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			Chapter 1

			A vampire walked into an AA meeting. It sounded like the beginning of a bad joke, and maybe it was. Other Girah would certainly think so if they knew where she was.

			Yeah, but you’re not exactly walking into an AA meeting, are you? Coward! Robin sat in her car in the church parking lot. She had driven all the way to Brooklyn from her Central Park condo to avoid running into anyone she knew. Her fellow Girah wouldn’t be amused if they saw her hanging out with a bunch of human alcoholics. For at least half an hour, she had been staring across the street at the Romanesque building with the tall spire but couldn’t make herself go in. It wasn’t the crucifix above the main portal that stopped her from entering. Her kind had been around much longer than Christianity, so, despite what humans might think, crosses didn’t harm or repel her. The color of the side door seemed to mock her, though: a rich, bright crimson exactly the color of fresh blood.

			Three humans stood outside the door, smoking and joking around with each other. She doubted they were there for the AA meeting. They looked too healthy. Too happy. Too normal.

			Robin was neither happy nor normal, and after not drinking blood for four days, she didn’t feel very healthy either.

			This isn’t right. She didn’t belong here, to this group of humans. But where else was she supposed to go? She grinned wryly. It wasn’t as if she could walk into a Bloodsuckers Anonymous meeting. She had tried Overeaters Anonymous, but the sight of all those well-nourished humans made her feel as if she’d walked into a restaurant with an all-you-can-eat buffet.

			Just thinking about it made her gums ache, and she started to sweat. She pulled down the visor to check if she could still pass as human. That was another myth about her kind that humans seemed to believe in. The vampires that Robin’s fellow authors of paranormal fiction portrayed in their novels didn’t have reflections, but she did. Her reflection looked flushed and shaky, but the people in the AA meeting would probably attribute it to alcohol withdrawal. Thankfully, her fangs hadn’t protruded, so her teeth looked entirely human.

			One of the men smoking in front of the church looked over.

			Quickly, Robin pretended to check her teeth for any leftovers from dinner. When he directed his gaze elsewhere, she snapped back the visor and went back to staring at the church. Her legs were shaking, but she couldn’t tell whether it was nerves or withdrawal. If she didn’t get some blood soon, at least the synthetic type, she would become dizzy and pass out, possibly even die. Synth-O was expensive, though, so she usually waited until later in the evening to drink a bottle of the stuff. But before she could drive home and guzzle a bottle of Synth-O, she had to get through this AA meeting first.

			The number eighty-two popped into her mind, and she realized she had been counting the bricks in the church’s pale façade. She thought she’d shaken that old habit, but apparently, it was back.

			Growling, she opened the car door and got out.

			Her breath condensed in the cold January air. The smell of laundry detergent, oil, and chili powder assaulted her nose, making her realize for the first time that Saint Mary’s was located between a Laundromat and a fast-food restaurant that served fried chicken and waffles. She wrinkled her nose at the weird combination of dishes. But then again, human eating habits were weird. She had eaten human food on occasion, trying to fit in, but it didn’t have the nutrients she needed or the taste she preferred.

			On legs that still felt slightly shaky, she walked across the parking lot and past the three smoking men, ignoring their curious gazes. No lightning struck her as she entered the church. No spontaneous combustion either. She grinned and shrugged. Guess I’ll take it as a good sign.

			The website listing AA meetings had said that the self-help group gathered in the basement, so she made her way down the spiral stone staircase.

			Laughter trickled up the stairs.

			For Robin, her addiction wasn’t a laughing matter. It was a matter of life or death—hers or that of a human. She didn’t want a repeat of New Year’s Eve. One human hanging lifeless in her grasp had been enough.

			She reached the bottom of the stairs and proceeded down a hallway.

			More laughter came from behind a door.

			Was she really in the right place? Well, only one way to find out. She opened the door at the end of the hall.

			Twenty-one people sat on folding chairs, some chatting, some staring off into space, all of them drinking coffee from paper cups. A glance and a quick sniff showed Robin that they were from all walks of life—ranging from a man in a suit who smelled as if he’d been counting money all day to a guy in paint-spattered work pants. Unlike the people in Overeaters Anonymous, most of them were men.

			One more reason to switch to AA. Robin had a taste for the fairer sex and not just in the bedroom. She would be less tempted to bite one of the men.

			She let her gaze trail through the rest of the room, which looked as if it doubled as a daycare center. Children’s drawings hung next to posters with AA’s twelve steps. A giant coffee pot, a pile of stale donuts, and a stack of paper cups sat on a table in the corner.

			The door opened, and the smell of smoke preceded the three men she had seen outside into the room. The seats were filling up quickly, so Robin rushed toward the only unoccupied chair along the back wall. A thick, blue book lay on it. “Excuse me.” Her throat was dry and burned with thirst, so she had to pause and clear it. “Is this seat taken?”

			The gray-haired man to the left of the chair with the book shook his head and gave her a friendly smile. “No. Please, sit.” He took the book off the chair, put it on his lap, and trailed his fingers over the letters carved into the hardback cover. “You’re new, aren’t you?”

			Robin nodded and hunched down in her folding chair.

			“Feel free to get yourself a cup of coffee,” the man said, pointing at the snack table.

			Robin shook her head. She had never understood why humans were so obsessed with that bitter brew.

			“Then how about a donut?”

			Again, she shook her head, wishing he would just shut up.

			Of course, he didn’t. “Have you been to a m—?”

			She jerked around and looked into his eyes. Shut up! She used just enough thrall to make it an order he couldn’t help following.

			His eyes glazed over, and he closed his mouth so quickly that his teeth clacked together.

			Finally, some peace and quiet. As much as being a blood-drinking Girah could be a pain in the ass, at times like this, she really appreciated the mind control her kind could exert over humans. She blew out a breath and looked away from Mr. Blabbermouth, releasing him from her hypnotic thrall. She hoped his survival instincts would kick in now and stop him from trying to have a chat with her again.

			The teenager on her other side was chewing a hangnail. He was dressed in black, his baggy pants hanging loose on his scrawny frame. The smell of something worse than alcohol clung to him. Heroin? Amphetamines? Robin wasn’t sure, but whatever it was made him pretty sick. His skin was so pale that he looked much more like a vampire than she did—or at least more like the image humans had of vampires. His knee bounced up and down, and Robin caught herself counting the bounces.

			She jerked her gaze away. The whole situation was surreal. What am I doing here?

			Just when she was about to bolt, a bearded man stood. “For those of you who don’t know me, my name is Brian, and I’m an alcoholic. Welcome to our AA meeting.”

			The others murmured greetings, but Robin remained silent.

			“Okay,” Brian said. “Now please all join me in the Serenity Prayer.”

			Oh, great. More prayer. The Overeaters Anonymous meeting had been the same. It had left Robin staring at the wall, not knowing how to pray to the human God.

			All around her, people started to mumble the words with Brian. “God, grant me the serenity to accept the things I cannot change, the courage to change the things I can, and the wisdom to know the difference.”

			Robin shuddered as she flashed back to New Year’s Eve, to Meghan turning toward her, blood dripping from her fangs as she said, “Why are you fighting it? You can’t change who you are.”

			Instead of discouraging her, the memory of that night made Robin determined to try even harder. She gripped the edges of her folding chair. Maybe I can’t change who I am, but I can change what I do.

			That thought made her stay where she was, despite the urge to flee while Brian read the AA preamble and other members took turns reading from the blue book.

			Most of what they read seemed more spiritual than practical. How were those corny mantras, the psychobabble, and the spiritual hooey supposed to help her?

			Robin counted the number of times they mentioned God or a higher power, just to keep herself entertained.

			Right when she started to consider putting them all in thrall and making a quick escape, the man who had been reading closed the book and Brian asked, “Are there any newcomers tonight?”

			The teenager next to Robin stopped chewing his hangnail and looked up from where he slumped in his chair. He stopped bouncing his knee and lifted his hand. “Hi, I’m Kevin, and I…I guess I’m an alcoholic.”

			“Hi, Kevin,” the group said in unison. Their greetings echoed off the walls of the basement.

			How amusing. Here she was, a paranormal creature, yet Robin felt as if she was the only normal one trapped in this weird cult.

			“Anyone else here for the first time?” Brian asked and looked directly at her.

			Reluctantly, Robin raised her hand too. She didn’t want to give her name or lie, so she said, “I’m just here to listen.”

			“That’s fine. Everything in this meeting is confidential, including whether you want to introduce yourself or not.” Brian smiled, half hidden by his beard. “Tonight’s speaker will share her story now. Everyone, please welcome Alana.”

			Beautiful name. Robin itched to pull out her ever-present notebook from her back pocket to write down the name so she could use it for one of her characters. But when she caught sight of the woman now striding toward the small podium at the front of the room, she forgot about the notebook.

			Alana was as beautiful as her name. With her trim body, pretty face, and hair that shone with a copper glow, she didn’t look like an alcoholic at all. Then again, Robin knew only too well that looks could be deceiving. No one at the meeting would think she looked like someone who longed to sink her teeth into Alana’s carotid.

			Alana’s steps were steady and her gaze never wavered as she took her position behind the lectern, but Robin could smell her nervous sweat and hear the blood rushing through her arteries and veins, calling to her. The pulse thudding in Alana’s neck taunted her. Bite me! Bite me, it seemed to shout.

			As if that weren’t bad enough, Alana’s smell revealed that she was O negative. That blood type was Robin’s comfort food—like a pint of Haagen-Dazs, a large pizza with double cheese, and a piece of chocolate cake all rolled into one.

			Yum. Dessert has just been delivered, a voice in Robin’s head said, sounding strangely like Meghan.

			Thirst flared. She could almost taste that smooth, salty tang on her tongue. Stop it! She was here to fight that urge, not to indulge in it. Wrenching her gaze away from Alana, she started counting—the number of chairs in the room, the leftover donuts on the table, the syllables in the twelve traditions displayed on a wall poster, the buttons on Alana’s blouse.

			Like a human under thrall, her gaze kept wandering back to Alana. Finally, she gave up trying to ignore her and listened to what the woman had to say.
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			Alana held on to the lectern with both hands. Feeling something solid beneath her fingers usually had a soothing effect on her, but today it wasn’t working. Her gaze darted over her audience and lingered on the group’s two newbies. While the fidgeting teenager stared down at his bouncing knees, the new woman’s gaze was so intense it made Alana want to squirm. Her shortish, dark brown hair and fair skin weren’t really unusual. Quite the opposite. Except for her deep blue eyes, she didn’t look remarkable at all, but even at a distance, Alana sensed that there was something off about the newcomer. How would you know? It’s not like you still have any powers left.

			Someone cleared his throat.

			Get a grip! She’s just someone looking for help. Like you. Alana took a deep breath. “Hi. My name is Alana, and I’m an alcoholic.”

			Brian, Pete, and the others gave her encouraging smiles. “Hi, Alana.”

			The new woman still stared at her. Her face showed a strange mix of emotions, some unreadable. But Alana could have sworn she saw surprise and something like lust.

			Shaking her head at herself, Alana focused on Brian. Even though he already knew her story, it helped to imagine she would speak just to him. “My beverage of choice was gin.” She chuckled. No one but her could recognize the irony in that. “Gin Fizz, Fallen Angel, gin straight out of the bottle, whatever I could get my hands on.”

			Someone coughed, and Alana waited until the room quietened again.

			“I started drinking after I found my girlfriend in bed with her catcher.” When the new boy frowned, Alana said, “She was into softball. When she told me she needed to bond with her teammates, I had no idea she meant that kind of bonding.” Alana shrugged, hoping to appear indifferent, but she doubted that anybody fell for it. No matter how many times she told this story, it still hurt. “Call me stupid, but I really thought she loved me and softball—in that order. Turns out she played softball just to hit on women and never loved me at all.” She clasped the sides of the lectern until her knuckles turned white.

			“On that evening, I drank alcohol for the first time in my life. I went to a bar and told the bartender to give me a drink—any drink. He suggested a Suffering Bastard, and I accepted. It sounded fitting.” For a moment, she closed her eyes, remembering the fresh, slightly bitter taste and the numbness that soon followed. When she opened her eyes, she met the gaze of the female newbie.

			But the stranger broke eye contact and looked down as if in shame.

			I guess she has a similar story. Alana focused on Brian again.

			He winked.

			“For those of you who don’t know this cocktail, it’s a mix of brandy, ginger ale, lime juice, a dash of bitters, and—you might have guessed it…” Alana smiled when everybody spoke together with her, “Gin.” She sobered. “I drained the glass in seconds and ordered a second one. My whole body started to tingle, and the more I drank, the better I felt. When I woke up the next morning, I was back in our apartment, lying in the bed I shared with my girlfriend. Well, ex-girlfriend, I guess. Somehow I had not just made it home but also managed to make a complete fool out of myself, begging my ex to take me back, as if I was the one who had messed up.”

			Several group members shook their heads in sympathy.

			“Looking back, I’m not sure what was more humiliating. Finding out my girlfriend was cheating on me or waking up naked beside her while she sported a grin as big as the cat that ate the canary.”

			Alana rubbed the wood under her sweaty fingers. “I moved out the same day. First into a hotel, then into an apartment of my own. I was alone. And by alone I mean I had nobody. A suitcase with some clothes was all I had.” She closed her eyes for a moment, remembering the hopelessness she had felt. “I had given up everything for her. My life, my family, my friends. And there was no going back. My old existence had been lost forever, and the person I had sacrificed everything for was a fraud. I was such a fool. How could I ever think that it would be a good idea to go against everything I was?” Her words were more whispered than spoken. “Anyway, I couldn’t get back to being the person I was before, but I had no idea who I was now, without her. So for more than two years, not a single day went by without gin. Alcohol made me lose my self-control. The more I drank, the more I wanted.”

			When Alana looked up, she met the penetrating gaze of the female newbie. A profound understanding shone in those blue eyes, as if this woman knew exactly what she was talking about.

			Mentally shaking her head, she continued. “Without gin, I had no energy. I couldn’t function. I drank to feel normal.”

			This was the part of her speech she hated the most. Bile rose in her throat, and it was as if no time at all had passed. She was behind the wheel again. Lights of oncoming cars blinded her, and the screams rang in her ears. “I had lost a case that day, so I went out and drank even more than I usually did. Not that I needed any excuse to drink by that point.” Staring down at the lectern so she wouldn’t have to meet anyone’s eyes, she hesitated and then said, “On my way home from the bar, I lost control of my car. I swerved onto the sidewalk, barely missing a woman with her little baby boy.” She swallowed and forced herself to look up and face her friends.

			The faces of some people in the audience reflected relief. Most could probably empathize with the experience of driving drunk and narrowly avoiding disaster.

			She cleared her throat and forced herself to continue. “I plowed into their dog—a yellow Labrador. He was instantly dead.” She wiped away her tears when she felt them trickling down her cheeks. “When I saw what I had done, I was horrified and threw up in my car. I love all creatures in this world. The guilt I feel over killing an innocent animal, all because I couldn’t face my life sober, will follow me to my grave.” Her voice was shaking when she added, “Just a few inches to the side and I would have killed the mother and her baby. They could have been dead too.” The last words were barely more than a whisper, and she had to swallow against the lump in her throat. “The judge sentenced me to attend AA and community service.” She looked down at her friends. “When I came here, everybody was a stranger. I felt lost, like I didn’t belong here. I couldn’t imagine even one day without gin. How could I do my job or go to sleep without it?” She exhaled. “It wasn’t easy, and AA sure wasn’t the instant cure I was hoping for. I still wake up every morning wanting a drink, but these wonderful people here took me under their wings and taught me that it’s not about not craving anymore; it’s about being strong enough to fight it.” New tears came when Alana remembered what a special day it was. “Today I’m eighteen months sober.”

			The group applauded.

			Alana wiped away her tears and stepped back from the lectern, smiling. Whatever happened, no one could take this accomplishment from her.

			Still clapping his hands, Brian stood and stepped onto the podium. He gave her one of his famous bear hugs before pulling a key from his pocket and opening the case at the bottom of the lectern. He smiled as he took out a gleaming sobriety chip with the number eighteen on it and handed it over.

			The chip felt good in her palm. She had earned it, and she was proud of it, especially since, other than becoming a lawyer, it was the first thing of importance she had accomplished without the skills she’d once possessed. Grinning like an idiot, she held up the chip for everybody to see.

			The group cheered.
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			Robin stared in envy at the bronze chip arcing through the air as Alana flicked it up and then caught it smoothly on her way down from the podium. The sobriety chip had the number eighteen on it.

			Eighteen months of sobriety.

			Robin’s respect for the woman grew. She knew she wouldn’t even make it to eighteen days without drinking blood. She would die if she tried. But maybe what Alana had said was true. The words still rang in her ears: It’s not about not craving anymore; it’s about being strong enough to fight it. She would fight the urge to get blood fresh from its preferably human source and make do with synthetic blood, even though it was expensive and tasted like licking a dirty nickel. If she had to write a few extra short stories so she could afford a few pints of the brew, then so be it.

			Maybe being here, among these humans who couldn’t understand the nature of her problem, wasn’t so useless after all. She had wanted to tune out Alana’s story but couldn’t help listening. As different from hers as the story was, it still struck a chord. The stories were different, but the emotions behind them were the same.

			The more I drank, the more I wanted.

			Those could be her own words, even though Alana had said them.

			She started, wrenched from her thoughts, when the humans stood and formed a circle.

			“Let’s finish up with a prayer,” Brian said.

			Robin mentally rolled her eyes. Great. Another prayer.

			Everyone joined hands.

			When Robin hesitated, Brian waved her into the circle, directing her to take a place between him and Alana.

			Bloody hell, no! She didn’t want to hold hands with any human, least of all the alluring Alana. Just the thought of feeling the blood rushing through her arteries made her dizzy.

			But Brian grinned at her. “Don’t worry; we don’t bite.”

			Yeah, but I might. Her stomach churned as she took a step forward, then another. Before she could change her mind, Brian grabbed her hand. His palm was rough, full of calluses, but then another hand, warm and soft, slid into hers on the other side.

			Energy tingled up Robin’s arm and ran through the rest of her body like a current. She wanted to wrench her hand away but knew she would only call attention to herself. Startled, Robin turned her head.

			Alana looked up from where her gaze rested on their joined hands and smiled at Robin. Her green eyes were as deep and mysterious as a hidden lake in the forest. As if sensing Robin’s urge to flee, Alana squeezed her hand.

			Not knowing what else to do, Robin stood still like a statue as the group recited the Lord’s Prayer. She didn’t know the words, but she moved her lips, faking it.

			Alana stood silent too.

			Through their linked hands, Robin felt the pulse of her blood with every heartbeat, drowning out the words of the prayer.

			Her teeth started to ache, and she forced herself to stare straight ahead instead of turning her head and ogling the smooth skin of Alana’s neck.

			When Brian finally said, “Amen,” she pulled both of her hands back and stuffed them into her pants pockets.

			Instead of dispersing, most group members hung around, drinking more coffee and talking to each other.

			Robin eyed the door, but before she could make her escape, Brian cleared his throat to get her attention.

			Alana still stood next to him, and Robin was only too aware of her presence.

			“Let me welcome you in person,” he said. “I’m Brian, and this is Alana.”

			Robin thought about giving a fake name, but with one glance at Alana, the truth rolled out of her mouth. “Robin Cald—”

			Brian held up one hand. “Just first names in here.”

			Duh. Robin smirked at herself. Did you think they’re called Alcoholics Anonymous for nothing?

			“So, what did you think of your first AA meeting?” Brian asked.

			Robin shrugged. “It was okay, I guess.” She risked a quick glance at Alana. “I liked your speech.”

			A bright smile seemed to light Alana’s face from within, transforming her features from pretty to breathtaking. “Thank you.”

			“So you’ll come back next week?” Brian asked.

			Everything in Robin screamed yes, but she wasn’t sure if it was her bloodlust talking or the part of her that was looking for help. “I don’t know yet.”

			“We always advise newcomers to go to ninety meetings in their first ninety days of sobriety,” Brian said.

			That might work for humans. At least at the meetings, there was no alcohol around. But for her, attending an AA meeting meant facing a room full of temptations. If she got hungry enough, even the men would start to look like tasty morsels. “I don’t know,” she said again. “I’m not sure this is the right place for me.”

			Brian reached out as if to pat her arm, but then his brow furrowed and he pulled back before he could touch her.

			Seems alcohol hasn’t completely killed his survival instincts. Robin suppressed a smirk.

			“Well,” Brian said, “you’ve got time to figure it out. Maybe having someone to talk to one-on-one would help. You’ll need to find yourself a sponsor. Someone you can call for support. Normally, we prefer a same-sex sponsor.” He glanced to his left. “I’m sure Alana would be glad to take you on.”

			Robin wasn’t sure who looked more shocked—Alana or she. They stared at Brian and then at each other.

			There was no way to politely refuse the offer, but she couldn’t accept. Not when the blood running through Alana’s arteries and veins was her version of gin. Shit. What do I do now?
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			Alana stared at Brian in disbelief. He had a wicked sense of humor, but this went too far. She was in no condition to be a sponsor to anyone, let alone such an attractive woman. Where had this thought come from? Sure, Robin was a good-looking woman, but Alana hadn’t been attracted to anyone since Kelly. She cleared her throat. “Brian, I don’t think—”

			“I don’t need a sponsor,” Robin said.

			Brian frowned. “But it’s one of the things that make AA such a success. Having a sponsor can be a great thing whenever the craving for alcohol becomes—”

			“I don’t have an alcohol problem,” Robin said, her face a stony mask.

			Yeah, sure. It was always the same. When people came to a meeting for the first time, they all thought they didn’t belong. Not that Alana had been any different. She had been just as deeply in denial as most others, maybe even more. She had told herself that there was nothing this bunch of humans could offer her. How were they supposed to help her when they didn’t even understand who she was—or rather who she had been? But time had proven her wrong, and it would probably be the same for this newbie. She couldn’t be the one to help her, though. She wasn’t in the position to be a sponsor and a shining example for anyone, least of all for a woman she found herself strangely attracted to. Every instinct screamed at her to stay away and not risk her sobriety. “Brian, maybe you should ask Pete or Caren to take her on.”

			“That won’t be necessary.” Robin glanced at the exit. “If you would excuse me. I need to go.”

			Alana watched her leave.

			“What was that?” Brian asked.

			“Huh?” Alana snatched her gaze away from Robin’s retreating form and looked at Brian.

			He gestured to Robin’s back. “Don’t you think she could use some help?”

			“Of course she could. She’s a typical case.” But at the same time, Alana felt there was more to this woman than met the eye. Something about Robin was different, but for the life of her, Alana couldn’t put a finger on it.

			“Then why don’t you want to be her sponsor? I didn’t hesitate to take you on when you first came here. Don’t you think it’s time to pay it forward?”

			Alana lowered her gaze. Her shoulders drooped, and she nodded. Brian was right. Robin probably felt just as lost as she had during her first meeting. Maybe she had no one to support her. Without further hesitation, she grabbed her jacket and purse and hurried after her.

			When Alana left the church, Robin was already halfway across the parking lot.

			“Robin!”

			The woman stopped and turned around as if in slow motion. “Yeah?”

			Alana came to a halt in front of her. “I always denied it too.”

			For a second, Robin seemed to look at a point below Alana’s face, but then she lowered her gaze and stared at the ground. “Don’t take this the wrong way, but you can’t help me.” She turned away from Alana and strode toward a light aqua Toyota Prius. “But thank you anyway,” she said over her shoulder without looking at Alana again.

			Alana nibbled on her bottom lip. She couldn’t force Robin. Getting sober had to be her choice. All Alana could do was to offer her help. Right? Right. But a nagging feeling told her to try one last time. “Wait.” She ran after her.

			Robin opened the driver’s side door but still didn’t look at her. “What is it?” Her voice sounded strained.

			Alana foraged through her purse, but instead of a piece of paper to write on, she found only one of her business cards. She hesitated. One of AA’s basic principles was anonymity. Should she really…? Just do it! She grabbed a pen as well and wrote her private numbers on the back of the card before holding it out to Robin. “If you need anything, call me.”

			Long moments ticked by as Robin stared at the offered card but made no move to take it. Finally, she gingerly tugged the card from Alana’s fingers and put it into her pants pocket. “Thanks.” She climbed behind the wheel, closed the door, and drove off without looking back.

			“That went well,” Alana mumbled and strolled to her own car. She wasn’t in the mood to go back inside and tell Brian she had probably scared off the newbie for good. It was time to drive home and face her empty apartment. A lot of work was waiting for her anyway.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			With trembling fingers, Robin closed and locked the door to her condo behind her. Her breathing was coming much too fast. Cold sweat formed on her forehead, and her legs felt like two slender trees tilting from side to side in a storm. She leaned against the door, pressing her hands against the solid wood, and counted the boards in her hardwood floor.

			By the time she reached one hundred twenty-four, a nice, even number, she felt calm enough to step away from the door. She crossed the living room and stood by the floor-to-ceiling window. Normally, the sight of Central Park below had a calming effect on her. From her condo on the eighteenth floor, people, trees, and park benches looked smaller, and any problem that might plague her seemed more unimportant.

			Not today. Today, the park pulsed with life, and she imagined the hammering heartbeat of a jogger, sweat dribbling down the human’s neck, blood rushing through her arteries. The jogger’s green eyes, the same color as Alana’s, darkened as Robin lowered her mouth toward her neck and—

			Abruptly, she turned away from the window. Maybe a pint of Synth-O would help. She was starving, so no wonder she couldn’t focus on anything but blood. She opened the fridge and took out one of the bottles.

			The Synth-O came in brown bottles with labels that read corn syrup. If Robin’s neighbors saw her coming back with her groceries, they might wonder how she stayed so slender while going through half a dozen quarts of syrup each week, but otherwise, the bottles wouldn’t draw any attention.

			A drop of condensation slid down the bottle, and she traced it with one fingertip before twisting off the cap and putting the bottle to her lips. For a moment, she expected the heavenly taste of fresh blood, sweet and salty at the same time, but instead, the artificial taste of Synth-O hit her taste buds. Ugh. She shook herself, pinched her nose between two fingers, and choked the rest of the brew down as fast as possible. The unpleasantly cool temperature of the drink didn’t help either. Usually, she preferred her blood at body temperature, but the synthetic blood would spoil if she didn’t keep it in the fridge. Even though her mind and her taste buds protested, the rest of her body didn’t care where the blood was coming from. Her senses came alive, and the trembling in her muscles instantly stopped.

			More, her body shouted. While the bottle provided the sustenance she needed, the rush of the hunt was missing, that sweet moment when—

			She roughly shook her head, interrupting the dangerous thoughts.

			After closing the fridge with a loud bang, she went into her office and powered up her computer. It was time to replace one obsession with another.

			She was determined not to supplement her diet with fresh human blood that wouldn’t cost her a thing, so she had to sell a couple of short stories until her next royalties came in.

			Good thing paranormal romances were in high demand since Twilight had made it on the New York Times best-seller list.

			Robin growled, and her fangs protruded, as they always did whenever she thought of that ridiculous series. Sparkling vampires! Bah! She would show that clueless human how vampire fiction was supposed to be written.

			After opening a new document, she flexed her fingers and got to work.

			A couple of hours later, she paused and reread the last few paragraphs she had written. Hmm. Long, flowing hair the color of polished copper, enchanting green eyes, alabaster skin… The vampire’s love interest bore a striking resemblance to Alana.

			She needed a job, though. Robin took her fingers off the keyboard and started fiddling with a pen. Maybe Alissa, the love interest, was a surgeon. That way, she could provide her lover with blood from the hospital. Every now and then, Robin tried to get her hands on some bags of expired blood from the blood bank too. Heat rose to her skin at the thought. No! Stop thinking about blood. Making her a surgeon was not a good idea anyway. Too overdone already. She needed something original, something that fit a person who was as fascinating as Alana. Alissa! The character’s name is Alissa, dammit!

			When she couldn’t think of anything, she pulled the business card from her pants pocket and looked at it.

			 

			Alana Wadd

			Attorney at law

			Family law and divorce

			 

			A divorce lawyer… A grin formed on her face. Now that was a fun idea!

			She stuck the business card to the whiteboard above her desk and started tapping away at her keyboard.
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			When Robin logged into her e-mail account six days later, she had a response from Fangs and Fur Publishing. “Oh, great!” The publishing house she usually sent her manuscripts to was wonderful, but it took them much longer to read and accept stories, so she had decided to try a small press that was known for a quick turn-around. If all went well, maybe she could publish a longer work with them too. Possibly a novella about her vampire and her divorce lawyer girlfriend. That would help pay for her Synth-O.

			She clicked on the e-mail and read it. What? Was she hallucinating? She read it again, heat boiling in her body with every word.

			 

			Dear Ms. Caldwell,

			 

			Thank you for submitting your short story “Till Death Do Us Part” to Fangs and Fur Publishing.

			 

			Your short story submission was highly engaging and your characters well rounded, with believable conflicts. Unfortunately, we feel that your story is not suitable for inclusion in our romance anthology. In our experience, heroines who have careers in that branch of the legal profession don’t rate well with our readers.

			 

			If you would like to revise your manuscript with that feedback in mind, I would be happy to take another look.

			 

			Best regards,

			Tina McNealy

			 

			Senior Editor

			Fangs and Fur Publishing

			 

			Robin let her keyboard tray snap back with a resounding thud. Heroines with careers in that branch of the legal profession don’t rate well with our readers… What the hell was that supposed to mean?

			She glanced at the business card on her whiteboard. It had seemed like just the right occupation for her character, but apparently, her target audience didn’t think divorce lawyers were sexy. Huffing, Robin got up from her desk. Pah, what do they know? Obviously, they had never met Alana.

			She stomped to her fridge and opened it. Maybe a pint of blood would help her calm down enough so she could sit down and tweak her story to the editor’s liking. While she still believed that divorce lawyer was a perfectly good occupation for a paranormal romance character, she knew she had to swallow her pride and be a professional. Pride wouldn’t pay for her Synth-O.

			She reached into the fridge, but her hand came away empty.

			What the…? She bent and peeked in.

			The fridge was empty except for a few bottles of water that she used to get rid of the rusty-nickel taste in her mouth after guzzling the Synth-O. Apparently, she had finished the last of the synthetic blood on one of her late-night writing binges.

			Great. She banged her head against the door of the fridge. Now she had to go out and spend her last dime on a six-pack of that nasty stuff.
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			Alana threw her pencil on the desk. “So to sum it up, he’s as poor as a church mouse and the victim of a conspiracy out to ruin him.”

			Her client, Mrs. Smith, nodded. “You’d think after almost eight years together, he’d know better than to assume I would believe any of that crap.”

			Alana sighed. Crap indeed. Why on earth had she chosen to become a divorce lawyer? She shook her head. You know it was the right thing to do. After being cheated on by Kelly, helping others free themselves from cheating and unloving spouses had appealed to her sense of justice.

			Besides, she had kept herself entertained for centuries trying to find loopholes in her masters’ wishes, and that had prepared her perfectly for finding loopholes in laws, contracts, and prenuptial agreements. Sometimes, though, she wondered whether there was at least one couple that got their happily ever after. Mrs. Smith and her future ex-husband for sure weren’t candidates. “Okay, here’s what we’ll do: I want you to write down all you can remember about his assets, and I mean every little bit. He won’t get away with this.” She gestured at the papers on her desk.

			Mrs. Smith smiled. “Thank you, Ms. Wadd. I don’t know what I’d do without you.”

			Alana stood and extended her hand. “I’m glad to help.”

			After Mrs. Smith left, Alana’s assistant, Grace, peeked into the room. “Hey, boss.”

			Smiling, Alana rounded the desk and gave Grace a letter from Mr. Smith’s lawyer. “Could you please scan this for the case file?”

			Grace entered the office and took the document. “Sure. Anything else?”

			“No. Thank you. After that, you can call it a day.”

			”Okay, boss.” Grace grinned like a Cheshire cat. “So Mr. and Mrs. Smith are getting divorced?”

			“Yeah.” Alana failed to see what was so funny about that.

			Grace rolled her eyes. “Come on. Didn’t you see the movie?”

			If only Grace knew how many movies and TV shows she had watched trying to learn more about the behavior of humans when she’d first started to live as one… Unfortunately, she had quickly discovered that movies and romance novels didn’t represent typical human interaction. The shouting matches and ridiculous dramas in the scripted reality TV shows she’d seen had been easy to recognize as fake, but, for a while, she had believed in the happily-ever-after endings portrayed by romance novels and movies. “Yes, I saw that movie.”

			“Brad Pitt…” Grace sighed, clutching her chest. “Isn’t he just dreamy?”

			Sometimes, it was hard to believe that Grace was twenty-four and not twelve. But for Grace’s sake, she smiled. “Angelina Jolie is more to my liking.” She winked.

			“Yeah, well, I guess there’s a reason the cutest man in the world is in love with her.”

			A glance at her wristwatch told Alana that the AA meeting would start in less than an hour. Her growling stomach reminded her that she hadn’t eaten all day. “I gotta go.” She snatched her coat from the coatrack and left her office. In the reception area, a teenage girl of maybe fourteen sat at Grace’s desk.

			Alana stopped. “Oh. Hi.”

			Grace hurried after her, Alana’s briefcase in hand. “This is my niece Sheryl.”

			“Hi.” The girl flashed her a radiant smile and waved.

			“I hope you don’t mind that she’s here,” Grace said. “I told her to meet me here so we can go to a wedding fair right after I finish work.”

			“Of course not.” It was a total mystery to Alana why anyone would want to spend their time at a wedding fair, but she decided not to comment on that.

			“Isn’t it romantic?” Sheryl asked. “So many people wanting to get married and so many beautiful dresses and…”

			Yes, this girl was definitely related to Grace. Had no one ever told her that romance was just an illusion supporting the movie, chocolate, and flower industries? “So many people spending a fortune on a wedding that will be the beginning of a most likely miserable life together,” Alana said before she could stop herself.

			The girl’s smile faded.

			Grace stepped closer. “Oh, come on, boss.”

			“What? We’ve seen it a thousand times, haven’t we? First, the couple is on cloud nine. Then, after a while, little things like leaving the toilet seat up or squeezing the toothpaste from the wrong end become annoying. He starts resenting her for spending too much money on clothes and beauty products that don’t make her any more beautiful, while she gets more and more fed up with his increasing lack of devotion in everyday life but especially in bed—which wasn’t anything to write home about to begin with. Bickering becomes heated arguments, and before you can say ‘marriage counseling,’ both demand a divorce, hate each other’s guts, and sue each other over the ugly set of tableware that Great-Aunt Agatha gave them for their wedding.” Alana gasped for air. Wow, where had that come from?

			Grace and her niece stared with their mouths hanging open.

			“Um…” Alana took her briefcase from Grace. “Have a nice fair, girls.” Before she could make an even bigger fool of herself, she rushed toward the door. “See you Monday.”

			She stared at herself in the mirrored wall of the elevator. What had just happened? Yes, it had been a long week with a lot of work. But she’d had worse weeks. So what was it that had made her so antsy and moody today? Surely it wasn’t the fact that she’d caught herself thinking of Robin once or twice, was it? Once or twice? More like once or twice an hour! It didn’t matter, because Robin most likely wouldn’t show up at the AA meeting tonight anyway. Alana had seen it quite often during the last year and a half. Many newcomers attended just one meeting and then never showed up again. Judging by Robin’s hasty retreat the previous week, she was likely one of them. Alana rarely gave those one-timers a second thought, so what was it about this woman that made her think about her all the time? Maybe Robin just reminded her of herself when she started attending the meetings. Yeah, that had to be it.

			Alana stepped out of the elevator and waved at the liveried doorman at the desk close to the entrance. “Good night, Jeremy. Have a nice weekend.”

			“Thanks. Same to you, Ms. Wadd,” Jeremy said.

			She waved again and left the building. When she got into the car, she decided to drive by her favorite bakery and take some of their calorie bombs to the meeting. Nothing lightened the mood more than nougat-filled pastries. Smiling, Alana started the car.
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			Julius Prichard didn’t sell his wares in dark alleys or shady backrooms, but Robin still felt like a drug addict trolling for her fix as she stopped her car in the driveway of his colonial mansion in Malba.

			His assistant let her in and showed her to Julius’s office, which overlooked the Whitestone Bridge. Instead of admiring the stunning view, Robin found her gaze drawn to framed diplomas and certificates on the walls. Julius collected academic degrees the way some humans collected stamps. Over the many years of his life, he had earned degrees in biology, chemistry, medicine, economics, and engineering. Robin had met him while doing research for a novel set during the Civil War, a time that Julius, one of the oldest Girahs she knew, had actually lived through. During one of their interview sessions, he had introduced her to his latest invention: synthetic blood.

			Julius rose from behind the desk and gave her a nod but didn’t reach across to shake her hand. Shaking hands was a human tradition and not necessary when they were among themselves. “Back so soon?” he asked, his thin lips curling into a half-smirk. “I thought you said my invention tastes like dirty nickels?”

			Robin gritted her teeth and forced herself not to react to the mocking in his tone. She shrugged as casually as possible. “What can I say? I guess it’s an acquired taste.” She glanced at the fridge that was hidden behind the wood panels of his office.

			“Not so fast. Let’s handle the financial transaction first.”

			Robin forced her gaze away from the wood panel. “Of course.” She dug her wallet out of her back pocket and laid five twenty-dollar bills on his desk before turning back to the hidden fridge.

			“I’m afraid that’s not enough.”

			She whirled back around. “Not enough?” She glanced at the bills. “A hundred bucks for a six-pack, as usual.”

			“That was in the past,” he said, his voice cool. “Prices have gone up since the last time you were here.”

			“What? Why?”

			He shrugged. “It’s simply a question of supply and demand.”

			Robin stared at him. “Demand? There can’t be many of us who want to drink that stuff.” Most Girah would laugh at the mere thought of paying even one cent for blood that tasted like crap and, as Girah scientists suspected, reduced your lifespan by a few decades when you could have the real stuff for free.

			“You want it,” Julius said.

			Worse, she needed it, and the old cutthroat knew it, so he could afford to play his stupid Girah power games with her. It was a common form of entertainment for her kind, and Robin hated it. If living to see your three hundredth birthday meant playing with other people’s lives just to stave off boredom, maybe it was a good thing she had stopped drinking the fresh blood that prolonged their lives. With her teeth so tightly clenched that her fangs started to ache, she pulled out her wallet again. “How much for a six-pack of Synth-O?”

			“For you, just a hundred and fifty.” His grin showed a hint of his fangs.

			No wonder Julius could afford a mansion like this. Robin opened her wallet and laid her last fifty-dollar bill on the desk.

			He put the money in a drawer and pushed a lever behind his desk that opened the secret compartment where the fridge was hidden. “There you go. Excellent vintage, if I do say so myself.”

			Robin wasn’t in the mood for jokes. She took the bottles from him and put five of them in her backpack. The sixth one she opened instantly, both to make sure the quality was worth the price she’d had to pay and to stop the ache in her stomach and her muscles, which set in when she went without blood for too long.

			What the…? She nearly spat the sip of synthetic blood back out. Synth-O tasted bad enough, but this brew raised unpalatable to a whole new level. She popped a piece of gum into her mouth to get rid of the horrible taste before glancing at the label of the bottle. Instead of reading corn syrup, it indicated that the bottle held cranberry juice, which was Julius’s code word for Synth-A. “You gave me the wrong bottles. This is Synth-A, and you know I prefer Synth-O.”

			“Sorry,” he said, not looking sorry at all. “I’m all out of Synth-O. This is all I have. Take it or leave it.”

			Rage bubbled up in Robin. She wanted to grab him by the neck and smash him against the walls until his diplomas crashed to the floor and he stopped playing his little games with her. For a moment, she allowed herself to imagine how satisfying that would feel. Then reason prevailed. If she harmed even one of the perfectly coiffed hairs on his head, she’d have to go back to biting humans to survive. “Fine,” she managed to say before putting the cap back on the bottle, sliding it into her backpack, and stomping off.

			In the foyer, she nearly slammed into the cleaning lady, who looked up from dusting an antique vase.

			The vase nearly toppled over, and Robin’s reflexes kicked in. She grabbed it before it could shatter.

			“Oh, thank you.” The cleaning lady stared at her through wide eyes, one hand pressed to her chest. Blood rushed to her face, making Robin suddenly aware that she was human.

			They stood so close that if Robin bent her head a little, she could press her lips to the woman’s neck and—

			No! She let go of the vase and ran. One desperate shove and the heavy door flew open, and then she was finally outside, in her car, where she was safe from temptation, at least for the moment. She drove aimlessly, not caring where she ended up. No matter where she went, she couldn’t outrun her problems.

		

	
		
			Chapter 3

			Carrying a box of pastries, Alana hurried through the throng of cars in the church parking lot. Because of the heavy traffic, she still hadn’t found the time to eat, and now the delicious scent coming from the box in her hands made her mouth water. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw a dark figure sitting in a light aqua Prius. Wasn’t that Robin? Changing her direction, Alana walked toward the car and stopped next to the passenger’s side door. It was indeed Robin.

			She stared straight ahead.

			Alana shifted the box to free one hand and knocked on the window.

			Robin jerked and turned her head in her direction.

			Without moving, they gazed at each other.

			In the light of dusk, Robin’s eyes sparkled like sunshine gleaming on the clear surface of the Mediterranean Sea. She’s gorgeous. Alana blinked. What was she thinking? Robin was here because she needed help, and Alana was her potential sponsor. Besides, Alana wasn’t interested in getting involved with a human. Her one experience had been more than enough. She had learned her lesson. And even if she were ready to risk her heart and soul again, she wouldn’t risk her sobriety. There was a reason why AA recommended not to start a relationship before being sober for at least two years.

			Relationship? She mentally shook her head at herself. She didn’t even know Robin. It had to be her low blood sugar that caused these weird thoughts. She plastered a smile on her face and waved. “Hi, Robin.”

			Robin rolled down the window on the passenger side but made no move to get out of the car. “Um…hi.”

			Alana gestured to the church entrance. “Don’t you want to come in?” She held up the box and grinned. “I’ve got pastries.”

			Instead of looking at the box or Alana’s face, Robin seemed to squint at something in between. She cleared her throat. “No, thank you.”

			Did she mean the meeting or the pastries? On closer examination, it seemed as if drops of sweat covered Robin’s forehead. Is she in withdrawal? Or has she been drinking? Robin was chewing gum, and Alana remembered that she’d done that too when she’d still been drinking so no one would smell alcohol on her breath. A quart of gin and some chewing gum had been her pre-trial ritual. But if Robin was drunk, she was hiding it well. Alana gestured to the passenger seat. “May I sit for a moment?”

			Robin blinked a few times as if she needed a minute to process what Alana had asked. Finally, she sighed. “That’s not a good idea.” She shook her head. “It was a bad idea to come here. I don’t know how I ended up here in the first place.”

			Alana bent to have a better view of Robin’s face. “You came here to find people who listen and understand how you feel.”

			“They don’t know a thing about how I feel,” Robin mumbled. She fixed Alana with an intense gaze. “Thank you. I know you mean well, but you really can’t help me.”

			Alana had heard these words before from others who had come seeking help but then preferred going back to drinking instead of learning to face their problems sober. “Then who can?”

			“Huh?”

			“Do you think you can resist the urges you feel right now on your own?”

			“I…I don’t know.” Robin swallowed and again looked at a point somewhere between Alana’s face and the pastries. Did she have a hard time looking Alana in the eyes, or was she staring at her breasts?

			No. Her gaze was directed at Alana’s neck. Maybe she was studying her necklace to keep herself distracted from the urge to drink. Alana had found some interesting ways to distract herself her first few weeks of sobriety too.

			Alana’s stomach rumbled so loudly that one of Robin’s eyebrows shot up. “What was that?”

			Alana’s cheeks burned. “Um…I haven’t eaten since breakfast. That’s why I brought pastries for the group.”

			“I don’t want to keep you from going inside.”

			“You aren’t,” Alana said. “I was the one who stopped by your car. So, will you come in with me?” What was it that Brian always said to tentative newbies? “We don’t bite.”

			Robin’s eyes widened before she avoided her gaze.

			“So?” Alana asked when Robin didn’t move but scowled down at her own knees. For a few seconds, all Alana heard was her own breathing.

			Then Robin asked quietly, “What do you do when the craving becomes too strong?” She looked up.

			The lost and vulnerable expression on her face robbed Alana of breath. It took her a few moments to think of an answer. Robin was willing to talk. That was a start. But talking through the open window of a car was no way to have an important conversation like this. “Would it be okay if we talk in your car for a moment?”

			After a short hesitation, Robin took the backpack from the passenger seat. The clanging indicated that there were bottles inside.

			I’d bet a month’s pay that’s alcohol. I wonder if she’s the bourbon type.

			Whatever Robin’s beverage of choice, she was here to fight her urges, and Alana had every intention of helping her. She opened the door and climbed into the passenger seat. With the box on her lap, she closed the door. Her stomach chose this moment to rumble again. She pointed at the box. “Do you mind?”

			“No, go ahead. I know what it’s like to be hungry.”

			What a strange thing to say. Not having to be told twice, Alana opened the box and took a big bite of a nougat-filled pastry. A moan escaped her lips. “God, I love these.” The ability to enjoy food had to be one of the best things about being human. She gestured to the other pastries. “Do you want one?”

			Instead of looking at the pastries, Robin stared at Alana with an expression best described as panicked.

			“What is it?” She touched Robin’s forearm but withdrew when the contact caused an electric shock to course through her body. She peeked at Robin, hoping she hadn’t noticed.

			Thankfully, Robin seemed lost in thought. Like most humans, she didn’t appear to notice the gentle current of energy that happened whenever Alana’s skin touched theirs, even though it had been unusually strong with Robin.

			Alana breathed a sigh of relief. God, she hated when this happened. She had lost all her powers, so why was her taqa still surrounding her like a force field?

			Robin blinked once, then twice. “I’m not hungry. At least not for pastries,” she said, more to herself than to Alana.

			Alana remembered a time when she had gone days without eating. Alcohol killed her appetite and made her crave just one thing: more alcohol. By now, she had no doubt that Robin was in withdrawal. She finished her pastry before answering Robin’s initial question. “When the craving becomes too strong, I go to a meeting, call Brian, my sponsor, or—don’t laugh—watch Buffy, the Vampire Slayer.”

			“Huh?” Robin tilted her head to one side.

			“Yeah, you know, the TV show about this blonde teenager hunting vampires.”

			Robin arched one brow. “Vampires?”

			Humans tended to believe creatures like those were superstitions, just silly myths and legends used to scare children. While Alana knew better, she had to admit that the TV show wasn’t exactly realistic. “I know, I know. The show is pretty silly, but that’s part of what makes it so entertaining. Watching it makes me laugh and forget about wanting a drink. At least it works sometimes.”

			Was that a hint of a smile on Robin’s lips?

			“Yeah, it’s ridiculous. The show I mean.” Robin gazed at Alana’s lips. “Um… you have some…”

			“What?”

			Robin gestured to her lips. “There’s some icing left. From the pastry.”

			“Where?” Alana wiped at her mouth. “Gone?”

			Shaking her head, Robin extended her hand. Hesitantly, she touched the side of Alana’s mouth and wiped off the white-powdered sugar with her thumb.

			Energy sparked between them. Was it just her imagination, or was it stronger with Robin than with other humans?

			Robin averted her gaze. “Gone.”

			“Thank you.”

			Robin nodded while fidgeting in the driver’s seat.

			Now what? Instead of focusing on the attraction between them, she should concentrate on Robin’s problem. “May I ask what’s in your backpack?”

			The fidgeting stopped. “What?”

			“Your backpack.”

			“Nothing. Just some bottles of, um, cranberry juice.”

			“Cranberry juice?”

			Robin lifted her chin. “Yes.”

			Not the most creative excuse she had ever heard. She closed the box. “Can I see?”

			“You want to see my cranberry juice?”

			“I like cranberry juice.”

			“You don’t like this brand. Trust me.” Now Robin looked into Alana’s eyes for the first time, as if willing her to let it go.

			So I was right. Alana ignored the intense gaze. “It’s something alcoholic, isn’t it?”

			“What? No!” Robin grabbed the backpack from the backseat, opened it, and got one bottle out. “See? Cranberry juice.”

			Alana tried to reach for the bottle, but Robin was faster. “No!” She snatched it out of her reach and put it back into the backpack.

			Alana stared at her.

			After a few seconds of uncomfortable silence, Robin said, “Okay, it is alcohol. Happy?”

			Alana took a deep breath. “No, I’m not happy that you’re this close to falling off the wagon. But at least you were honest now. Aren’t you tired of lying about how much you drink? You can’t beat this alone, and you know it.” She gestured toward the church. “Why else would you be here?”

			Robin averted her gaze and studied her hands instead. Alana could almost feel her inner struggle. Eventually, Robin sighed. “Okay, maybe I do need help, but I don’t feel up to coming to the meeting tonight. Maybe next week.”

			Alana furrowed her brow. “Putting it off won’t help. That’s like the people whose diet always starts tomorrow.”

			At the mention of diet, Robin winced.

			“There’s no time like the present, so why don’t you take the first step now?”

			“Fine,” Robin said after a while. “But I’m still not coming to the meeting tonight. My first step is accepting you as my sponsor.”

			That wasn’t what Alana had been after, but she had to let Robin make her own choices. At least she was doing something to get sober. “Thanks. You won’t regret it.” I hope.

			Robin said nothing.

			“Call me if you need me, okay?” When Robin nodded, Alana opened the door and got out. She turned back and indicated the backpack. “Promise me you’ll get rid of it.”

			Robin bit her lip. “I…”

			“Want me to do it for you? Behind the church is a Dumpster. I’ll discharge it there.”

			“No!” Robin clutched the backpack to her chest. “I…I’ll do it later.”

			Alana sighed. “We both know that you won’t. Come on. Let me do it. Let me help. Please.”

			Robin looked back and forth between Alana and the backpack; then she closed her eyes. Her face was a picture of pain. When she opened her eyes again, she looked as if she was about to cry.

			Alana leaned through the still-open door and took the backpack from her limp grasp. “Thank you,” she whispered. “You made the first step. Try to keep yourself busy with something pleasant during the weekend.”

			Instead of answering, Robin laughed, but it was bare of any humor. “Good night.”

			“Good night.” Alana closed the door and watched as Robin drove off. A hum of energy still hung in the air. Great. Now you’re her sponsor and can’t stay away from her. You’re playing with fire. But if she hadn’t searched her out, Robin probably would have gotten drunk instead of accepting a help.

			Tucking the pastry box under one arm, Alana looked down at the backpack and then marched to the Dumpster. Not wanting to tempt herself by looking at the bottles too closely, she just opened the backpack and dumped its contents into the large trash container.

			The bottles burst with a satisfying crash.

			She peeked into the Dumpster and watched the red liquid trickle down the shards of glass. Ugh. What the heck is she drinking? Bloody Marys?

			For a moment, she stood next to the Dumpster, thinking about Robin’s devastated expression when she allowed her to take the backpack. I’ll try my best to help her. If she made sure to meet Robin only in public places and stick to the role of a sponsor instead of allowing herself to become friendly with Robin, she would be fine.

			She took a deep breath, closed the now-empty backpack, and carried her box of pastries toward the church entrance. If she hurried, she would still be on time for the meeting. She would return Robin’s backpack when they saw each other the next time. As strange as their conversation had been, she was almost sure there would be a next time.
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			Robin pulled her car into the parking garage beneath her high-rise condo building, turned off the engine, and then just sat there, staring at the gray concrete wall in front of her. What the hell had just happened? You let a human take away your blood; that’s what happened, the voice in her head that sounded like Meghan said. A human who likes Buffy, the Vampire Slayer!

			It was pathetic, really. Why hadn’t she just promised to get rid of what Alana thought was alcohol? For some strange reason, she had a hard time lying to Alana and hadn’t been able to come up with an excuse fast enough. And what was even stranger was that Robin had used her thrall, but Alana hadn’t reacted at all. She had continued questioning Robin about the damn bottles as if nothing had happened.

			Were her mind-control skills slipping? Maybe it was an unknown side effect of her abstinence or the Synth-A she had drunk earlier. Robin swallowed, not sure if she was ready to give up so much of her identity. Could she still consider herself a Girah if she stopped drinking blood and couldn’t thrall people anymore?

			She got out of the car, locked it, and walked into the building as if on autopilot. Maybe it had been just a fluke. She nodded. Yes, that must be it. Just a fluke. Still, the hollow feeling in her stomach wouldn’t go away.

			When she unlocked the door to her condo, steps sounded behind her. Without turning her head, she knew that it was her next-door neighbor, an Indian guy who constantly smelled of turmeric, cardamom, and coriander. She didn’t like spicy food, so she’d never been tempted to bite him. She wanted to make a quick escape into her condo before he could decide to exchange some chitchat, but then she stopped and turned.

			He stood in front of his own door and looked over at her with a hesitant smile.

			Oh, yeah. He’ll do for a test run. “Excuse me?”

			The key already in the door, he paused. “Uh, yes?”

			Hmm, what should she ask of him to test her thrall? For a moment, she considered ordering him to hand over his wallet. Since Alana had tossed her bottles of Synth-A, she needed to buy more, and the next royalty check was still two weeks away. But then she quickly discarded the idea. While she might have almost killed a human on New Year’s Eve, she wasn’t going to add thievery to her list of crimes. She fixed him with an intense stare, the same one she had used on Alana without any success. “Do twenty-one jumping jacks.”

			With a glazed-over expression in his eyes, he started jumping up and down, raising and lowering his arms in time with the movement of his legs.

			Robin leaned against the wall and watched him with a big grin. She hadn’t lost her touch after all. When he finished, she was tempted to have him try a handstand next but then changed her mind. You tested your thrall. Now let him go, or you’ll be no better than Meghan, who thinks nothing of playing with humans. “Go into your apartment and forget this little stint of gymnastic exercise.”

			He turned and disappeared into his apartment without a word.

			Her thrall was as strong as ever. Why hadn’t it worked on Alana? The thrall had snapped back from her as if it had met an invisible barrier, and even increasing the force of her thrall had succeeded only in giving Robin a headache.

			The ringing phone from inside of her condo interrupted her before she could come to a conclusion. She hurried to pick it up. With any luck, it might be someone from Fangs & Fur Publishing, calling to accept her revised short story submission.

			Instead, Meghan’s voice greeted her from the other end of the line. “Hi, Robin. Long time no see. Your parents say you’re making yourself rare at clan meetings too.”

			Robin groaned inwardly. That would teach her to look at the caller ID before picking up the phone. “I have deadlines to meet,” she said. “I’m writing practically twenty-four seven.”

			“Oh, come on. If you stay in, never leaving the apartment, your neighbors will start thinking there’s something weird going on—like you being a vampire or something.” Meghan chuckled.

			Robin thought of her neighbor doing jumping jacks in the hallway and grinned.

			“How about leaving your fictional vampires behind for the rest of the night and going out with a real one?” Meghan said, her voice full of promises.

			A tingle crept up Robin’s spine. Not the same one she felt when Alana had touched her but one that was full of forbidden temptations. “I don’t have time to—”

			“You’ve got to eat some time. Let’s go grab a bite.”

			When Meghan said bite, she meant exactly that. From the moment they had undergone the rite as teenagers, allowing them to hunt on their own, Meghan had gone out every night, grabbed some unsuspecting passerby from a quiet side street or an alley, and drank from him or her until her hunger was stilled. She wasn’t particular about her food sources, male or female, young or old, anyone would do, but she didn’t like to eat alone. They had feasted together more often than Robin could count. She pushed the thought of their last meal together out of her mind. “I can’t,” she said.

			“Oh, come on. The literary world won’t end just because you’re away from the keyboard for an hour or two.”

			Meghan had never understood how much writing meant to her. She had never understood her, period. “It’s not just that. I…I’m trying to change my eating habits.”

			For a moment, only silence filtered through the line; then Meghan started to laugh. “You’re on a diet? I thought you had gotten that crazy idea out of your head by now.”

			Robin squared her shoulders and gripped the phone more tightly. “It’s not crazy, Meghan. That woman on New Year’s Eve…” She shuddered as she could again taste the salty-sweet tang of the woman’s blood on her tongue. Guilt burned through her.

			“What about her?” Meghan asked, clearly not caring.

			“I nearly drained her,” Robin whispered. “I lost control and…and…I almost…I almost killed her.”

			“That happened because you hadn’t gone out and hunted for so long. It’s the way of the Girah, Robin. You’re denying your very nature, and it won’t work. Come on, have you ever heard of Dracula going on a diet?” Meghan laughed again.

			Robin bit her lip until she tasted blood. That delicious copper taste of human blood was missing, though. “I have to go,” she said. “The deadlines are looming.”

			“Call me when you change your mind and want to go out,” Meghan said.

			Robin hesitated. Should she ask Meghan for money so she could buy more Synth-O or at least Synth-A? No. If she went out to meet her, Meghan would try to get her to hunt with her, and Robin wasn’t sure she was strong enough to resist temptation. Not with that nagging hunger ripping at her. So she just said good-bye and hung up.

			She went into the kitchen and opened the fridge, hoping she had somehow missed a bottle of Synth-O hidden behind the bottled water.

			Nothing. Not a drop of synthetic blood in her fridge.

			Without it, she couldn’t survive longer than a few more days. Where was she supposed to get the money from? Meghan was out, and so were her parents. She would rather drain Mr. Singh next door than beg her parents for money. Their words when her first vampire novel had come out still rang in her ears.

			“You’re a disgrace to this clan and our entire race!” her mother had shouted, and her father had thrown the book with her handwritten dedication to them in her face.

			Sighing, she stared at the phone. Did she know anyone who could afford to lend her one hundred and fifty bucks?
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