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In Blood-Drenched Circumstances
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Rory

THERE ARE TWO CUSTOMERS in the Go-Go Gas at three o’clock in the morning when the gun goes off. The noise rings in Rory’s ears. From his vantage point behind the plexiglass barrier, he watches as the bullet slices through the torso of the woman who had only just turned to make her way up to the cash register, bottle of water in hand.

The bottle slips, crinkles against the floor as she stumbles backward, sliding down the freezer door in shock. Her hand clutches her stomach, white t-shirt already turning red with her blood.

An unmistakable mineral tang mixed with crushed hyacinth petals reaches his nostrils, sunlight-warm, and his gums feel tight in response, his teeth aching.

A gnawing hunger overtakes him. He clears his throat. “Excuse me? Could you take this outside?”

The other customer—the one with the gun—looks at Rory over his shoulder, startled. The woman lies crumpled on the floor, her blood framing her figure in a crude, too-bright puddle.

The man turns around to face Rory, aims the gun, hand shaking. He’s younger than Rory thought he would be based on his height. His cheeks are still round in youthful excess. His chin is scruffy in a sad, patchy sort of way and does little to hide his spotty complexion. He is young enough that the frustration and anger pulsing around him is more tragic than fearsome.

Just a kid, really, thinks Rory. He tries to guess his age but fails to pick a number with any certainty. He lands on early twenty-something.

“Give me all of the cash in that drawer,” Kid demands.

Rory sighs. “Yeah, fine. Whatever, Kid.”

Kid frowns as he moves closer, stabbing the gun in Rory’s direction, as if to emphasize the seriousness of the threat. There is a small hint of surprise in the whites of his eyes. His eyelids blink rapidly over the dark pools of his irises. Rory isn’t sure if the surprise is because he followed the command with little hesitation, or if Kid is shocked at his own audacity.

“Put it in a plastic bag,” Kid adds, his voice shaky, yet gaining confidence with each step closer to the sales counter. Rory does as told, taking extra care to shake the plastic bag open so that it is ready to accept the requested contents.

All $135.56.

As Kid comes to stand right in front of the sales counter, Rory catches a whiff of fear; it rolls off him like mold in the edges of a room. Probably hasn’t shot a gun before tonight, Rory thinks, let alone held one.

Or, at the very least, Kid has most certainly never pointed a gun at a person. Rory glances at him out of the corner of his eye. Has probably at least aimed a gun at an empty beer bottle, if nothing else. Now there’s a dead woman by the soda fountain, and he’s swinging his gun around like he’s watched too many old Westerns. A child pretending to play cops and robbers.

Except Rory isn’t a cop and the woman’s blood fills his nostrils, rushes down his throat, tears at the inside of his veins.

He closes the till with a snap and faces Kid, studiously avoiding the gun and keeping his eyes trained nonchalantly on his face. The front of the gun dips lower. If it went off now, the bullet might ricochet off the barrier.

Or it might go through the plastic and hit Rory in the belly. He’s not sure the shield is actually bullet-proof, despite the claims of the sticker peeling off in the corner.

That wouldn’t be so bad, he thinks. At the very least, it would end the gnawing emptiness he feels, if only for a few minutes. He should have eaten earlier during his thirty-minute lunch break. He never takes the break, though. His diet is sparse and he’d like to keep it that way.

Kid motions for Rory to pass the bag of money. Then, he uses the back of the hand holding the gun to wipe his forehead. For a moment, the gun is no longer trained on Rory. A rookie mistake.

The bag doesn’t fit through the space cut out of the plastic barrier, meant only for lottery tickets and change, and, at most, a pack of cigarettes. For a minute it looks like Kid’s face is going to crumple in frustration. He raises a hand to the top of his head and clutches at his limp, greasy strands before saying, “Just walk around and hand it to me. Slowly.” He adds the last bit spontaneously and looks quite pleased with himself for thinking of it.

Rory does as told, taking slow measured steps. He raises the latch on the door and the barrier swings open. He reaches through the opening, bag of money outstretched. Kid leans to grab it, eyes darting from the bag to the still vacant lot outside.

This is when the gun goes off.

The bullet lodges in Rory’s stomach, which does indeed remove the painful gnawing for a minute. However, his gums feel uncomfortably tight, his teeth aching and sharp, his mouth suddenly dry. It is a feeling with which he is well acquainted, but here, at his place of employment at three in the morning, his shift almost complete and the rapidly cooling body of a woman by the soda fountain still to be disposed of, it sends a smooth current of anger through his body.

Rory looks up at Kid, who is glassy eyed in fear. The gun is shaking visibly in his hand.

“This whole thing has gotten a bit out of hand,” he says, fists clenching at his side as he takes a step forward. There is something fouler than just body odor coming off the twitchy, gangly body and he has the sudden urge to learn why.

He extends his hand with a preternatural speed and clutches Kid’s neck, dragging him forward so he can look into his eyes. There is a short, choked whine and the gun clatters to the ground as Kid scratches at his captor’s hand.

Rory doesn’t bother with questions. Just lets his mind reach forward through his touch, sending out a command for Kid to stand still. There is little in the way of mental fortification and Rory slips easily into Kid’s memories, rifling through his most recent moments. They play out in front of his eyes, superimposed on the gas station shelves like a movie projector.

It takes only seconds for Rory to see the hard-edged cruelty that lives in his heart. Certainly, there are circumstances that have planted that cruelty there and there are some small hints of possible redemption, deep down in the fissure of his soul. But it is so submerged, so hidden, that Rory isn’t sure Kid would ever be able to find it, even with a century of soul-searching.

Should he give him a century to try, at least? Does he deserve that gift?

No, Rory thinks, his mind full of crude and violent thoughts from the Kid. It leaves a sour taste in the back of his throat. He’s known men like that; with the luxury of time, they don’t improve. They almost always become rotting, monstrous things. As he flickers through Kid’s life, a thin mist of red seems to crowd his vision. There is a high-pitched ringing in his ears, echoes of past lives, the phantom heartbeats against his tongue haunting him still, centuries later.

The red mist is an old friend, unwelcome though it may be. He hasn’t been around this much spilled blood in at least three decades and his restraint is hard-pressed to stay intact. He can feel it fraying at the edges, unraveling by the second.

Later, he will tell himself that his body made the decision for him—that he barely knew his own mind when his left hand joined his right in a painfully familiar movement. A soft twist made with barely any effort.

The thought will do little to comfort him, but now, with blood in his nostrils and his teeth aching to feel flesh, it provides him the absolution he needs to do what he, regrettably, is quite good at.
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Ophelia in Water
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Rory

KID’S LIFELESS BODY falls to the ground, his head lolling to the side in a sickeningly unnatural way. The gun rests innocently beside him and, belatedly, Rory realizes he’s lucky it didn’t go off again when it was dropped. Not that it would hurt him. The bullet hole in his stomach is already healed, the spent metal falling to the ground as his muscles knit themselves back together again.

The only real consequence is the destruction of the once pristine white t-shirt he is wearing. He grabs his flannel shirt from his cubby hole underneath the register and buttons it up. One problem solved.

The Go-Go hasn’t come out of this altercation unscathed, though. The blood from him and the woman will be a pain to clean up. He’s not sure the supply closet will have enough bleach to completely erase the traces of it. It’ll smell like blood in here for a week, he thinks. At least the security camera in the corner broke a while back and hasn’t been fixed yet. One less thing to worry about.

With a resigned shake of his head, he kneels and picks Kid up, maneuvering the body over his shoulder as he stands. He pauses before stepping outside, but his pupils dilate quickly.

The darkness hides nothing. The lot is still vacant, as it almost always is at this hour. The road is equally deserted. The diner next door closes at nine o’clock and its neon sign sits silent, a blue indistinct shape against the night sky. The sign for the motel down the road is lit, casting an orange shadow across the inky black snake of the road as it stretches beyond into the nothingness of the horizon. The rooms are dark, motel guests snug in their dirty beds.

There’s not a soul outside or awake at this hour. Rory can hear the silence even before he opens the door, can hear the lack of breath and heartbeat. It’s one of the reasons he likes working the night shift; he appreciates the complete and utter lack of life.

Rory makes his way out of the store, digging his keys out of his pocket. The air is sticky-sweet with summer. The worst time of the year. But at least it’s still just him. It’s almost picturesque, actually: the soft darkness, the sparkling sky, the bulging white moon above. He supposes that the dead body slung over his shoulder ruins any beauty in the view, though.

He unceremoniously drops it into the open trunk of his beat-up Oldsmobile and it lands with a heavy thunk that rattles the shoddy suspension. The smell of copper hits the back of his throat again. He considers what to do next. His teeth sharpen even more, the gnawing hollowness returning and spreading to his veins. His muscles ache with tension. Just a bit longer, he tells himself. Then, drink.

There aren’t many places to bury a body around here. The wetlands to the east are an obvious choice, which is why he decides against them immediately. Much too popular with campers and birders. There is another wooded area, Willow Lake Park, that is only a few miles from the Go-Go. The forest itself is rather small, especially compared to the wetlands. Skirting the edge of the trees is a man-made body of water called Graeme Lake, besides which sits the house he lives in. It’s uncomfortably close, he thinks.

But the trees there are dense and the trails undeveloped. The land is protected jointly by Willow Lake Town Council and the Glenn County Preservation Society. Camping permits are rarely approved or even requested.

It isn’t a very scenic bit of land. The perimeter of Willow Lake Park ends about a hundred feet from the edge of his lake-side property, and if he buried the body even farther than that, deep into the trees, perhaps it would remain undiscovered. Certainly, it would stay hidden during the freeze in December, maybe even until next spring when the ground opens up with mushrooms and worms.

By then, any forensic evidence on the body would surely be tainted and he, a random bystander, would have no connection with the unidentified human remains. It’s not perfect, but it’ll do.

He checks his watch. He has an hour and forty-five minutes left of his shift but wonders if he can get away with leaving a few minutes early, if his replacement arrives before five as they sometimes do. He can smell the body already, cells breaking down—imperceptibly, really, but not for him—in the late summer heat rising from the asphalt.

He runs a tired hand through his hair as he makes his way back into the store, swapping the buzz of cicadas with the sizzle of electric lights. The red mist and the high-pitched echo in his head have receded back into the past where they belong. He is feeling pretty good about his plan when he almost stumbles over the woman by the soda fountain—the woman he had completely forgotten about in the wake of his own altercation with Kid. There is a grotesque trail where she flopped over on her side.

He muses idly about what led Kid to shoot her in the first place. Did he know her? Did she offend him in some way? He remembers the cruelty in the boy’s heart. It’s entirely possible that he just felt like shooting someone.

Rory thinks back to before the gun first went off. He hadn’t been paying much attention, but he recalls her walking in, smiling distractedly at him, her boots clicking as she made her way down the aisle. He clocked the sway of her hips in time to the clicking of her shoes, but didn’t look otherwise, her face obscured by a bushy mane of brown curls.

What was she doing when she was shot?

Right—she was making her way up to the counter to purchase a bottle of water when Kid turned and the gun went off. The bottle rolled to the sales counter, wedged in the corner next to a forgotten lottery ticket and some bits of broken glass.

If Kid had waited another minute or two, the woman would have been gone—and maybe things would have happened differently.

Maybe Rory wouldn’t have already been annoyed and hungry with the scent of blood against his tongue when Kid turned toward him.

Maybe, even if Rory had been shot, he wouldn’t have killed him with so little thought. Maybe he would have quelled his instincts long enough to scare him a bit and send him on his way. But to do what, exactly? Shoot someone else? Beat up a girlfriend?

These musings are pointless, he knows. His mere existence is proof that magic exists, but despite the wealth of his centuries-long experience, he has never found something that can rewrite time. So, Kid shot her and now her blood is pooled on the linoleum tile and Rory is hungry, grumpy, and ready for this shift to just be over.

Probably not the first time this tile has seen blood, he thinks. He scrubs his face with his hand as he kneels, trying to decide the best course of action. He may get away with disposing one body in the woods, but two is pushing it.

The lake, perhaps, would be a better choice for her. It seems fitting, in a twisted sort of way, as the woman’s face is hidden by a mass of curly hair, golden honey even in the artificial lights, and it spreads out across the floor like Ophelia in water.

He suddenly feels a bone-deep weariness and he almost considers just leaving—just getting in his car and driving away with not so much as a resignation letter taped to the door. He’s become unaccustomed to spilled blood in recent years. He can’t remember the last time he slipped into someone else’s head, and, with his empty veins, he’s feeling the strain of pushing himself. He had forgotten how heavy death can be. He feels the weight of it in his bones. If he had a soul, it would feel just as heavy.

She deserved more than a dirty linoleum floor, he thinks. The soothing, cool depths of the lake are the least he can give her. He doesn’t like the idea of putting her in the trunk with the boy who took her life either. The back seat, maybe? There’s a spare flannel shirt he can cover her with. It’s not prefect, but it’s better than leaving her pale skin exposed which somehow seems like a violation. He stays kneeling for a moment longer, cataloging the scene before him, delaying the inevitable—perhaps, even attempting to honor her life by remembering the details of her death.

He gently brushes the hair away from her face, the tips of his fingers barely touching the strands. The soft curve of her cheek is pale with blood loss, her mouth slack. Her eyes are closed and if it wasn’t for the stain spread across her torso, she could just be sleeping. One hand needlessly clutches her stomach, where the bullet entered her body, while the other hand rests on the floor. There’s no ring on her left hand. Her nails are neat and trimmed, long and elegant, even with her blood staining them. She’s wearing a long floral skirt, which is now bunched up around her knees showing off her pointy black boots. Her white sleeveless t-shirt hugs her curves and shows off a thick scar that circles her upper arm.

There’s no purse, as far as he can tell, but she had been holding a slim leather wallet and it rests beside her. He opens it, rifles through, thinking vaguely of taking the cash but ultimately leaves it be. He could use it, but he’s not that callous. Her photo identification says her name is Calliope Jane Grey. She is thirty-three years old and an organ donor. He feels a little sad about that one, knowing her final wishes won’t be fulfilled. Finally, pushing the weariness aside, he leans forward to pick her up—and yet, as soon as he touches her arm, he feels her heartbeat.

He jolts back as if he’d been stung.

She’s still alive, he thinks dumbly. Her skin is cold, colder than his own even, but her heartbeat is there. Shallow—faint—but there.

Her eyes open then, blearily, confused, like she’s blinking against the sun after being inside for too long. Her lips move, trying to say something. She raises her hand in an awkward beckoning motion. A puppet with her strings cut.

He leans closer to hear her words. She moves her mouth again, and when she speaks, the sound is a raspy caw, a parody of her voice, which he assumes is lovely and bright under normal circumstances. It must be. It has to match the soft dip of her lips and delicate tilt of her chin.

The same for her eyes, which he thinks must be closer to emerald green in the sunlight, but are black now, not even reflecting the fluorescent lights overhead.

“Help—I don’t—to die,” she says, words scraping against her chapped lips.

His gums feel hot and painful, his teeth even sharper than before, and he presses his tongue against one of them, as if testing the sharpness of it.

There is a way to save her—but he shouldn’t.

She is so close to death. She is disoriented from pain and blood loss. She doesn’t know what she is asking of him. She doesn’t know what he is.

Her lips move faster now. Her fingers, so cold and shaking, wrap delicately around his wrist. Her blood is still warm, sticky. Crushed hyacinth petals. Rosemary. Dew. He breaths it in, his instincts curling around the smell like a fist grabbing at silk.

“Help.”

He’s not even really sure she says that final word. Later, he’ll worry that he heard it in his head, that he made it up to help him feel better about the decision he has already made. Because even without her plea and her surprisingly strong grip on his wrist, he was already leaning forward, he was already shifting her so he could see her neck. He pays little mind to the blood on the floor soaking through the knees of his jeans as he lifts her up and cradles her against his chest. Her head lolls back as if in offering, pale splatters of blood coating the smooth column of her neck like freckles. Her eyes have fluttered close, and she squeezes his wrist again as if to say, “Yes, I’m ready.”

He brushes her long hair back over her shoulder and pauses, licking his lips. He stops short of looking into her mind. It doesn’t matter if she is worthy of saving, it doesn’t matter what darkness is inside of her. He doesn’t want to kill anyone else tonight.

Hadn’t truly wanted to kill Kid, to be frank, but old habits die hard.

He gives himself another second to consider the consequences of this. If he does this—if he saves her with the thing once gifted to him, centuries ago—he will be tying his existence to hers, however briefly, while she recovers. She will need to be looked after while she adjusts to her new circumstances. The gift he can give her could turn fetid at any moment, her savior becoming her jailer, or worse—her executioner.

It doesn’t really matter what I want, he thinks. His mind is already made up. And anyway, shouldn’t this be a point in his favor? He has seen—and caused—enough death to last him an eternity. He has secluded himself in this remote town to live with his guilt alone, surviving off the bare minimum in his own attempt at contrition, poor though it may be. He ignores the soft, crooning voice in the back of his head that reminds him the salvation he offers is not a true life. She will be neither living nor dead. She will straddle the two, just like him, with a curse of eternal damnation coursing through her veins.

But if he does this, he will be, for once, giving instead of taking.

That’s what he tells himself as he licks his lips again, letting his eyes travel down to the exposed column of her neck, as milky-white as the moon he knows is sinking in the sky right now. He bends over until his mouth is so close to her skin, she would be able to feel his breath, if he still needed to take air into his lungs.

Then, he bites into her neck.
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A Good Luck Gremlin
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Rory

MOST DOCUMENTED VAMPIRE attacks throughout history and even now, in more recent times, are from youngling vampires left unfettered. There was a time, of course, when such behavior was acceptable, even encouraged, from vampires of any age. Rory himself was once known to have such a reputation; he was once a fierce warrior and prominent figure in the more unsavory vampire communities.

But that was thirty-years ago, before the weight of death sat so heavily upon him, before the bloodlust broke him in half and he fled. He traveled aimlessly for many years, denying himself his wants, reducing his diet to mere drops in hopes that he could rebuild his soul. It wasn’t until three years ago that he realized he would never be able to put his soul back together again: it was gone, disintegrated into ash. He settled in Willow Park shortly thereafter. He spends his days in quiet, wretched contemplation and his nights working at the Go-Go Gas for a measly six dollars an hour to help keep the lights on in his house. His hands have been tarnished by spilled life from the day he was Turned; he supposes it was only a matter of time before he found himself with blood on his hands again.

Cleaning up the floor takes less time than he anticipates. His replacement shows up five minutes after he stores the mop in the supply closet. If she notes the strong, acrid smell of bleach, she doesn’t comment, allowing Rory to leave quickly.

He returns home just as the sun is creeping over the tops of the trees. He moves quickly, carrying the woman—Calliope, he reminds himself—into the house, cradled against his chest like a lover fallen asleep on the couch.

The curse of his blood is working its way through her body. Physically, she will remain in stasis as her cellular structure rewrites itself into something new. Some say that a vampire’s biology is more efficient than a human’s inner-workings, that vampires are the alchemized epitome of what existence should be. Rory isn’t sure of this, but his opinion on the matter doesn’t change the fact that it works. After biting her neck, he dripped his own blood into her mouth, forcing the magic down into her throat, and he watched as her breathing stilled and her heartbeat quieted.

Soon, she will be neither living, nor dead. She will be a youngling vampire, a creature of pure instinct. The transition hits like adrenaline and only lets up after a few weeks of adjustment. Her emotions will be raw, untamed storms in her mind, erasing any amount of self-control and conscientiousness that she possessed before her transformation. Unless, of course, she is taught how to control her heightened strength and her unquenchable thirst.

So, Rory does what anyone would do in this situation: he chains her up in the basement.

The chains are iron, left over from the previous tenants of the house, but it’s not the material that matters most; it’s the symbols etched into the cuffs. He doesn’t know what they mean, though. He found the manacles in the spare room in a box labeled To contain a vampyre or otherwise powerful immortal. The previous occupants of the house were witches, so he’s inclined to believe that they will work.

The symbols flare briefly when he clicks the manacles into place, leaving orange lines across his vision. He blinks the light away and tugs on the chain, satisfied that the cuffs are secure. He glances around the basement. The walls are solid stone, at least three feet deep. Even if the cuffs fail, she won’t be able to force her way out. There is perhaps a better way to do this, he knows. Something gentle with some hand holding and soft murmured explanations. A bedside vigil until she wakes up and he can explain. But he can hear her heartbeat slowing and soon, it will stop altogether. She will become conscious again, with sharp teeth and red eyes and an uncontrollable thirst for blood, and he still has to dispose of the other body, preferably before the sun gets too high in the sky.

For once, someone or something is on his side. Not God, per se, but perhaps a lesser deity—a good luck gremlin watching from the rafters—because she stays unconscious as he stands and backs away from her, taking the steps two at a time until he is back in the kitchen.

He begins to hammer a metal panel to the door frame and a matching one to the door itself, snaking an iron chain in between them. A similar symbol that adorns the cuffs is carved into the panel on the door and it flares into life when he clicks the lock into place.

There is a soft displacement of air just above his shoulder, a wayward wisp of his hair ticking the shell of his ear, and he feels the pinch of bird claws soon after as his housemate, Kane, lands on his shoulder.

“Are you sure you made the right decision?” asks Kane, a small squawk added on the end for punctuation.

Rory doesn’t need to see the bird to know that his oil-slick feathers are ruffled with disapproval. He stands and drops the hammer on the table with a loud thud. “It was that or kill her.”

“And what about the man in the trunk of your car?” asks Kane, nipping at Rory’s ear.

Rory, well-versed in Kane’s habits, doesn’t flinch, but he does give him a sideways look accompanied by a scowl. “That was necessary. Besides, he’s the one that shot her in the first place. If anything, I saved her.”

“Is that what we’re calling it, these days?”

Rory grunts in response, knowing that Kane doesn’t really want an answer to his question. They both know Rory’s justification is flimsy, yet neither of them wants to admit the glaringly obvious reason why Rory would spare her. Because how can a vampire explain that he’s sick of bloodshed, especially after he seemingly recklessly killed someone? Even that excuse feels paltry to him.

Then again, Kane has never been known to keep his opinions to himself. “You just thought she was pretty,” he says graciously, golden eyes flashing with amusement.

“Is she?” Rory asks, eyebrow raised. “I didn’t notice.” This is not entirely true of course. He had noticed but it’s not the reason he bit her, and he’s sure Kane knows that. He can’t help but think that Kane is being oddly charitable.

Kane pushes away from Rory’s shoulder to land on the small kitchen table. His feet click against the wood. “What happens if she escapes and kills someone?”

“That’s what the chains are for,” says Rory, glancing out the window and to the lake beyond. The sun is just beginning to rise, and the placid surface of Graeme Lake reflects the trees like a mirror. From the outside, the house on Graeme Lake is a three-story, three-bedroom Queen Anne Victorian cottage set upon the western shore.

A set of twelve or so stone-hewn steps extend from the back patio and reach down to the water, gently sloping earth on either side. The house is framed by gnarled, ancient oaks and tall, skinny pine trees. There is only one way on or off the property: a dusty dirt track that stretches through the trees to meet-up with the paved road that snakes its way around the nature reserve and out of Willow Park.

The house was commissioned by him sometime in the 1890s, though the exact date escapes him now. The lake was there at the time, but the name came much later; both the house and lake were named Graeme, after the surname of the coven Matron who bought it from him in 1953.

Little has changed of its external appearance since then. With its wraparound porch and shingled turret still intact, the various peaks and points of the house are at once ostentatious and yet still modest in their lack of decoration, painted in muted teals and brick-reds.

Inside, however, the house seems to stretch beyond its physical construction, dimensions and measurements never quite adding up. By all accounts, there shouldn’t be a basement level—there wasn’t one when he sold it to the coven.

Of course, it wasn’t just the house he let go of at the time. He let go of everything—his family, his wealth, his home—as his choices left him with the gaping maw of guilt resting against his sternum. He’s spent decades running away from this deficiency, ignorant of its true meaning, only to realize that the emptiness could only be solved from within. That the pain inside of his heart could never be cured.

So, he stopped moving.

Rory purchased the house back three years ago from the last remaining member of the coven. The witches lived in it for all that time, infusing their magic, perhaps even inadvertently, with the very foundation of the cottage. It’s probably where the basement came from, he thinks.

He wishes they thought to add an air conditioning unit as he unbuttons the wrists of his flannel shirt to roll the sleeves up to his elbows, eyes still trained on the smooth surface of the lake. “Anything happen while I was gone?”

“A small disturbance,” replies Kane, hopping onto the windowsill. He taps the pane with his beak. “Whatever it is, it’s eating all the fish.”

Since Rory arrived three years ago, the lake’s only inhabitants have been fish and the occasional snapping turtle. The surrounding trees are not without their own inhabitants, which occasionally find their way to the lake, wood ducks and warblers and even a Cooper’s hawk once or twice.

But beyond the fish, nothing truly lives in Graeme Lake—until two days ago, when Rory, fresh home from the night shift at the gas station, watched the sun rise over the top of the trees, and, as the light spread to the lip of the lake and beyond, saw a slight disturbance in the facade of the water. Just a hint of something, really, a ripple of a shadow beneath the water, but it was enough to make him worry. He asked Kane to fly overhead, hoping the bird’s eyesight could penetrate the murky depths of the lake, but to no avail.

The creature remains a shadow.

Rory turns from the window and reaches for a blue bottle from the refrigerator, breaking the wax seal on it as he pulls the cork. He doesn’t bother with a glass, taking a swig directly from the bottle.

“Didn’t get enough from her?” Kane asks.

He gives the bird a curt shake of his head. “I didn’t drink her blood.”

What he truly means is that he didn’t drink enough to satisfy his hunger. After all, it’s not the bite or even the consumption of a person’s blood that incites the Turn; it’s reciprocity, as the person who is bitten consumes the blood of the vampire who is doing the biting.

He closes his eyes as he takes another sip, the blood flowing down his throat with a burn like whiskey. When he settled down in Willow Park, he knew he needed a reliable, discreet source of food and was grateful to find a farm a few miles to the east whose owner cares more for money than explanations. Animal blood will never be as good as human blood, but Rory has worked hard to reign in his appetite, and he finds the chicken’s blood palatable, if not somewhat pleasant.

Kane is eyeing him curiously, head tilted to the side. Rory challenges him with a raised eyebrow, but the
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