his
companion got out, closing their doors quietly.

“Nice night,” the driver remarked, gazing up
at the stars.

“Bit chilly, if you ask me,” the other man
replied with a grin. His blocky teeth shone in the moonlight.

Together they managed to remove a large
tightly-wrapped parcel from the trunk, hauled it to the river, and
threw it in. The sound of the splash carried through the crisp
air.

Down the riverbank, they heard an excited
exchange between a couple of fisherman.

“Holy shit! Did you hear that? Was that a
fish?” A man’s voice rang loudly across the water.

“If it was, it was a big one!”

The two men near the sedan looked at each
other in the dim glow of the parking lights. “It was a big one
alright,” the toothy one snickered.

His partner rolled his eyes, pushed the trunk
gently closed with a gloved hand, and got into the car. His
associate joined him and they drove back onto the road and into the
night.

 



Chapter 1

Sunday - September 30

 


Ruby hurriedly tossed her apron into the
hamper in the kitchen of Margot’s Café where she worked
part-time.

“Done for the day?” A chubby redhead with a
pretty face asked as she headed for the swinging door with both
arms full of plates of food.

“Nope.” Ruby shook her head. “Got a
five-to-nine tonight, Tina. An eleven-to-two tomorrow, and the
breakfast shift Tuesday. You?”

“I’m done at two and don’t have to come back
until Tuesday afternoon. Have a nice weekend.” Tina shoved a hip
into the door and exited the kitchen.

Ruby waved to the rest of the kitchen staff
and slipped out the back door. Several steps deeper into the alley,
she unlocked a small door next to the restaurant and slipped
inside. She was careful to relock the door before turning to climb
the stairs. Midway down the hall, she unlocked another door; she
was home.

Renting the apartment over the café was one
of the perks Ruby enjoyed for being its most dedicated employee;
she’d never missed a shift in the two years she’d worked at
Margot’s. The rent she paid was measly compared to other apartments
in the area and even though it was small she was glad to have the
place.

Ruby sighed as she grabbed her homework from
her desk. The day was nice for a change but she knew it wouldn’t
last long. She bounced down the front stairway, exited through the
nondescript door, and made her way to a table under the awning of
the café. Lifting her feet into the chair next to her, she leaned
back slightly and watched the bare branches sway in the park across
the street. Rain was predicted for tomorrow, but Ruby thought it
might come earlier.

Tina stepped out the front door. “Fancy
seeing you again,” she said with a grin. “Want something to
eat?”

“Just an iced tea, please. No sugar.” When
her drink arrived, she pulled her feet from the seat, opened her
laptop, and powered up. She hoped to get two papers finished before
her evening shift.

Time slipped away as her fingers flew over
the keyboard. She was nearing the end of the second paper when she
paused to stretch. Her attention was drawn to a young man walking
toward her with a slight spring to his step. His dark hair was
tousled and his intense brown eyes sought hers. Ruby felt a
delightful shiver slide up her back. As quickly as the feeling
came, she shoved it down. She and Kenny were no longer a couple; no
matter how much chemistry sparked between them, or how much she’d
like them to be.

Kenny was equally pleased to see Ruby outside
Margot’s. He felt his pulse quicken as he drew near. When she
looked up, their eyes met and he smiled. Her green eyes seemed to
bore into his and he could almost read her thoughts. His smile
slipped a little, knowing she wondered if he was still using. He
wasn’t, but how could he make her believe him?

“Have you been working out? You’re looking
really good,” Ruby commented as Kenny pulled out a chair at her
table and sat.

He knew what she was really asking. “I am
good, Rube. I got a job running deliveries for Dick’s Auto Parts
and moved out of my dad’s place. I’m living with a friend over on
Donder Road; 1426, apartment D.”

“A friend, huh?” Though her tone was
skeptical, she grabbed her phone and added the info to his contact
list.

“A guy, Ruby; his name’s Terry Campbell.
You’re the only girl for me and you know it.”

Before Ruby could change the subject, a young
man approached their table, hailing Kenny as he came. Kenny frowned
and stood up, meeting him a few steps away.

Ruby pretended to return to her report, but
she eyed the stranger furtively. He looked sick, like a prison camp
survivor. He was gaunt; his chest appeared sunken through the
opening in his light jacket. His hair was unwashed and his clothes
looked slept in. He fiddled with a dirty bandage on his neck and
tried to pull Kenny into a conversation.

Kenny shoved him away, knocking him to one
knee. This action surprised Ruby; she’d never known Kenny to be
physical. In fact, he usually went out of his way to avoid
violence.

As the guy regained his footing, Ruby heard
Kenny say, “Just keep away from me, Chad. I’m not going back. I
don’t want anything more to do with…” His eyes darted to Ruby,
found her watching. He dropped his voice so she was unable to hear
anything more.

Turning quickly, Kenny started backing away
from the café. Chad’s eyes pled with Kenny to wait.

“I’ll see you later, Ruby,” Kenny called and
gave a half-hearted wave in her direction.

Tina stepped out the door with a couple of
menus, but by then Kenny was disappearing around the corner and
Chad had crossed the street and was stumbling through the park.
Ruby watched until she couldn’t see them anymore.

“Huh! Guess they didn’t want anything.” Tina
retreated back inside.

What the hell was that all about? Ruby
stared blankly at her computer screen for a while. Once she
realized she wasn’t going to get back into her school paper, she
gathered her things and took them upstairs to her apartment.

She lay on her sofa, staring out tall windows
that overlooked the street and remembered back to the days she used
to hang out with Kenny at his dad’s. Lord, how she’d loved him,
still did. But she was clean now and she couldn’t take a chance of
being dragged back into that pit. She finally drifted into a
restless sleep, awakening in time for her next work shift.

Her mind returned to Kenny often throughout
the evening and she almost hoped he would call her. Maybe it was
better if he didn’t; their new relationship was tender, teetering
somewhere between friendship and something deeper. By bedtime,
she’d reined in her unruly feelings and pushed her longings to the
back of her mind where they belonged.

 



Chapter 2

Monday - October 7

 


A weak drizzle and chill wind conspired to
create another dreary day. Ruby took the bus downtown, still fuming
over the ticket she’d gotten the previous week for riding her
bicycle on the sidewalk. She’d put no one at risk, and it was safer
for her than trying to navigate busy streets full of cars and
trucks.

At the time, she’d tried to smile at the
officer but her lips had refused to cooperate. “Who has a better
chance of survival? A pedestrian against a bike or a bicyclist like
me against five thousand pounds of rushing steel?”

He’d tilted his head and raised his eyebrows.
“I don’t make the laws, darlin’; I just enforce them.”

“Well, it’s a stupid law, sweetie.”
She’d gotten off her bike in preparation to walk it. “It’s
antiquated and doesn’t meet the needs of today’s society.”

“Why don’t you just tell that to the judge?
You can contest the matter and get your day in court.” He’d handed
her the ticket with a flourish and a smirk. “Or you can save your
breath and a whole lot of time, and just pay the twenty bucks. But
whatever you do, don’t let me catch you on the sidewalk with that
bike again. Second offense carries a stiff penalty.”

She’d straightened her shoulders and marched
away, pushing her bike alongside her.

Ruby frowned as she recalled the incident.
She stared out the water-streaked windows as buildings and city
streets rolled past. On one corner, a couple of homeless men
squabbled, arms flailing. A few blocks further, professional people
in suits scurried for doors and awnings, newspapers or umbrellas
over their heads. Inside the bus, riders studiously ignored each
other. The dank smell of wet hair and damp coats filled the heated
air.

The bus stopped near the City Center and Ruby
got off. She pulled up her hood against the rain, slipped her
iPhone into an inside pocket, tucked the wires from her ear buds
beneath her coat to protect them from the weather. She sprinted up
the wide steps leading to the courthouse. She pushed through the
glass doors and found citizens, lawyers, and clients milling about;
their voices blended into a dull drone that echoed off high
ceilings.

Ruby reached into her pocket for a stick of
gum. Glancing around for a trash can, she noticed two men in
conversation; their stances and body language suggested secrecy.
She recognized the dark-haired man in a business suit from
billboards scattered around the city: Marcus Ward, attorney at law,
ambulance chaser, and class-action king. The giant posters were not
flattering. His Neanderthal brow and swarthy complexion looked out
of place in business attire. He was talking to Chad, the guy who
had approached Kenny at the café. Chad was dressed entirely in
black except for the deep red scarf that covered his neck. Ruby’s
curiosity spiked.

She turned off her iPhone, slipped the ear
buds out slightly from her ears, and sidled closer to listen. As
she tossed the wrapper in the trash, she was careful to feign
disinterest in her surroundings, but she needn’t have bothered. The
pair seemed intent on their discussion. The lawyer’s ledge of a
brow drew down into a tight frown; his face was flushed with
annoyance. Chad, pale and shaken, gazed at him with a pleading
expression.

“But, I wasn’t trying to contact you.
I know the rules.” He worried his scarf with shaky fingers. “I just
happened to see you.”

“Just happened to see me? Just happened to be
here in the courthouse on a day I’m in trial?” Marcus glared at the
younger man. “Did you follow me from my office?”

“No! I’ve never been to your office; I don’t
even know where it is.”

“I don’t believe you.” Marcus drew closer,
the move threatening somehow. “What’s your name again?”

“Chad Dixon.” He sounded surprised by the
question.

“Well, Chad. You’ve made a big mistake coming
here.”

“I know. I’m sorry. But please, just listen
for a minute.” He lowered his voice and Ruby strained to hear. “I
can’t help it. I need to come back, man.”

“It’s too soon. You look like death warmed
over. And you ought to take a bath; you’re filthy.” He held Chad’s
eyes for a long moment.

Chad looked away first. “I meant to. I just
forgot,” he mumbled.

Marcus set his briefcase on the floor and
leaned it against his leg. He fished a gold money clip from his
pants pocket, extracted a few bills, and shoved them toward the
young man. “Here’s a little cash. Buy some decent vitamins; eat
some protein; get some rest. And stay away from me. Remember, we’ll
contact you when, and if, we need you.”

He snatched the handle of his briefcase,
checked his watch, straightened his tie, and hurried toward the
elevators that led to the district courtrooms.

Chad slumped where he stood and stared at the
money in his trembling hand before he pocketed it and turned toward
the doors.

Ruby detected a glint of tears in his eyes.
She drew further into her jacket and backed away, watching until he
stepped outside and disappeared into the gray afternoon. She pulled
her ear-buds out entirely and let them dangle against the front of
her coat.

As she walked toward the city offices to pay
her ticket, she mulled over what she’d just witnessed. It didn’t
sound like an attorney-client exchange. But what other kind of
connection would a high-powered lawyer have with a desperate,
sick-looking guy like Chad? Her imagination created a number of
unsavory possibilities, but settled on none. She might mention this
to Kenny the next time she saw him, see if she could get him to
gossip a bit.

As the municipal clerk took her money and
printed a receipt, Ruby rolled her tongue stud against the roof of
her mouth and filed everything that she’d overheard away for later
reflection.

 



Chapter 3

Sunday - October 13

 


The sky was growing dark and Ruby was antsy
to get home. She glanced up at the lowering clouds; it was going to
rain soon. She hoped the bus was on schedule or she’d get soaked.
She was at a transfer point in a neglected neighborhood that she’d
rather avoid, but it was the cheapest way for her to get to and
from the mall. An afternoon of shopping had been good for her
budget, producing only one small glossy bag from Bath & Beauty.
She wouldn’t be indulging in any spending frenzies for a while, but
she’d enjoyed window-shopping.

The people who rode the bus in this area
weren’t always the cleanest and the woman next to her on the bench
reeked of cigarette smoke, onions, and garlic. Ruby opened her iPad
and tried not to breathe too deeply. Finally, she stood and moved
just outside the shelter. She clicked the icon for the local
news.

The headline on the first page read, ‘Angler
Lands a Big One’, leading the reader to believe a huge fish had
been caught. But as Ruby read on she discovered that Mark Farrel, a
man casting along the riverbank, had hooked what he figured was a
tree stump. Pulling hard, he half expected his line to break, but
it held. He was shocked when he hauled out a body. In response to
the reporter’s question he said, “I was bottom fishing for big
channel cat, so I was using my heavy action rod with eighty-pound
braided line. I lost my lunch right then and there.”

There were more particulars about the area
and quotes from witnesses. Ruby skimmed ahead. Law enforcement had
temporarily closed the bank along that section of the waterway but
expected to reopen it by Tuesday. As of yet, the deceased remained
unidentified and the cause of death had not been determined.

The article, grisly as the contents were,
didn’t hold Ruby’s attention. Her gaze traveled idly over the
nearby buildings. On the brick wall of a tavern, she noticed odd
chalk graffiti, remarkable only because of its lack of creativity;
it was just a few numbers and letters. A whatnot shop sat on the
corner and the window boasted an array of miscellany: drapes,
dishes, dresses, and knickknacks, among other items. She stepped
closer to examine the wares and thought she might come back when
the store was open and see how much the drapes were; their bohemian
flair would fit her apartment décor perfectly. Her eyes caught a
reflection in the glass.

Turning quickly, Ruby gasped aloud. “Kenny!”
She knew her distress could be heard in her voice but she couldn’t
hide her shock at his appearance. He looked horrible. His face was
the color of putty and there were dark rings beneath his eyes.
Sweat beaded on his forehead even though the evening was cool.

“Ruby,” Kenny acknowledged her presence
quietly, one hand going to his head. His eyes narrowed. “What are
you doing here?”

“Going home from the mall.” She held up the
sack, but he ignored it.

He took Ruby’s shoulders, shook her gently,
and gave her a hard stare. “You shouldn’t hang around here. This
isn’t a good place.” He dropped his hands and looked around
nervously.

“I’m not hanging around. You know damn well
I’m waiting for the bus,” Ruby snapped. “What the hell’s your
problem?’

Kenny took a half step back, caught off
guard.

Ruby shook off her irritation and searched
his eyes. “Are you okay?”

“Fine. I’m good. It’s just this headache.” He
leaned against the brick exterior of the shop and rubbed the bridge
of his nose.

“Kenny. Tell me you’re not using.
Please.”

“Oh for...” He paused, balling his hands into
fists. “If that’s the first thing you think of each time I have a
headache or the sniffles, then we don’t have a chance of working
things out.”

Ruby recognized this as an obvious attempt to
make her feel guilty and stood firm. “Grow up, Kenny. I’m only
asking because I care about you, and you know it. Answer my
question, dammit.”

“I’m not, Rube. I swear.” Kenny took several
deep breaths, getting his anger under control. “I’m just really
tired from working so much. I’ve got an acting job now, believe it
or not.”

“Acting? I didn’t know you were into that
kind of thing. Aren’t you still working at Dick’s?”

“Sure. Of course. This acting thing is at
night.”

Kenny lifted his head to watch the transit
bus approach and Ruby noticed a bandage on his neck, similar to the
one she saw on that guy, Chad. “What’s this?” She reached up to
pull it off but he grabbed her wrist and pushed it away.

“Damn it, Ruby. You never let up, do you? I
cut myself shaving. For the love of God, I can’t win. Why don’t you
just stay the hell out of my business?” He shoved his hands in his
coat pockets, turned his back on her, and stormed away.

Ruby stood silently as the bus doors opened,
her throat tight with unshed tears. Without another word, she
turned and boarded the bus. She flopped into a seat and stared
straight ahead, eyes misty. Disappointment spread its heaviness
over her heart. No matter what he said, Kenny must have
fallen back into his old ways. Just a week since she’d last seen
him and he looked like a different person.

 


Kenny glanced over his shoulder to make sure
Ruby got on the bus. Tears stung his eyes, too, and he wiped them
on his sleeve. He’d hated coming down so hard on her, but he needed
some space to sort things out. She’d never understand what he was
involved in. Even he couldn’t understand why he went back after he
swore he wouldn’t. At least he hadn’t lied to her. It wasn’t his
old habit that was hurting him now. It was something much
darker.

 



Chapter 4

Monday - October 14

 


That morning, Ruby received a phone call from
family friend, Carter Worthington.

“Hey, how’s my favorite girl?”

“Pretty good.” Ruby smiled. “How about
yourself?”

“I’m right as rain. Thought I’d see if you’d
like to have lunch with me today. My treat.”

Ruby propped the phone against her shoulder
and stuffed another book in her bag. “I wish I could, Uncle Carter,
but I’ve got a workshop over the lunch hour for my Digital Media
class. Can’t get out of it.”

“And I wouldn’t want you to.” His words
carried a paternal tone.

Ruby hurried to ask, “How about Friday
instead?” She loved lunches with Carter. He always gave her his
full attention, treated her like the child he’d never had.

“Let’s plan on it. Noon at Lenardo’s?”

“Sounds great. See you then.”

When her parents had moved across the country
two years earlier, they’d wanted Ruby to come with them. She’d
resisted and finally they’d extracted a promise from her that she
would get in touch with her dad’s friend occasionally; and she
suspected her dad had also asked Carter to keep an eye on her,
covering his bases from both ends. Every few months or so, she’d
have dinner or lunch with Carter and they’d talk about what was
going on in her life. Though he wasn’t related to her by blood,
she’d called him uncle as long as she could remember.

 



Chapter 5

Friday - October 18

 


The week passed quickly and when not working
the coffee shop, sitting in class, or studying, concern over Kenny
popped into Ruby’s head. The way he’d looked that day, his odd
behavior. She hated to think he was back on drugs after staying
clean so long.

Unable to stop herself, Ruby tried to call
him several times, but he never answered. She wondered if he was
even checking his messages. Friday morning, she tried again, but it
went directly to voice mail.

Shortly before noon, she entered the ritzy
Lenardo’s and a maître d’ led her to a table in the corner and held
the chair out as she sat. She glanced up and saw Carter crossing
the dining room.

He paused to speak with a waiter, and Ruby
gazed at him thoughtfully. He was a big man who filled out the
shoulders of his suit perfectly. Handsome in the style of classic
movies, Carter had dark hair, vivid blue eyes, muscular physique,
and carried himself with poise. He and the waiter laughed quietly
and then Carter turned his attention to her. A grin spread across
his face as he approached.

Hiking the legs of his slacks, he settled
into the seat across from her, unbuttoned his jacket, and laid his
hands on the table. “So, let’s order and then get caught up, shall
we?”

Ruby ordered prime rib and Carter chose the
filet mignon. The dapper sommelier conferred with Carter and
returned with a light rosé. Their salads arrived almost
immediately, along with warm bread and plenty of butter.

During the course of the meal, Ruby chattered
on about school and work. Carter told her he had talked to her dad
the night before and it sounded as if her parents were doing well.
She talked about a book she was reading, told him about the ticket
she’d gotten. He commiserated, recalled some traffic violations
he’d had when he was younger.

“Did you hear about the body they fished out
of the river?” Ruby asked.

A strange look crossed Carter’s face. “You
know me; I don’t pay much attention to local news. Always keeping
my eye on the national scene.”

Ruby cocked her head, surprised at his
response. The mayor, she knew, was a friend of his. “Well, I just
thought you might’ve heard something since Mayor Roberts will be
under a lot of pressure.”

“Sorry, no. But I haven’t spoken to Jack in a
while.” He took a sip of his wine. “Was it someone you knew?”

“No. I don’t think they’ve even identified
the body yet. I just read a little bit about it.”

Carter took a bite, swallowed, and changed
the subject. “So, got any plans for Halloween?”

“I have to work.” Ruby rolled her eyes. “But,
they’re letting us dress up.”

“What’s your costume?”

She shrugged. “Not sure yet, maybe something
medieval.”

The food was delicious and they followed it
with chocolate cake for dessert. Toward the end of the meal, Carter
grew serious. “You know you can come to me if you ever have any
problems, right?”

Ruby frowned. “Of course. What do you mean?
What kind of problem?”

He leaned back with a casual air. “Just
anything that might come up. I’m here if you ever need me.”

Ruby hesitated. Part of her wanted to unload
her concern over Kenny. It wasn’t that she didn’t trust Carter; she
did. He wouldn’t tell her folks anything unless it presented a
direct threat to her. But what could he do for Kenny anyway?
Nothing. She shook her head and smiled. “Thanks, but everything’s
good.”

“I’m glad.” He signaled the waiter and stood,
buttoning his jacket.

As they stepped outside, Ruby pulled her
sweater tighter around her. “Thanks for lunch.”

Carter put a hand on her shoulder and leaned
down to plant a light kiss on the top of her head. “My pleasure. Do
you need a ride?”

“No, I’ve got some errands to run and then
I’m going to take a bus home.”

Her phone rang. She returned Carter’s wave as
he walked away and glanced at her caller ID. She looked up and let
out a huge breath of relief before answering. “Kenny?”

“Ruby.” Kenny’s mouth went dry and his heart
raced. He paced back and forth.

“Kenny, thank God. I was really worried.
Didn’t you get my messages?”

Kenny tried to keep his voice even. He
dragged his fingers through his thick hair repeatedly before
clearing his throat. “Listen, Ruby. I need to talk to you about
something. It’s important.”

Ruby sensed Kenny’s agitation. Her pulse
quickened. “What is it?”

“Do you have any extra cash?” His voice
wavered.

“A little, I guess. What’s wrong, Kenny? Is
it drugs? Are you using again?”

“Dammit, Ruby! No! It’s something else. But I
need to borrow some money.”

Ruby’s heart fell. Something was wrong. She
tried to believe it wasn’t drugs, wanted to trust Kenny, but she’d
been let down so many times. Her voice hardened. “How much? I don’t
have a lot, just a little in savings. Plus my jar of tips. Maybe
three hundred dollars total.”

Kenny slumped into his coat, thankful she was
coming through for him. “That would help. Just something to get me
by.”

“Where are you? I want to see you.”

His voice was low, as if he feared being
overheard. “Not now. Tonight. Meet me at Twilight.”

“What time is that exactly?”

“It’s not a time; it’s a place. Don’t tell me
you haven’t heard about Twilight? It’s a vampire-themed nightclub,
you know, like the books. Corner of Blake and 54th, in the Old Town
district. And hey, if Smiley’s on the door, you might have to joke
around, flirt a little to get in. He’s kind of a freak, but you can
handle it. I’ll try to be there by nine.” With a shaky laugh, he
continued, “Thanks, Rube. You’re a lifesaver.”

A chill rushed up her spine. “What’s going
on? Why there? Why can’t you just come to my place?”

A chill rushed up her spine. “Why
there? Why can’t you just come to my place?”

“I’m meeting a guy there; he’s going
to let me borrow his car.”

“Why? What’s going on?”

“It’s a long story. I’ll explain everything
when I see you. Just be there, please,” he begged before he hung
up.

Ruby tried to call him back, but to no avail.
She searched her memory for the location of the nearest ATM. She
squared her shoulders; she wasn’t going to just hand money over to
him, not without a damn good reason. A gust of cold wind tossed
litter and leaves against her legs and she shivered. Her errands
forgotten, she hurried down the sidewalk.

Across town, Kenny slipped his phone into his
pocket, glanced over his shoulder. I sure hope she shows, I’ve
gotta disappear for a while.

 


With a half-hour to spare before meeting
Ruby, Kenny flipped the collar of his jacket up around his neck and
breezed past Smiley before the man had a chance to recognize him.
Once inside the club, he bought a drink and strolled through the
darkened interior, head swiveling as he searched for Graham, who’d
agreed to loan Kenny his car. He’d told his friend a lie, though;
he had no intention of returning his wheels the next day. He was
going to get as far away from this city as he could. It was a dirty
trick, but he was desperate. He’d have to call him later with some
excuse for not doing as he promised; hopefully, Graham wouldn’t
turn the car in as stolen.

Kenny snagged a booth near the bar with a
good view of the front door and settled in to wait. Sipping his
drink slowly, his mind returned to the problem like anxious fingers
seeking an itch. The last time he’d felt this bad was in the old
days, after a weeklong binge. It was obvious he was being drugged
at those damn parties.

Yet he kept going back. In fact, he
prayed they would call. Whatever they’d given him had
insinuated itself into every fiber of his body and neuron in his
brain, like the perfect key into a lock. This hunger had quickly
accelerated past simple cravings and barreled into the realm of
desperate need. It wasn’t the euphoria induced by the experience;
he barely remembered that. No, it was the fact that he was sick
without it. If he didn’t get away now, he never would; it would be
the death of him.

Another thought occurred to him. What if it
wasn’t a drug that kept him going back; what if it was something
else? What else could it be though? He strained unsuccessfully to
recall the events at the parties. His eyes scanned the room for
Graham as his mind raced.

He didn’t know how Ruby would react to his
situation. Nevertheless, he intended to level with her. He’d be
completely honest; he’d admit her suspicions were valid, though not
entirely correct. He’d lean on her strength, if she’d let him. He’d
tell her he was running away, and why. That he was going cold
turkey. If there were any holes in his plan, she’d spot them. She’d
help him figure out what to do.

Supporting his pounding head in one hand, he
kept his eyes moving. They stopped on a figure who’d just stepped
through the front door, surrounded by a muscular entourage.
Bodyguards, Kenny realized. A cold rush traveled over him as
he stared at the man. Whitish-blond hair, matching goatee. Wet red
lips. The boom of his laughter. It was all so familiar.
Prickles traveled up Kenny’s spine over the back of his neck like
the caress of a skeletal hand. Something congealed in his mind, a
disturbing certainty.

He jumped to his feet and rushed toward the
group. Pointing a finger at the man, he blurted, “You! I know you.”
He snapped his fingers several times and shook his head as if to
clear it. “Hardesty. Butch Hardesty. I know you.”

Butch’s eyes narrowed as he recognized the
young man, but the smile never left his face. “You’re right about
my name, but I don’t believe I’ve ever had the pleasure of meeting
you.”

Kenny reached for the man’s arm. “No, it was
you alright. At the parties. Wait, it’s coming back to me. Hold
on.” His brow furrowed in concentration.

A bodyguard snatched Kenny’s hand away from
his boss and wrestled it behind his back, preparing to throw him
out. Kenny cried out and struggled to get away.

“No, no. It’s okay. Let him go, Chuck. I want
to talk to him.”

Kenny was released and stood panting before
them. He rotated his shoulder, trying to ease the pain. Hardesty
draped a friendly arm around him. “What did you say your name was
again?”

“I didn’t. It’s Kenny Cook. But I think you
know that already, don’t you?”

“Well, Kenny, I know it now. Let’s go up to
my office, shall we? Let’s all just go up to my office and
have a nice visit.”

The bodyguards circled Kenny as Butch hurried
him through a dark curtained doorway and up a flight of stairs.
They shambled awkwardly into a lavish office; the hired men stepped
outside the door.

“Have a seat. Care for a drink?” Hardesty
went to a bar on the opposite wall, poured a generous amount of
amber liquid into a tumbler, and tossed in a couple of ice
cubes.

Kenny sank onto the couch. He couldn’t speak
as an avalanche of memories, repressed until this moment, cascaded
into his mind. Images and sensations overwhelmed him: Bliss.
Seductive music. The brush of cool air on his naked skin. People
crowding around him, touching him. Beautiful people. People with
fangs.

His brain struggled to find order in his
chaotic thoughts. Hardesty pressed the glass into Kenny’s hand,
guided it to his lips. “Take a drink. You look like you need
one.”

“No!” Kenny threw the glass to the floor and
rose to his feet, shaky but determined.

Butch frowned his displeasure.

Kenny stared at the man through a film of
tears. He nearly choked as the words tumbled out. “I remember. The
parties...that lawyer guy, what’s his name? I’ve seen it on
billboards a thousand times. What is it?” He rubbed his
temples.

“Take your time,” Hardesty encouraged
affably. “There’s no rush.”

“Ward! That’s right, Marcus Ward. And you.
And, oh god!” A look of horror crossed his face. “I’ve got to warn
Ruby.” He turned to the door.

Hardesty beat him there, threw it open, and
signaled his guards. “Mr. Cook isn’t feeling well; he needs a
little cooling-off period. Help him out to the car and keep him
there. Take him down the back way. In the meantime, I have some
phone calls to make and then I’ll join you.”

A wall of muscle stepped into the room. Luis
Whitekiller was a stone-faced Comanche who stared fixedly at Kenny
like a junkyard dog might look at a rabbit. Chuck Vance’s shaved
head glistened above pale blue eyes that were cold as chips of ice.
Kenny didn’t get a good look at the rest of the goons before he was
descended upon.

“Get your hands off me!” Kenny tussled with
the larger men.

Whitekiller delivered an efficient blow to
the back of Kenny’s head; he collapsed and was easily carried from
the room.

Butch closed the door behind them, nostrils
flaring, legs planted wide apart. His normally pale complexion
turned pink with the heat of anger. He’d dump this problem square
into somebody else’s lap; that’s what he’d do. Right now, tonight.
Pulling out his cell phone, he punched in a number and paced until
the call was answered.

“Hello.”

Butch jumped in without preamble. “We have a
problem, Vulpes. A serious problem.”

 


 


Ruby borrowed Margot’s car to drive across
the city. Margot, the owner of the café, lived above Ruby in the
fancier of the two apartments. She was a bit eccentric, but Ruby
liked her.

Ruby had been to the Old Town district, but
it had been awhile. She’d always enjoyed shopping in the area with
its diverse shops, creative sculptures, and eclectic artwork,
including remarkably constructed bike racks and planter vessels
that were unique to each intersection.

Old warehouses had been renovated to
accommodate eateries, vintage clothing outlets, art and jewelry
stores, antique malls, and just about anything else a shopper might
desire. In the lower level of one building a narrow hallway ran
between caged booths that offered used books, collectibles, and
even a fortune teller.

Old Town during the day was a bustling, artsy
area that attracted natives and tourists alike. But Old Town at
night was a new scene. Several bars that went unnoticed during the
day did a thriving business after dark. Twilight, housed in a
refurbished brick warehouse, was one of these. Ruby was surprised
she’d missed news of its opening.

She was further surprised to see a horde of
people that stretched down the block and around the corner. As she
looked for a place to park, she felt a surge of annoyance. She was
glad she hadn’t worn heels because it looked like she’d be walking
a ways.

By the time she approached the end of the
queue, Ruby was thoroughly discouraged. The cool night air was damp
and clammy, and she’d worn only a light jacket. She shivered with
the others waiting to get inside. As she stood in line, her eyes
searched the crowd for Kenny’s familiar face, but all were
strangers to her. She was relieved to find herself moving ahead
quickly but noted with interest that many people didn’t go inside
after reaching the entrance. Before long, she encountered a large
blond man blocking her way in.

“What do we got here?” he bellowed in a
grating voice, looking her up and down. A crude grin flashed across
his face, exposing a set of horsy teeth. “Oh, I don’t think so,
sweetheart. Why don’t you just move on?” He seemed set to give Ruby
a hard time and she realized he was the reason some people didn’t
get inside.

This must be the guy Kenny was talking
about. She glanced quickly at her watch. It was almost nine
o’clock; she didn’t have time for this. Racking her brain for a
clever remark, she had just come up with a perfect answer when she
was shoved from behind.

“Get the hell out of the way; I want in,” a
drunken voice sounded over her shoulder.

Smiley’s expression changed to one of anger
and his attention passed to the young man who’d pushed Ruby. He
came out of his seat in one smooth move and grabbed the guy by the
scruff of his neck, shoving him toward the road. “I told you
before, scumbag, you ain’t getting in.”

Ruby took advantage of the opening. She edged
through the door, paid the cover charge, and entered the club
through a second interior door. She was immediately surrounded by
the thick, heavy beat of electronic dance music. As she waited for
her eyes to adjust, she felt the press of the crowd around her.
Ahead she could see the dance floor and a set of stairs that led to
an upper level. Separating the seating area from the throng on the
dance floor were glass partitions with embedded red lights that
climbed from the bottom upward and flickered like flames. The DJ
plied his trade from a balcony that jutted out slightly over the
dance floor.

Ruby found the bar at the end of the large
room and headed in that direction, eyes traveling over faces. More
than a few patrons were dressed like vampires, which she found most
peculiar.

Forcing her way between two people, Ruby
caught the bartender’s eye and ordered a Pepsi. He slid her drink
in front of her, leaned over, and gave her a charming smile. “Here
alone?”

“Waiting for a friend.” She returned his
smile. “Do you know Kenny Cook?”

With a blank look, the bartender shook his
head. “Don’t recognize the name. Take a look around.” He spread his
arms out, indicating the masses of people. “We’re busy like this
all the time. I don’t get much of a chance to really meet
anyone.”

Ruby fumbled in her bag, careful to keep the
money she’d gotten for Kenny buried deep. “Wait. I have a
picture.”

“Sorry. I’ve got customers.” He wouldn’t even
look at the photo.

Ruby stared at his retreating back as she
slipped Kenny’s picture into her wallet once again. She turned to
face the horde of partiers and gazed around the room. She noticed
several people with bandages on their necks and wondered if it was
some kind of crazy new fad.

She decided she’d never find Kenny just
standing in one place. Grabbing her drink, she wandered through the
crowd. She circled the tables, eyes constantly alert for Kenny,
before going upstairs and doing the same. There was a smaller bar
on this floor with another bartender serving a different throng of
eager customers. Sighing in exasperation, she returned to the main
level. She took a stool at the partition that separated the dance
floor from the sitting areas and set her glass down on the small
shelf that ran its length. Her eyes traveled over the dancers, but
she recognized no one. A quick glance at her watch fueled her
annoyance and she tried calling Kenny, but got his voicemail.

“Kenny, this is Ruby. It’s almost ten and I
have to work the breakfast shift tomorrow. I’m only going to wait
about an hour before heading home. If you want money, you’d better
hurry! And you better have a damn good excuse for being late.” She
hung up.

The music faded. Dozens of long crimson
streamers dropped from the ceiling by means of a hidden mechanism
and swayed just above the heads of the audience. Mist rolled over
the dance floor from an unseen fog machine, wrapping ankles and
legs in eerie wisps of white. The excitement in the air was now
palpable.

Voodoo by Godsmack blasted from the
speakers.

 


I’m not the one who’s so far
away

When I feel the snake bite enter my veins

Never did I wanna be here again

And I don’t remember why I came

 


The DJ’s voice boomed over the song, “Who’s
ready for the kiss of death?”

Howls and applause passed through the room.
People began crowding onto the dance floor as if his words were a
signal. Ruby watched, curious, as the music continued.

A group of flamboyant actors appeared on the
stairs and began to descend in theatrical fashion. All were dressed
as vampires and all were exceptionally good-looking, in spite of
the death-like makeup they wore. Another cheer rose from around the
room. The vampires wove through the dancers, touching a
person here and there, gazing deeply into excited eyes, and moving
erotically to the music. Many hands stretched toward the actors,
people yearning to be noticed, but they deftly moved out of reach.
Each actor eventually chose a victim and led his or her prey
off the dance floor. From above, a handsome dark-haired actor
swooped down a hidden zip line into the middle of the fray. It was
artfully accomplished and he looked as if he’d actually flown. Even
knowing it was all staged, Ruby gasped in surprise.

Face half hidden by his cape, the newest
vampire approached a pretty young woman, flung his cape around her,
and dipped his face to her neck. Keeping
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