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Van Helsing’s Lament
 
    
 
   A Prequel story for Blood Sisters
 
    
 
   From Dr. Helsing’s Memorandum, November 5, 1893, as cited in Stoker’s Dracula, Chapter 27
 
    
 
   “I knew that there were at least three graves to find, graves that are inhabit.  So I search and search, and I find one of them.  She lay in her Vampire sleep, so full of life and voluptuous beauty that I shudder as though I have come to do some murder. Ah, I doubt not that in the old time, when such things were, many a man who set forth to do such a task as mine, found at the last his heart fail him, and then his nerve.” 
 
    
 
   Van Helsing stood over the coffin, watching her sleep.  While Lucy had been beautiful, the woman who lay here was breathtakingly so.  He imagined that this is what angels must look like. She was dressed in rich silk, the outer layer a rich burgundy.  The porcelain of her skin was only slightly darker than the white cotton ruffle of fabric that peeked over the hem of her bodice.  Her hands were clasped at her waist, as if she had just laid down for a brief afternoon repose. She looked perfectly at peace; her brow was unfurrowed and the corners of her mouth barely curled upward, as if she were dreaming of pleasant things, not slumbering in a box for the dead. Her hair was carefully plaited and wound around her head like a halo, adding to the seraphim effect.  On her fingers were tasteful rings, including a thin band of gold on her ring finger on her left hand.  He wondered at her role in the house.  Were these women brides of the monster?  He would save her for last. 
 
   He turned toward the coffins on either side of the open one.  They were of similar size, but nowhere near as ornate.  He opened the one on the right first.  Inside was Sasha.  Her face did not bear the same look of peace and contentment that the face of the first Vampire did.  She looked downtrodden and weak in comparison.  She frowned in her sleep, and despite looking quite young at first glance, Van Helsing felt that she was tired of her existence.  This one was easy to dispatch quickly, as he felt he was doing her a great service by relieving her of an existence that was obviously paining her. 
 
   He placed the stake on her sternum, and briefly pausing long enough to whisper a brief prayer for forgiveness for his actions on the basis that they were for the good of mankind, he struck the stake with the mallet.  One strong strike was all it took to drive the stake home.  Sasha’s eyes snapped open, and just as her body started to crumble to dust, Van Helsing heard the faintest whisper of gratitude, feeling it as if she were standing next to him, whispering it in his ear. Left behind were her clothes and the gold band she wore on her left hand.  He took the band, placing it in his vest pocket.  
 
   When she was gone, he turned to the coffin to the right of the first. Whereas Sasha had been fair and blonde, a rarity for this area of the world, the inhabitant of this coffin was of more olive complexion and obviously had been of a higher class when she became a Vampire; her hands were less muscled and more carefully manicured.  She did not wear the same sadness and worry that Sasha did, but she did not seem as restful as the first Vampire, the one he was saving as his final kill.  He somehow sensed that Daniela was favored over Sasha and that she had more power, but it was all based on the feeling he had and his observation of the differing levels of ornateness in the coffins and in the differences in dress and appearance.  As he readied himself to strike, he became aware of the Vampire’s movement.  She stirred as if in a bad dream, her lips parting and calling quietly in a hushed whisper “Finally free. . . Sasha.”  She whimpered as he pressed the tip of the stake to her chest and he hesitated for a moment.  Her eyes opened, too, but before he drove the stake home.  
 
   Van Helsing stared into Daniela’s eyes.  They seemed to glow; they were neither brown nor green, but some mixture of the two with yellow highlights—they reminded him of tiger’s eye stones, but brighter as if lit from within.  He felt himself start to waver.  His ears first started ringing, then the sound became different—it was the sound of fluttering wings, first slow and deliberate, matching the rhythm of leisurely flight or a calm heartbeat, then becoming stronger and more frenzied.  When he thought he could no longer take it, the sound stopped and he heard in its place, her voice.  Her lips did not move—it was as if she had somehow invaded his brain. 
 
   “Understand that this is not the end, Van Helsing.  Understand that what we’ve done we did out of love, however misguided. And know that you’ll have hell to pay the moment you’ve driven home that stake.  Be aware of what is behind you. We will meet again, be sure of it. I hope you will help me then, as well.”  As he received her message, he felt and saw her remove her own gold band and slide it into his pocket.  She then wrapped her hands around the hand that held the stake and closed her eyes.
 
   He felt as if he had help raising the mallet this time, even in his dazed state, he somehow managed to drive the stake through in a single blow.  It was as if she drew the stake into her body as he struck.  Daniela’s hands were pressed over his own, helping to drive the stake deep.  
 
   As he watched her body crumble to dust, the sound of fluttering wings intensified.  Looking upward, he saw the entire room was filled with bats, circling over his head.  He was deafened by the sound of their wings. 
 
   He spun around to find the first Vampire standing in her coffin. Over the din of bats’ wings her scream rang out.  It was a horrific noise, at once incredibly human and full of sorrow while at the same time animalistic and full of primal rage.  The muscles in her neck were visible as her jaw opened wide to free the horrible scream.  It seemed to last forever and Van Helsing thought he would lose his mind over the sound.
 
   She looked petite.  While Van Helsing was no giant at 5 feet 6 inches, he did have a height advantage.  While shorter and much slighter, however, she was much stronger than Van Helsing.  She demonstrated this by picking him up by the neck, a single hand around his throat, under his chin.  She brought him up to eye level, and she said nothing as she reached in his pocket, retrieving the rings there. He could only mutely stare at her eyes. Despite the precarious situation, he found her even more lovely and bewitching with her eyes open.  Whereas her companion Vampires’ eyes had been more like tiger’s eye, hers were more like star sapphires.  The pupils almost seemed to shine hot white for a split second before contracting to tiny black pinpoints in the purest, deepest blue irises he’d ever seen.  
 
   She cast him aside and while he attempted to gather himself, she slid the two gold bands she’d taken from him on her finger to join her own.
 
   She wailed again, this time scattering the bats gathered overhead.  When her wailing ended, the sound of wings was gone.  In the absence of the noise, suddenly the silence was oppressive and horrifying.  She moved so quickly that by the time Van Helsing had risen from where she’d cast him off, she was standing on the ground, casting a circle around herself, using the ashes of her dead sisters to draw the protective barrier.
 
   “You have no power here, Van Helsing. I am only keeping you alive because I want you to know what you have done.  I also want you to have a long time to consider the ramifications of your actions and to live in fear of me.”  Olivia waved her hand slowly in the air, and Van Helsing heard the sound of a chair sliding.  She pulled the chair to a few feet in front of her, outside the circle she had cast. “Sit.”
 
   Van Helsing sat. His throat hurt, and he was fairly certain he could speak.  He reached into his coat pocket and found the vial of holy water.  Next to it was his flask.  The flask came out first.  He took a long draw off of it, feeling the brandy burning a new bit of life in him, warming him up. He was suddenly colder than he had been outside where Mina still was.  What horrors was she facing outside right now?  He worried about her as he sat and watched Olivia and tried to calm himself enough to create a plan.
 
   Olivia stood perfectly still, her eyes the only thing he could see moving.  She observed him closely, sizing him up.  She waited for him to speak, still wearing the almost grin. Her eyes were otherworldly in their glow and the pulse of hunger he sensed frightened him.
 
   He put the flask back and having come up with no new plan, grasped the vial of holy water.  He brought it out and got up from his chair, leaning forward and dashing it toward Olivia.  He felt it bounce off the protective circle’s invisible edge and sprinkles of it landed on his face and hands.  He sat back down in the chair, holding his face in his hands.  This was something unlike anything he’d seen or read about in his quest to understand the Vampire.  He had been arrogant and now all of the troubles that Mina and the others had gone through would be for nothing.  He had failed. 
 
   Olivia laughed at his effort.  “The game is different with me, old man.  I am not like my father and others who came before him.”
 
   Van Helsing looked up from his hands.  The Vampire was still in her circle, but she seemed to be floating a few inches above the ground.  Oddly, she looked more relaxed in levitation than when standing. He cleared his throat.  Had he heard her right?
 
   “Father?  Are you not a mere plaything of Dracula?  I assumed you and your companions were concubines.” Everything Van Helsing had read and studied indicated that Vampires were made, not born.  All cultures seemed to have some myth of the undead, but they were undead because of actions taken by others and of their own volition.  Vampires were barren, weren’t they?
 
   “Oh, that’s a good joke.  I’d be greatly entertained, I have no doubt, if you were to tell me all that legend says of my father’s damnation and of his kind.”  Olivia smirked.  “My father is a bad man in many ways, but my creation was not one of his acts of evil, at least not one that was intentional.  My mother is the only woman he’s ever truly loved.  While I’m sure he’s satisfied carnal lusts with other women, for the most part humans are instruments of entertainment and a source of food for him.  He uses you to gain power in your realm.  It gets boring otherwise.  He had no concubines, however.”
 
   Van Helsing felt the hairs on the back of his neck stand at attention.  “How, then?  How did all of this come to be as it is?  What are you?”
 
   “I am Olivia; the sole natural heir of the man you call Dracula.  To be fair, that is his family line.  He’s had many names in his long lifetime, though, and I suspect will have more before time is through.”
 
   “The sole heir?  If you are the sole heir, and he had no concubines, who were these other women?”
 
   “In time, good doctor. First, let us do away with the formalities.  Know that I could easily kill you right now, but I need your assistance.  You’re going to give it to me of your own free will, too.  But first, let us get more comfortable.”  She raised her right hand again, making slight movements in the air.  Van Helsing felt his coat open, as if two hands parted the front of it.  He was powerless to move and stop the invisible hands from taking the few weapons he had that were effective against Vampires.  He watched, unable to move, as the stake and mallet were removed from his reach.  The crucifix stayed but was tucked out of sight. He could feel cold invisible fingers slide it under the collar of his shirt.  The vial of holy water, now empty flew through the air and shattered on a far wall.  He blushed as he realized that the hands he could not see had gotten a rise from him and he placed his hands in his lap, feeling like a guilty adolescent who had been staring too much at his teacher.
 
   Olivia remained in her circle.  “You’ll get those back once we’re done here. For now, you are a guest and you will sit quietly and listen.”
 
   And so she began.
 
    “My father has had many lives.  His first is the one told of in history books; as Vlad the Impaler he was a bloodthirsty warrior and fearless leader.  His first life ended, as far as the world knew, when he was killed in battle with the Turks some 300 years ago.  He had felt his luck was running out, and he sent another in his armor.  You can understand that given his reputation that my father could force a soldier to take his place.  The lower officer’s only hope of not dying was to fight and hope he was victorious.  My father would have killed him on the spot had he refused the order.  As it was, he was beheaded by the Turks and my father began a new life.”
 
   “He fled and during the 375 years that he wandered, he learned much about the dark arts.  With the horrors he had wrought as a human, he feared the afterlife and went on a quest, through a variety of cultures, to learn of ways to avoid the afterlife. As a result, he ensured his damnation; instead of burning in the Hell he feared, he’s spent his many years with great power on Earth.”
 
   She stepped outside of her circle.  Seeing that Van Helsing knew he was too old, fat, and weak to be a match to her unarmed, she walked over to sit across from him.  She motioned again and another chair came gliding to her hand.  She sat.
 
   Van Helsing wanted to touch her face.  Despite knowing she was a Vampire, he was compelled to touch her.  He desired her even though he knew she would ruin him.  He tried to shake himself out of the spell by asking a question.
 
   “Where did he learn of the secrets of the undead?”
 
   “He was familiar with Gypsy tales of Muli, the undead who are mostly invisible who return to their graves at dawn after feeding at night. The Mulo is what you think of, I suspect, when you think of Vampires. Such local superstition existed before my father was born.”
 
   “He first fled to Bucharest, as it was the one place he knew he could disappear for a time and where he could travel from successfully.  As you know, he had lived there. Even though the only one in his camp who knew he was not killed in battle were his son and the man who took his place, he had church and occult contacts who ensured he was able to hide at the Monastery in Comana he founded.  It was there that he reinvented himself and became a student of the dark arts. It is also where he learned of his true destiny.  His brethren took him in and helped him in his studies. He gave them the task of transcribing anything they could find regarding everlasting life, immortality, resurrection and transubstantiation.”
 
   At the mention of transubstantiation, Van Helsing gasped.  Olivia chuckled.  “Yes, it all started in the church.  In fact, the whole reason the monastery exists at all is because my father and two of his men were taken in at that spot by nine monks who housed and healed them in their retreat one night as they retreated from the Turks.  Do you know the names of those men, by chance?”
 
   Van Helsing thought for a moment. One of the names he did remember—“Mihnea.” 
 
   “Very good!  Yes, one was my half-brother, Mihnea.  He later would go on to attempt to rule, but he never had the strength, apparently.  He did help ensure that when father’s stand-in was killed later that everyone believed it was his headless corpse they buried at the monastery.  Father was given a new name on the day of his fake funeral, and the monks who practiced the dark arts anointed him under that new name.  He then studied there for a time, until it was safe for him to travel.  During his studies, he learned that his true destiny was to become a Vampire.”
 
   “The monks had been isolated for some time before he built the monastery for them.  They had been waiting for him to arrive, as their sacred texts prophesized a great leader who had the ability to bring a new age would come to them.  They had spent years in prayer and poverty, waiting.”
 
   Van Helsing interrupted.  “My friend from Buda-Pesth University told me of a family curse, saying that the Devil claims every tenth scholar as his own.”
 
   Olivia nodded.  “Indeed.  My father was the tenth, and the order’s sacred texts contained prophecy that told of his coming.  His devotees, however, did not see his situation as a curse, but as a high blessing.  It’s all in how you look at things, really, Van Helsing.  His fascination and blood lust were not arbitrary in the least—they were very much a part of who he was on a much deeper level.  He was always who he was, but he had to prove himself worthy.  When he retired to the monastery, the monks were ready to teach him how to claim his birthright.  He remained there for many years, studying not only their sacred texts, which he destroyed after committing them to memory, but also reading of others like him in other cultures.  In his long life, he has studied in various places with those who know of the undead. Did you know in Africa, the Ashanti people believe that the Asasabonsam, for instance, are tree-dwelling Vampires with hooked feet that allow them to scoop up victims.  Africa has a rich mythology of the undead.  Unfortunately, so much of our history is tainted by fantastical notions like that—humans have been devoted to ensuring we’re somehow identifiable from the rest of you on sight.  Pretty ridiculous, really.”
 
   The conversation, despite its content and the bizarre story, was becoming comfortable, and he felt no fear.  “You certainly are beautiful and would never be suspected of being a monster.”  Van Helsing felt himself blushing again. 
 
   Olivia smiled. “Oh, you have no idea of how monstrous I can be.  I have advantages my father wishes he had.  I also have you and Harker to thank for removing him from the estate.  His going to London was the start of my liberation.  His distraction with you and the travel have allowed me to make some arrangements for myself that were not possible when he was so close.”
 
    “So, tell me how you became a Vampire, Olivia.  Did your father kill your mother and turn you into what I see before me?”
 
    “No.  My father is truly my father. As I said, I am his sole true heir.  My father eventually learned all he wished to know and developed his own abilities to a point where he grew bored.  He was in Bucharest when he saw my mother.  As a man of wealth, he was able to persuade her father to allow him to court her.  She was beautiful, or at least he tells me she was.  He says he sometimes has a hard time looking at me because I favor her so.”
 
    “It was not long before he managed to arrange a marriage and they wed.  After an acceptable amount of time, he convinced her that the city was too much for a family, which is what he wanted, and they moved to his old home of Tirgoviste.”
 
   Van Helsing interjected again.  “I have always heard and read that Vampires are not born.  Are you certain that the story of your birth is true? Perhaps you were turned and given these memories?” 
 
   His words were not completely out of his mouth before she was laughing.  “Oh, if that were true.  I was the grand experiment.  My father still had enough human in himself that he wished to sire more children.  My brother, Mihnea, had denied his existence when he was still alive.  He knew that to confess to helping father fake his own death would have been the end of him. My father’s secret went to the grave with Mihnea. All of the monks who knew of his past identity and of his true nature upon his transformation were compelled by the Devil himself to never reveal that the one from prophecy had arrived.  He treated them well, and they were well provided for at the monastery after he left.  He made sure of that.”
 
    “With his other family dead to him, my father wanted a child who was alive.  He hoped for another son, but he got me.  I only know that it took much ritual and ceremony, and months of preparation to make my mother the altar upon which he offered himself.  When I was born, I tore my way out, killing her in the process.  In order to have the one thing he wanted, he had to lose the one thing he loved more than anything else.”  Olivia smiled.  “So, as you can see, we’ve always had a bit of a complicated relationship.  I have never, however, been his concubine.” 
 
   Van Helsing’s head was reeling.  “How are you different?  I would assume you are weaker, as you are more human.”
 
    “I have none of the restrictions so common of those who are turned through infection or willingly becoming supplicants to master Vampires.  My father made himself a god for a whole race of people, as did those of our kind before him.  Those who fall prey to us in that way are always underlings in a way.  I never asked for this, nor did my mother. She was human.  He never turned her; he merely loved and impregnated her to have a lasting reminder of that love.  He and I are not underlings, Van Helsing.  And, unlike him, I am not bound to the Devil under the familial agreement.  I can live in the light as easily as in the dark, you see?”  As she said this she walked to the door of the chamber and threw it open.  Sunlight filtered in, and she stood in the light, her face upturned toward the sun that was only partially obscured by the clouds.  He expected her to burst into flames, screaming and curdling in front of him, but nothing happened.  She stood that way for a few moments before turning back to him.
 
    “You see, I’m different.  Now that the bonds of my father have been broken because of you, I answer to no one but myself.  He realized that to leave me under his bondage would mean that you would kill me—the last member of his true family.  Have no doubts, he is here with us now; the very rats in this place are bound to him, and he can use them as his eyes and ears.  Think about Renfield, that wreck of a man.  He’s never going to be given full power; he’s a prop, a walking crystal ball of sorts for my father to scry through.  I not only have the powers my father has; I have powers you can’t even imagine.  While I have the appearance of a human, my immortality is bound in the blood rites, at least as far as I know.  I learned how to feed on my own, and I turned Daniela without being taught.  Instinct has made me what I am, rather than true teaching.” 
 
   From where he was sitting, Van Helsing could see Mina beyond the now open door. She was still in her protective circle where he’d left her.  She was facing Olivia, her eyes locked on her.  His eyes shifted toward the ground, and he realized she was floating above it. She had been asleep when he entered the lair of the Vampires.  He now understood that she was a mere puppet of her Mistress, Olivia. He now understood how and why the three temptresses had called her sister and called on her to join them and why she feared them not.  She was one of them. 
 
   Olivia laughed low and she turned back toward him.  “Do not harm her.  She is turned but not completely.  She does not wish to join me and I’ll not make her do so unwillingly.  If you try to harm her, however, she will use the means she has to protect herself.”  She turned back to Mina and even though she whispered, Van Helsing could hear her voice clearly as if she were standing at his ear.  “Rest, little sister.  Sleep again.  There’s nothing to worry over here.”  As she spoke, Mina slid silently to the ground, back to her deep sleep state.
 
   Van Helsing felt helpless.  “Why are you keeping me here, and why have you turned these women? Why Mina?”
 
   Olivia nodded.  “First, Mina.  She is in much the same state as Renfield.  She not only afforded my father a clear view of what you were up to, but I can also obtain information from her.  Don’t be so relieved, though; she will never fully return to her normal state.  Renfield was unstable; she has a strong mind and pure heart, which so far has kept her from begging to be turned. Renfield was a grasping human being who was more than happy to give up his soul for a few assurances.”
 
   “The two women you killed were very special to me.  They were my blood sisters.  Daniela, the second one you killed, was the only one I ever fully turned.  I loved her, Van Helsing, more than perhaps my father loved my mother.  I could not bear to be away from her, even if death were to take her many years from now.  To ensure that we would always be together, I turned her into one of us.  She knew what turning would mean.  She agreed to it freely. Young love makes us do some amazing things, don’t you think? We were to be bound for eternity.  You were only able to kill her because of my father’s influence here.  I’m strong, but I am still half human, after all, and no match for the Devil.  Sasha, on the other hand, was turned by Daniela.  While I was quite fond of her, she was weak.  Daniela created her in a fit of rage and jealousy.  Sasha did not choose it freely.  That is why she thanked you.” 
 
   “What did Daniela mean when she said it wasn’t over?” Van Helsing rose from the chair, sensing the interview was coming to a close. 
 
   “Well, you are going to leave alive, but so am I.  I’m not going to give all my secrets away so easily. Don’t be surprised to meet again, Van Helsing.  We don’t always remain the same people.  After all, my father reinvents himself all the time.”  With that, the sound of fluttering wings started again and Van Helsing watched as Olivia’s form started to shimmer and eventually exploded, taking on the form of a multitude of bats.  He watched as they all moved toward one of the side passages of the lair, the sound of their wings becoming faint and the sound of Mina’s crying taking their place. 
 
   When he reached her, he found she was still in a sleep-like trance.  As he touched her shoulder, she immediately stopped weeping and told him they should leave, as she sensed Jonathan Harker, her husband was coming toward them. 
 
   Van Helsing died some ten years later, well after Mina and Jonathan had a son and moved on with their lives, both assuming that their time with Vampires had come to an end.  The recordings of the events, as Harker called them “nothing but a mass of typewriting” which lacked any “one actual document” were placed in safe keeping for their son as part of his estate upon their deaths.
 
   At Van Helsing’s funeral, a lone woman dressed in black with a veil over her face is rumored to have spent much time at the coffin during visitation.  The funeral director said that her beauty was evident even through the dark, fine black lace.  She had taken off her gloves and stroked his face gently, three thin gold bands catching the light as she whispered her goodbye.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter One
 
    
 
   Olivia sat in front of St. Louis Cathedral, staring at the clock tower, waiting for the hands to point straight up to the violet sky.
 
    A bench in the square is no place for a woman alone at this time of night, but she’s is not your typical woman.  Olivia can make herself invisible, completely unnoticeable to the drug dealers and drunken tourists, the Zendik tribe gutter punks and the street urchin-wannabes.  She was perched here not for prey.
 
    She sought her lost sisters.
 
    She’d had her fun alone, and it was time to find companions again.  She sat silently, listening to the noises around her.  She could hear a tarot reader on the left side of the square shifting in her chair, then she smelled the newly lit stick of incense, heard the clinking of cheap bangles coming together and the crack of the cards as the bored card reader shuffled the deck for something to do.    On the right, she could sense pedestrian traffic, first coming off of Decatur on the far side of the square and turning up St. Ann, drifting toward the heart of the French Quarter: Bourbon Street.
 
    She took her cigarette case out, lighting a Nat Sherman Black and Gold, knowing the black cigarette paper helped to keep her more cloaked in the shadows.  As she sat smoking and watching the clock hands, she could hear an argument between two women on St Peter’s who were walking toward the church.  She saw them as they made the short corner off St. Peter and ducked into Pirate’s Alley. 
 
   “Why do we have to go to work, Wren?”  The brunette whispered this into Wren’s ear as she pressed her back against the Cathedral wall.  Olivia could hear each word clearly and could see Sienna’s lips moving as if in slow motion, and she took a hard drag off her cigarette as the brunette kissed the other girl hard on the mouth.  Wren kissed her back, her hands in the masses of mahogany brown curls.  She then pulled her head back, kissed her on the shoulder and slapped her on the thigh.  “Come on, babe, we’re gonna be late.  I’ll come by when my shift is over.”  Wren wiggled out from between her companion and the Cathedral, and Olivia watched as her boot-clad legs ran toward Bourbon Street.  The mahogany-haired one came back out onto Chartres, headed toward her job at the Indigo.  She could hear the girl chuckle softly and begin to hum softly as she walked toward the bar. 
 
   She knew these were not exactly the ones she was looking for, but they would do for now—she lit a new cigarette off the first and watched as the hands on the clock fell into place. 
 
   She rose from the bench, realizing she’d be drawing a lot of attention if she desired it.  She was impeccably dressed in clean, cuffed black pants and a white silk shirt.  Despite the oppressive August humidity, her clothes were still crisp and unwrinkled.  Looking so fresh, as if she’d just stepped out of a taxi from out of town, she would have been a prime target for a mugging if she were anyone else.  She slowly walked down Pirate’s Alley, her shoes ringing on the slate. 
 
   The heat from the kiss lingered in the air; Wren left a tangible trail of lust as she walked toward the club.  Olivia could feel a wanting under the heat.  Yes, Wren was ready.  She could see her ahead, making the turn on Bourbon Street.
 
   She saw Wren disappear into the club.  Olivia decided to go in, too, and she slid through the throngs of people, miraculously avoiding the sloshing beer cups and going unnoticed as the crowd focused on the fraternity boys yelling to a young woman on the street to flash her tits.  Dammit, Mardi Gras season has been over for months.
 
   Olivia paid the door girl $2 to get in, took her ticket for a discounted drink, and let the server take her to a table in the back, away from the stage.  She quietly ordered a shot of bourbon and sat back, watching the woman gyrating on stage.  She had no interest in her, no more than the dancer had in the man in the audience who was currently sliding his hand up her leg to place a dollar in the band of her g-string.
 
   Olivia’s drink arrived, and she lit another cigarette as she looked around the club.  The décor left much to be desired.  The chairs and tables were ancient—cheap, wobbly café tables and chairs.  The whole place reeked of stale Bud and cigarettes combined with the perfumes and colognes of the dancers and patrons.  To her, there was an extra layer of scents—greed, lust, disgust, and the sickly sweet odor of addiction and decay.
 
   She felt the dancer who had been on stage, Christy, walk up behind her, as she started making tip rounds in the audience.  As Christy made her way closer, Olivia sensed she was the one addicted—the dancer smelled of decay—the smell of cocaine rot.  She met her eyes and saw that she was merely a husk--a walking black hole.  Instead of asking her for a tip, Christy drifted past quickly and moved on to the next table. 
 
   Olivia watched her move away from the table, and she watched the audience’s reaction.  They were too into the vibe of the Quarter to notice that the dancer was not really there; besides the husk was all they were interested in, anyway.  The next dancer, Wren, stepped onto the stage. 
 
   Olivia noticed the difference at once. When she saw Wren on the street moments ago, she looked like any number of women on the street.  Now she was in fine form.  Olivia watched as the stiletto-heeled boots stepped onto the stage, the cloak’s hem mere millimeters from the stage floor.  Wren moved slowly toward the pole as the opening of the Cult’s “Fire Woman” played from the speakers.  Slowly, Wren began to wind herself around the pole, letting her cloak flare out behind her. 
 
   Silently, Olivia watched.  She noticed that Wren had inserted all of her piercings, the studs and rings catching the stage lights.  She had a silver stud in her right nostril,  which caught the light as she slowly and languidly slipped around the pole.  Her cloak slid slowly down her shoulders as she spun, revealing a tattoo on each shoulder blade.  On her right, she had a black triskele, on the left, a pentacle.  Olivia could see the muscles under the flesh, moving and twitching with each revolution. 
 
   The cloak kept slowly sliding.  On her fifth revolution, it slid to her hips, revealing the top of her leather hot pants.  Imagining what the expanse of white thigh looked like under the cloak, Olivia watched the muscles in Wren’s back work, and she lit another cigarette.  Wren pulled herself away from the pole as her cloak hit the floor.  She walked to the edge of the stage opposite her, and she crouched down, whispering into the patron’s ear so he could slide a dollar into the waistband of her shorts.
 
   As Wren stood to full height and prepared to turn to another customer, she could see the woman in the white silk shirt exit the club.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Two
 
    
 
   Sienna was having a fairly normal night at the Indigo--as normal as could be expected for a club that opened at midnight and advertised as Goth.  The doormen/bouncers looked like ZZ Topp, and they did a good job of keeping the bad out and the good in. 
 
   She had been on for a good hour, pouring novelty drinks to customers who read about the bar in the Gambit Weekly.  Everyone was up for a “Witches Brew” since the article had raved about it.  The owner was pleased by the turnover, as vodka and clove-infused grape juice were fairly cheap and easy, but Sienna was starting to get nauseated by the smell of cloves.  It was bad enough that half the patrons smoked clove cigarettes; now the drinks reeked of them, too. 
 
   She wiped down the bar as she watched the dancers on the lower floor.  So much press had led tourists to her beloved bar that she felt jaded.  The majority of people who came through the doors these days were younger college students who had read of how avant-garde the club was.  Which meant that it really wasn’t avant-garde anymore; most of her clientele was straight and in the just-legal-white-boy age-group.  There were still a few Goths that hung out here, but many of them had abandoned the bar for the Abbey, where they could hide in dark corners and avoid much of the Quarter traffic. 
 
   That was why the woman in the white silk shirt stood out.  A lone woman, probably in her late 30s or early 40s, bellied up to the bar.  And, she ordered a Scotch, straight up. Not a foolish drink.  
 
   Sienna stared at her for a minute, then said, “Well, we don’t stock Scotch.  I can tell you what we have back here that might work, though.  If you’d care to go with Irish whisky, we’ve also got a bottle of Jameson’s and a bottle of Bushmills under the counter.” 
 
   Olivia agreed to a shot of Bushmills, neat.  She watched the few people who were out on the dance floor as Sienna poured the shot.  And, she watched Sienna move behind the bar, imagining what her hips would feel like under her hands.  When the bartender turned to face her, the woman in the silk shirt made sure she was looking toward the dance floor. 
 
   “It’s not often that we get requests for Scotch.” Sienna leaned toward her, so she could hear.  “Are you in town on business?” 
 
   “No, I live here.  I’m out roaming tonight.”  Sienna listened as she spoke, trying to place the accent.  She couldn’t.  The woman drank down the shot and left a $20 on the bar.  “I’m sure I’ll see you again.  I hope that the company tonight won’t be too troublesome.”  She rose from her seat and slowly walked out, leaving Sienna wondering why she had come to the Indigo and assuming she wouldn’t be back. 
 
   Olivia stepped out past the cage in the courtyard of the bar and finally down the path which led to Toulouse.  She lit a cigarette and started her way back home. 
 
   She took the streetcar from the Quarter, something she normally didn’t do.  However, tonight was a weeknight, and it was early enough that by the time she got to the stop on Canal that the car was coming.  She sat toward the back and paid little attention to the few fellow patrons as the car turned back toward the Garden District. 
 
   When she had come here years ago to get a sense of the town, she had stayed first in the heart of the Quarter, thinking that she would like the energy there.  The constant flow of strangers was exciting and allowed her to fade into the background for the most part. She had rented a small apartment on St. Peter.  In the early morning hours, she could hear the tourists dragging past the front of her rooms, bragging about how many hurricanes or hand grenades they had had and how they never wanted to leave.  After a few weeks, the ghosts there began to haunt her too much.  The charm had worn off relatively quickly, especially once the locals started to take notice of her.  She had left for years, returning home and roaming through the old world, visiting cities that were as large and older.  
 
   Before she returned, she had contacted the old realtor she had used before and secured a real home.  The house she bought was on Thalia, just far enough off St. Charles that the streetcar was accessible, but not so close that tourists ever really made it by her house.  The house was a large Victorian, standard in the Garden District, with a lush, walled courtyard.  She locked the heavy front door behind her and went to the kitchen to make sure the cats, Harker and Mina, had enough food.  She poured herself a drink as the two cats twined around her legs, and then headed up to her room.
 
   Since her return to New Orleans, Olivia met the neighbors on either side a few times, and usually the encounters were the friendly nod of people who were acquainted but had nothing in common other than where they lived.  On one side of her lived a gay couple big into the gallery scene and rejuvenating the Garden District.  Most of the time they were not home, as they were either at gallery openings or running the home décor shop they owned on St. Charles.  She assumed they were doing well, as storefronts on the streetcar line did not come cheap.  They seemed like nice boys; she had frequented their store as she refurbished the house, exchanging money and pleasantries on dark, rainy days. 
 
   On the other side of her house lived a woman who claimed she was an artist, but Olivia had yet to see her produce any work.  Mainly, the woman drank on the money she had inherited from her family.  Olivia had seen her sitting in her window late at night, drinking tumbler after tumbler of Southern Comfort.  The sickly, sweet smell of the drink hung over the house, noticeable to Olivia.  She knew it was only a matter of time before the woman drank herself to death, but until then, it was convenient for her to have a neighbor who was never sober enough to witness anything.  Not that there had been any activity at Olivia’s to witness.  Yet.
 
   She moved from the window, tired of looking at her drunken neighbor’s pacing, and sat down on the sofa.  When she had moved into the house, she had taken two of the upstairs bedrooms and joined them to make a small apartment for herself.  The master bed and bath now joined onto a sitting room, complete with a bar, sofa and chairs, and a hidden entertainment center.  She decided not to watch the news tonight; instead she refreshed her drink and picked up the photo album from the coffee table in front of her.  It was going to be a restless night, as she had already fed as much as she needed or cared to, and now she wanted to sit and remind herself of where she had been before.  She sighed heavily as she opened the album and began looking at the ghosts that had filled her last existence.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Three
 
    
 
   In the Quarter, Wren was having a good night.  The number of customers was larger than usual for a Thursday night, and they were tipping well.  Conference attendees often had contests to prove to each other that the wife and kids didn’t prevent them from being real studs.  Not only were they hilarious to watch, but they also tended to fling a lot of money her way. 
 
   She’d started dancing at the Casbah about three years earlier.  She’d slogged through endless hours of classes to get a marketing degree that turned out not to be worth anything.  The fact that coming out as bisexual to her parents meant that they wouldn’t talk to her anymore, much less help her finance an MBA, didn’t help matters either.  The dancing was a way to make more money than she could waiting tables.  And, she was able to keep her normal late hours.  The fact that the daytime was hers to do whatever she wanted to do didn’t hurt either. 
 
   After graduating and not finding a job, Wren had taken a crash course in life in the Quarter area.  She’d lived in a communal apartment in the Marigny with a bunch of other former classmates and started hanging out with the Zendik Tribers, kids from Austin who came in to sell magazines about their commune for “donations.”  She had toyed with the idea of joining the commune, but decided that New Orleans was it for her.  Before becoming a stripper, she had earned her portion of the rent in much the same way her roommates did—rolling tourists for money.  She still had friends on the street, and she’d occasionally lead a drunk patron out into the night with promises of a private show.  What they found instead was someone in the shadows willing to take the cash out of their wallet.  Wren figured it was at least nicer than getting mugged by meaner criminals.  They at least got the thrill of her distracting them before she played helpless victim as her pals “mugged” them both.   That she played victim also helped prevent the tourists from calling the cops.  After all, if a hardened stripper who lived in New Orleans was too scared to call the cops, what chance does an IT guy who was drunk after his convention have of being taken seriously? 
 
   She met Sienna just recently, and the relationship was in that phase where things were so good that you just know the flame is going to burn out really fast. Wren had wandered into the Indigo late one night after work hoping to have the kind of Goth experience described in the tourist rags.  She didn’t find that, but she did find Sienna charming. She had been aloof behind the bar, completely in charge and in control.  Wren had come in and asked for a Witches Brew.  Instead, she got a shot of Maker’s Mark straight up, and Sienna had smiled at her, saying, “You’re too cute to drink that clove shit.” 
 
   Wren stayed at the bar until it was time for closing; then she went home with Sienna.  They had practically been inseparable ever since, but the whole thing was starting to take on the shape of a potential relationship, which meant it was time for Wren to bolt.  
 
   Wren headed back out onto the floor.  Lap dances for businessmen were far preferable to the weekend rabble.  If she could make enough during the week, she could take it easy on the weekend, doing mainly stage shows out of the reach of the rudest sets of hands.  She made her way through the small, rickety tables, swerving to avoid touching them or the patrons if she could help it.  As she made her way toward the front of the club, she saw a table of three middle-aged men in suits who were trying to look cool.  All of them were drinking warm beer and smoking smelly cigars.  She could hear them rating the dancer on stage as she approached the table.
 
   “Aw, baby!  She’s got nice legs, but her tits are not worth shit.  My secretary, Joni, now she has some big tits!  Did I ever tell you two about that time I was working late on the Hambucher project and. . .” 
 
   Wren placed a hand on his shoulder, stopping him in mid-sentence.  She slowly crouched down, making sure to stop for a second when her breasts were at eye level, letting the table get a good look, and then slid onto the chair next to the loudmouth. 
 
   She smiled and said, slowly, “You gentlemen having a good time tonight?” 
 
   Mr. Big Mouth broke out of his stunned silence and started giggling like an idiot.  The other two were still staring at her.  “I was wondering if any of you would like to buy a working girl a drink?”  As she asked, she motioned for one of the servers.  Mr. Big Mouth started to object, but his buddy sitting next to him kicked him under the table. 
 
   One of the advantages at the Casbah was that the girls got to drink whatever they wanted; at most other clubs if the customer bought you a drink, you got a shitty champagne cocktail that was made with Andre’s and a sad maraschino cherry.  Wren nodded to the server to bring her the usual, a shot of top shelf vodka.  While she waited on her drink, she started working the table again. 
 
   “I agree with you that Sally--that would be the girl on stage--has nice legs.  However, you seem to place a heavy emphasis on breasts.  You wanna tell me what happened with Joni?”  She smiled at Mr. Big Mouth, who kept chomping on his cigar and staring at her.  One of his buddies came to his rescue, saying, “Nah, we’ve heard that story, and it ain’t no good.  Let’s talk about you, darlin’.” 
 
   Wren sat back in her chair, crossing her legs slowly.  “You fellas in town for a meeting?  I don’t suppose any of you would like to go in the back with me, would you?”  She finished off her shot and waited for the usual question.
 
   “How much?”
 
   “Well, for one of you, three dances, $60.  Anything else is extra, and we’ll have to negotiate.”
 
   “What do we do?  I mean, is it just the dancing?”
 
   “Honey, I sit you in a chair and I get to touch—you don’t.  And, the more you pay, the more clothes come off.  In other words, it’s like a private stage show in your face.” 
 
   “What do I get for $100?”
 
   Wren shifted in her chair a bit.  “For that, I can let you touch me, but I have complete control over where your hands go.  Whatdya say?”
 
   The guy in the middle grinned and said he was in for the $60 dance.  By the end of the evening, she had seen all three of them in the back room; Big Mouth came in last, paying $100 to look like the big man of the table.  As she suspected, he was the most bashful of the three.  When she grabbed his hand and guided it down her neck toward her breasts, he pulled it away.  Between her stage tips, the $220 taken on that table, and two other private shows she pulled that night, her cut after tipping out at the bar was a clear $500.  Thankfully, she’d be able to take it easy for the next few shifts and not have to press for tips from the weekend crowd.
 
    After changing into her street clothes, she stepped out onto Bourbon Street.  It was 4 am.  She made the corner and headed toward home.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Four
 
    
 
   A few blocks over from the Casbah, Sienna was still tending bar with close to two hours left before her shift ended.  She wanted to eventually own a design store, but she didn’t see how that was going to happen with the salary of a bartender.  She had been saving as much as she could, and she knew she didn’t want to live anywhere else, but something was going to have to change in order for her to move on. 
 
   She was a Louisiana girl.  Her family still lived in Monroe, in the northern part of the state.  They hadn’t spoken to her since she came out five years earlier.  She had already moved to New Orleans at that point and when her sister came to visit, she caught Sienna kissing her then girlfriend.  After a tumultuous visit home and numerous phone calls with her mother to explain that this was not a phase and who she slept with was really not anyone else’s business, she stopped calling home.  She sent an occasional post card or letter and would sometimes get a short note back, but that hardly constituted conversation. 
 
    She scanned the faces and glasses at the bar and started making her rounds.  Her job wasn’t really that much different than Wren’s, she thought.  One addiction or another, it was all service industry work.  She checked her watch; it was only 4:45.  It was going to be a long night.
 
    Olivia was thinking the same thing as she slipped out of her clothes and into a robe and sat on the couch in her upstairs living room after bringing in the paper.  She scanned the latest news in the Metro section.  In her line of work, one needed to keep an eye out for homicide and strange deaths discussed in the pages of the Times Picayune.  There was nothing to note in today’s paper.  As usual, she had been very careful.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Five
 
    
 
   The Delphine Hotel on the fringe of the Garden District is not a place New Orleans' fashionable patrons and tourists visit.  The bar on the bottom floor is dark and close to the point of being almost vault-like, and the hallways upstairs lead to dank rooms where one is likely to find all kinds of characters.  At a recent after-party for one of the community arts events the hotel became a live show for the bar guests.  For a small fee, one could wander down the halls and witness the inhabitants of the hotel doing what they did best: shooting up, turning tricks, having sex.
 
   There was room at the top that was off limits to that show and to every other show or impromptu event--Wren's room.  Wren stayed in the room on the third floor toward the back of the building, the side farthest from St. Charles Avenue; once she’d started dancing, she was able to afford a place of her own.  She liked that she was further out of the Quarter; here, she was less likely to run into clients from work.  The hotel, near a streetcar stop, is flanked on one side by a Popeye's Chicken and on the other a Kay-bee drug store.  Recently, rumors that a famous chef was looking to buy the building across the Avenue and turn it into the newest high end restaurant had been going around but everyone thought it was just talk.
 
   There's a certain point when the New Orleans sky turns a particular shade of lavender; when this happens, the evening is beginning in earnest.  The sky only reaches this shade after the scorching sun has been to rest for hours; usually, the perfect shade begins around midnight.  It was at 9:00, though, that Wren woke up in her room on St. Charles and put on her clothes before going down to the Quarter for her evening entertainment.  Sienna had left sometime in the late afternoon, saying she had to get home to her own apartment and take care of some things.  She had surprised Wren by showing up after her shift, pushing her up against the wall and kissing her hard before Wren could even get the door of her room shut.  While the morning had been a fun one, Sienna’s showing up for a tumble was adding to Wren feeling penned in.
 
   Wren wasn’t especially thrilled about dancing on Fridays at the start of a new term because of the number of frat boys who came in during early rush week, but Sienna would be at work tonight, and she decided to see if she could lure a few clients of her own down at the Casbah.  The manager always let her pick up shifts, as she tended to draw a crowd that liked to tip and drink a lot, regardless of the night of the week.  If she took the night off, she’d be able to actually think and she might have to figure out what to do about Sienna. 
 
   She slid from beneath the warm sheets, feeling as if she were still within them as the humid August air hit her skin. The window unit was doing nothing to help the heat or humidity- -it only served to slightly stir the wet air.  She debated for a second, trying to decide if she would rather just stay in the room and stand naked in front of the air conditioner for the rest of the night and perhaps watch some bad TV on her small portable black and white, rather than wandering down to the club and seeing how much business she could stir up.  The debate did not last long, however, as she wanted to get on with her evening.  She reached over to the chair and grabbed a pair of black jeans and a t-shirt.  What she wore on the way to the Quarter didn't matter when she was going to work; what mattered was what was in her dance bag.  After getting dressed, she grabbed the bag, slinging it over her shoulder.  Then she ran a brush through her hair, pinned it up in a loose knot, and pushed her feet into a pair of sandals before heading out.
 
   She headed downstairs to the bar first, hoping that there might be a cabbie tying one on before or after a shift who would give her a ride.  She wasn't disappointed, either.  As she entered the bar, the bartender nodded at her, indicating that the guy sitting at the end of the bar could take her in. As it was still fairly early, the bar was almost completely empty besides the three of them, but the music was still loud.  Wren slid onto the barstool next to the man Simone had indicated, and she ordered a vodka on the rocks with a twist.  By the time her drink was in front her, she had already chatted Ed, the cabbie beside her, up, and convinced him that he should give her a ride to the Quarter for free since he was off duty.  She told him she worked at the new upscale club and would give him a lap dance for 1/2 off if he would do it.
 
   For Wren, the exchange and the conversation were more about warming up for the evening than it was serious flirtation. Her livelihood did not depend on men falling in love with her; it depended on her manipulating people into what she wanted them to do.  With prey, the only successful hunter is the one who can convince the prey that they are in control.  Wren was an especially talented huntress.
 
   She paid Simone for her drink, left the bar, and got in the cab. On the way to the Canal Street edge of the Quarter, she thought about how things had changed since she came so long ago.  New Orleans was growing, and the rumor that big names were buying property near her beloved Delphine Hotel made her a bit sad. She liked where she lived, even though it was more flophouse than Hilton.  The fact that the bar downstairs tended to scare out of towners so badly that they left before their drinks arrived at their table was a positive thing for Wren.  She wanted a place where she could live undisturbed by the customers who sought her out at the strip joint. 
 
   While she mused, she missed the cabbie giving the streetcar driver the finger as they battled over who would get the lead in the Lee Circle turn.  She was too lost in her thoughts of how the Garden District was changing and in her preparations for her night on stage to notice what was going on outside her brain.  The cabbie got her as close to the club as he could, and she laid on the charm once again, this time telling him where she really worked, and promising him the best lap dance of his life.  Cabbies rarely remembered where dancers worked, as long as you didn't ride with them often.  And, heck, if you did, you bartered it out, rides for rides.
 
   She pushed her way through beer-soaked tourists to the club.  Even in August, the tourists flock to the Quarter to drink watered-down beer and sticky, sweet daiquiris as they ogle the local scenery.  Her street clothes did not garner much attention, and she didn't have far to go, so she made it to the club with little trouble.  Once inside, she headed to the dressing room and donned her uniform.  The hair came down and the make up went on.
 
   The manager saw Wren as she came in; he entered the dressing room, just as she was zipping up her right mid-thigh-high black leather boot.  The boots completed her outfit:  she wore a long black duster over a pair of hot pants, g-string, a bra, and a lace t-shirt.  She still had to do her makeup before going on stage, and she and the manager chatted while she applied black eyeliner and brushed her hair to full volume.
 
   When her set came up, she hesitated until she heard Ian Astbury's voice on "Fire Woman" before she slid out on stage and whirled herself around the pole, hair and coat flying out behind her.  The coat was the first thing to go, even with the AC on full tilt, the heat and humidity wafted in from Bourbon Street.  The heat from the lights and drunken crowd added to the overall effect.  As she made her way around the edge of the stage, shaking and dangling various parts of herself in front of different patrons, she noticed something:  a customer who had been in before.  In the back right corner, there sat a woman who had come into the club almost every night for the past two weeks—the same woman in the white shirt she had noticed leaving the club last night.  She always sat alone, smoking and drinking shots.  Wren had wondered about her and decided tonight was the night she would go over and make herself acquainted.
 
   She finished her set of songs, picked up her clothes, and went in the dressing room.  There were enough dancers tonight that she could work the floor for at least an hour before having to go back on stage.  She pulled her hot pants and lace t-shirt on before walking back onto the floor. 
 
   The woman was watching the doorway into the dressing room. As Wren stepped out with her silver cigarette case in hand, she could feel the other woman's eyes on her.  She sauntered over to her table, cigarette between her lips.  As she sat next to the woman, she made eye contact and asked, "do you have a light?"
 
   The flame appeared in front of her before the request was completed.  The lighter was a thin and expensive one.  The flame shot out as a thin blue jet.  Wren took a long drag, and then exhaled a long stream of smoke, smiling at her companion.
 
   "I see you're back; you've been coming in a lot lately."
 
   The woman took out a cigarette in response and waited until she had lit it and taken a drag before responding.
 
   "Yes.  And I've noticed that there are not a lot of women who come in here without a boyfriend or husband who is hoping to luck into the fantasy of two women worshipping his cock." She met Wren's gaze and held it for a moment, both of them smiling snidely.
 
   The two smoked in silence for a bit, trying to figure out where to go from this point.  Wren was used to doing lap dances for women at the request of men, but she was not used to turning female tricks who were by themselves.  She was intrigued.  She didn't want to be presumptuous about why the other woman had been coming to the club, but she thought she might be the reason.  She waited a bit as they both smoked, and then turned to her companion:
 
   "Would you like a dance?  We have a more private area, if you would like, and I can swing it so you just pay what any client would."
 
   The woman was fairly silent, but she was definitely interested.  Wren went on to explain.
 
   "Usually to get into the private area costs more, but I'm sure that the two of us would cause quite a scene, given that girl-on-girl action is so sought-after.  I can get you back there for the price of a regular table-dance on the floor.“ She smiled at the woman and touched her on the wrist, hoping to gain her trust.  The other woman smiled wryly and nodded. Wren grabbed her by the hand and led her back to one of the private rooms.
 
   Wren situated the stranger in a chair and made sure there was a table and ashtray off to the side.  As she got everything in position, she asked the stranger her name.  The stranger merely smiled again and said, "just consider me your fire woman for now."  Wren laughed, both amused and turned on by the cheesy reference to the song that started her solo set.  She set up the short tables that she would use in her performance.  She put out her cigarette as the song ended, and she stepped up onto the tables and got ready for the next song.
 
   She began moving slowly as the beat of the song from the front of the club filtered back to the private area.  Her hips moved in a slow figure eight, speeding up gradually into a sideways shimmy, and then slowing down again slightly as she brought her arms from above her head to the stranger's shoulders.
 
   Her face was close to the other woman's, and she shifted, snaking her body so that where her face once was, her breasts, then her midsection, stomach, then pelvis were.  Her body undulated slowly in front of the stranger, until she realized the stranger's hands where grasping her by the hips, the stranger's face pressed into her stomach, her tongue tracking a circle around her belly button.
 
   Wren's body reacted to the tongue, jolting forward from the pelvis.  She let the stranger hold her transfixed as she pulled the lace t-shirt off.  The tongue flicked over the edge of her hot pants, and then followed her center abdominal groove until it reached the edge of her bra. Teeth and tongue playfully toured the hem and Wren wasn't dancing anymore; she was too transfixed by what the stranger was doing.  She felt fingers at her back, unhooking the bra, and then she felt the warmth of lips and tongue on her nipple, drawing in sharply, nipping lightly.
 
   Wren's head fell back, as she grabbed the woman's hair in her hand.  Her brain was reeling.  This was one of those all too rare moments where she actually felt like she should be the one paying for this.  The stranger's fingers were digging into her back as she pulled her nipple even further into her mouth.  Wren responded by arching her back even more.
 
   As she arched, Wren felt a hand slide up her inner thigh. She tensed a bit; the policy of the club was that the client was not allowed to touch; the policy was usually relaxed when it was a straight girl touching to enhance her watching boyfriend's pleasure.  Wren reasoned that if that was fair, this should be too.  She felt a fingertip enter her, tentatively; she pushed herself down into it, closing herself down on it.
 
   Soon she had three of the stranger's fingers inside her as she straddled the woman's lap, slowly grinding her hips.  The woman kept a steady rhythm, slowing entering and exiting Wren, driving her to a frenzy.  Wren pushed into her, and both of them were happy it early enough in the evening that they had the private area to themselves. As Wren came, the stranger sank her teeth into Wren's neck until the blood ran. 
 
   The sensation from the bloodletting was a strong and unique as the orgasm; in fact, it seemed to be an extension of it.  Wren wanted the stranger to drain her, to leave her behind as a dried husk.  Just at the point where it was so sweet that she couldn’t take it any longer, she felt the mouth move from her, and she fell back in a swoon, still straddling the stranger.  The only thing that kept her from falling was that the woman was holding tightly to her hips.
 
   Wren barely heard her whisper, “My name is Olivia.” 
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Six
 
    
 
   Earlier that Friday morning, Mike decided it was time to clean out his cubicle and tidy up for the start of the term.  As he entered the building, he found himself looking for Tim around every corner.  
 
   Last March, Mike found Professor Tim Clark’s body after he’d been dead for a least a week.  It was hard to say exactly when he first went missing; during Mardi Gras season, it was typical for classes to get canceled and students to be given “reading days.”  A lot of the professors in the English department did this with graduate students, and when classes only meet once a week in the evening, students might not see a professor for a couple of weeks at the height of the festival season.  Such was the case with Professor Clark.
 
   It wasn’t until the class meeting after Fat Tuesday that anyone even thought to go to his house to check.  Tim rented one side of a house on Danneal Street.  The house had been split into two shotgun apartments, typical of New Orleans rental properties.  Mike Courtland, an adjunct he had a brief romance with the fall before, was the one who offered to check on him when students reported Tim had not shown up for class.  Mike still had a key to the Tim’s apartment; Tim had never asked for it back.
 
   The day Mike found Tim’s body had been a Friday, too, Mike realized as he keyed into his office.  Fridays were always an early day for Mike; he had gone to his office and checked in at the department to see if there were any messages in his mailbox.  Patricia, the department secretary, was the one who had asked him if he’d heard from Tim.  Once he had taken care of the few campus errands he had, he’d decided it couldn’t hurt to check in on him.  Besides, maybe they could go to lunch and catch up.  Mike was working on his dissertation at a distance, and he had considered getting Tim to look over his latest chapter.  This would be a good time to ask, maybe.
 
   He pulled in the driveway and paused for a bit, gathering himself.  He had taken the break up rather hard, even though he’d kind of expected it. After a few weeks of distance, he and Tim had found a groove together as friends.  Tim was an over-achiever who had gotten tenure really early after breezing through his doctorate.  Mike was much more a plodder, more methodical.  Tim had felt that Mike was distracted too much by the relationship and ended it to “help” Mike get on with things and get more work done on his dissertation.  Mike knew, too, that a couple of the new graduate students being especially cute probably helped Tim’s decision. 
 
   The house was quiet, and as soon as he opened the door, he felt a blast of cold air.  Not only was it cold, but he could smell death.  He pushed himself in, and found Tim in the tub.  After running outside to vomit, he managed to pull himself together enough to call 911.
 
   The police questioned him about the lack of water in the tub—there had been only a small bit of watery blood pooled underneath Tim’s body.  He explained that Tim had complained about the tub not holding water well—given that the body had been there for days, apparently, Mike said he wasn’t surprised it had pretty much drained.  The air conditioner had been turned on full blast and the thermostat set low.  Even though March was cooler in New Orleans than most of the year, eventually the smell would have alerted the neighbors.
 
   The autopsy raised questions over what had initially seemed like a simple suicide.  Mike had been brought in for questioning about his relationship and for questions about what Tim was into.  Apparently, they found trauma to the body including bites and cuts that couldn’t have been self-inflicted.  There also appeared to be some ligature marks on his hands and feet.  Mike had explained that as far as he knew, Tim was not really into kink, but that he wouldn’t really rule it out either, as Tim was, after all, into trying new things.  Thankfully, the time of death the medical examiner determined was during the time that Mike had been out of town and with plenty of other people, too.
 
   Eventually, the case was written off as being one of those stories that pop up from time to time.  The news had been filled with stories about how the mild-mannered professor apparently had gone on a kinky bender during the last week of festival and had then been so despondent about returning to work and his normal vanilla life that he did himself in.  Rumors about how he feared everyone would find out he gave favor to his favorite male graduate students also went around, and in the clubs rumors of a gay Mardi Gras killer added excitement to picking up tricks on Saturday nights. 
 
   Mike had let the uncertainty and the fact that he’d never quite given up hope he and Tim would get back together once he finished his dissertation derail him; he had managed to finish out the spring term and meet deadlines for grades, but he’d taken the summer off to work on his dissertation and hadn’t made any real progress.  Mainly, he drank and brooded or he spent days driving out to spots like Grand Isle in an attempt to get away from the city and the oppressive heat.  With school starting back next week, though, it was time to try to return to normalcy.  It seemed that everyone else had already done so.
 
   The department conducted a quiet but quick search to replace Tim.  They had lucked out with Dr. Olivia Holmwood, who had just finished a visiting professorship elsewhere and had recently moved to New Orleans so she could work on her book manuscript.  She was offered and took Tim’s spot as yet another visiting position, which gave the department time to recover, grieve, and decide if they were going to do a full on search for the position. 
 
   Mike noticed as he made his way down the hall after he was done in his office that Olivia’s name was on Tim’s old office door and that there were boxes with Tim’s name on them stacked outside.  He resisted the urge to go through the boxes.  Tim never kept personal stuff at the office anyway.
 
   Across campus, Alex was confirming her course schedule and claiming her financial aid check.  She had planned to take Tim’s seminar on queer lit, but that wasn’t an option, obviously.  At least the new class sounded like it had potential to be fun. 
 
   The air is thick enough that I should grow gills; heck, you would think I would have by now.  Alex shifted her book bag to her other shoulder as she headed from the financial aid office to the bus stop. August was always extra hot in New Orleans; thankfully she was as used to it as one can get.  You just have to ride the muggy wave and give in to it.  Since it was down-season at the moment, she and Liz had been having to tighten their belts a bit.  But, since it was Friday and she had a check in her hand, Alex was determined to do something fun this weekend before school made their already busy days busier.
 
   She considered lighting a cigarette, but she had run out of her stash; she and Liz both were trying to quit.  It’s hard to do in a city where every closet smoker comes to party.  Besides, it was too hot to smoke.  Instead, she dug around in her bag for the book list she’d picked up in the department for her fall courses.  She was glad that she had taken summer term off before starting her master’s degree; she and Liz had been able to spend a bit of time to just enjoy New Orleans.  The positive about the down season is that offers some relief from the heavy tourist traffic.  They had been able to enjoy going to places they normally avoided like the plague, even if they had to barter with friends who worked at those places, promising a free round or two of drinks where they worked later in exchange for a little lagniappe here and there.
 
   By the time she got home to their shotgun in the Marigny, the heat seemed to be breaking a bit.  She kissed Liz on the forehead as she walked toward the kitchen for a glass of tea.  Liz was sitting at her table, doodling in her sketchpad.
 
   “So, what do you want to do with the last little bit of time we have before classes start?  I went by the financial aid office today, and we can live it up this weekend if you want.  Guess we’ll be too busy to really spend money on much besides paint and paper come Monday.”  She ran the base of her cold glass across Liz’s shoulders.
 
   “You can keep doing that, for sure.  I guess we’ll just keep living at the level we’re accustomed to.  No trips to Paris this year.”  She smirked at their running joke. “I’m going to work on this for a bit longer, and then we can figure out what’s for dinner.”
 
   Alex sat in her usual spot at the table.  Liz was working on her scratch pad, which was where she always started new projects that were personal, rather than for sale. She tended to start with the scratch pad, move to her more “serious” sketchbook, and then move to canvas.  Alex tended to feel it was a bit of an extra step to draft on the paper, then transmit it  to another sketchbook, then to canvas and start painting, but she also had stacks of notebooks of her own full of scribbled notes and drafts in a milk crate. It wasn’t like she drafted on the computer from step one, either.
 
   Liz sat back and squinted at the lines she’d started, “I’d like to start a big piece, maybe a mural. Not sure where I’m going with it, but I wanted to do something over the top and huge.  I figure I can doodle on my scratch pad and maybe come up with something.”
 
   They spent the early part of the evening cooking dinner; Liz had to be at The Ruby at 10, so Alex had time to return to her book list.   The list for the class that replaced Tim’s had just been released; the course was titled “Reading the Vampire.”  Looking at the book list, she was pleased to see that at the very least it was going to be cheap.  A lot of the books were public domain, and since the class met one night a week, she could keep up with the reading pace and get some research done on her days off. She pulled her laptop out and started gathering e-texts from the list.
 
   It was midnight before she decided to call it a night for work and headed over to The Ruby for a drink with Liz.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Seven
 
    
 
   Alex was named for her mother, whom she had never met.  She and Liz had a motherless childhood in common; while Alex’s mother had died during childbirth, Liz’s mother had died right before her first birthday.  That was one of the things they had bonded over when they first met.
 
   Alexandria James had been a beautiful woman.  By all family accounts, she had also been very patient and would have given a stranger anything she could if they needed help.  With her family she was even more generous.  Alex felt the burden that the final act of her receiving life was the last sacrifice her mother made.  She also felt a small sense of anger that she felt she was the one who lost the most by being given everything. 
 
   Alex’s stepmother, Lila, was, as far as Alex could tell, nothing like her mother had been.  Alex’s dad, Robert James, was a hard-working man who needed someone to watch after his daughter while he was working off-shore on a rig.  Lila happened to come into the bar at the right time was all that Alex could figure.  By the time Alex was three, Lila had replaced Alex’s grandmother, Genevieve, as her primary care-taker, and Alex was suddenly thrown into Lila’s world of cheap perfume, cheaper booze, and religious hypocrisy.  Lila was one of those Southern women who couldn’t be seen even by her family without her face on and who drank in “secret,” using the smell of whatever perfume she had handy to try to mask the smell.  She smoked on top of it, so there was always a wonderful cloud of stench that followed her around.  Not that anyone but Alex really noticed, given that most of the church cronies Lila associated with shared her enjoyment of Heaven Hill and counterfeit versions of White Shoulders.
 
   Lila had started in early with Alex, constantly talking about how sad it was that she had lost her mother, but that Alexandria was with God now.  She used to creep Alex out by constantly saying “God is watching you!” and insisting that she have a picture of the Sacred Heart Jesus in her room.  Alex’s father had lapsed a long time ago, and Lila didn’t really take the church seriously in any way other than a place to socialize or as a way to torture her step-daughter.  She would drag Alex to Mass intermittently, at least until Alex came out.
 
   Alex’s coming out hadn’t really been intentional; since she still lived at home with Lila and her father (when he was not off shore), she had avoided discovery not because she was ashamed she was a lesbian but because she really didn’t want to hear Lila complain about it and certainly didn’t want to deal with any church interventions that might result from her being out.
 
   The day Lila discovered that her stepdaughter was gay was an October afternoon after school.  Alex had told Lila that she had a study session after school with her friend Marie, and when Alex and Marie got to the house and Lila was gone, Alex assumed she had gone to Wednesday Mass or to a coffee/vodka klatch with some of her cronies.  Prior to this one Wednesday, Alex hadn’t gotten very far with Marie, but as luck would have it, she had managed to get Marie’s shirt and bra off only seconds before Lila opened her bedroom door.  Given the state of undress and the fact that Marie was straddling Alex’s lap while kissing her on the mouth, there was not really any explaining that would have fixed the situation.
 
   Whenever she thought back to that afternoon, Alex could still hear Lila’s scream; she seemed to be trying to say something, but neither girl could make out what it was.  The scream froze the two girls for a split second before Marie jumped up and started scrambling for her clothes.  Alex was too mad that they had been interrupted to immediately assess the true weight of the situation.  “Get out!” was all she could manage, as she pushed Lila out of the room and tried to calm Marie down.  Marie never came back over after that; it was just as well, as she suddenly became incredibly heterosexual and started going steady with some block head on the football team.  What a cliché she became.
 
   Alex assumed that the discovery that she was a lesbian would mean more time in the confessional, more time at Mass, and more time being harassed by Lila.  Instead, the opposite was true.  Lila kept her distance and stopped trying to get her to go to church.  She basically advised Alex to keep it in her pants until she graduated from high school.
 
   “I promised your daddy I would take care of you.  I’ve tried to be a good mother to you, girl, but I guess you just aren’t teachable.  Maybe if your mother hadn’t left you when you were born you wouldn’t seem to have some sort of hole in your life.  Is that why you are gay?  Do I need to take you to a doctor?”
 
   Alex suppressed laughter at Lila’s theory.  “For fuck’s sake, Lila!  Mom didn’t leave me.  She died. Don’t you think if I was looking for a mommy figure I would be sleeping with someone your age?  God, get with it, Lila.  People aren’t traumatized into being gay.  You’re either gay or you’re not.  And, no, I’m not going to a doctor who wants to make me not gay.  Maybe you should go see a psychiatrist—it might do you some good.”
 
   With streaks of runny mascara on her face, Lila said,  “I talked to Father Morris about it.  He and I agree that you should go to him and agree to stop this nonsense and work with him in counseling.  If you can’t behave he doesn’t want you in the church.  He just thinks it is too risky, what with young girls there and all.”
 
   So many things that Alex wanted to say she kept from saying as she knew it wouldn’t do any good.  Instead, she simply agreed (with relief) that she would try not to further embarrass Lila and the church and that was the last conversation they had about it.  In fact, that was really the last conversation they ever really had.  They remained civil with each other through the next two years, and the moment Lila graduated, she took off for New Orleans and UNO.
 
   She grew up outside New Iberia, and her life in the fringes had been pretty easy to manage.  She was glad to move on, though, to a larger metropolitan area, as she never felt like she fully fit in.  Of course, that is the fate of all teenagers, not fitting in.  High school was pretty uneventful, and if Maria had told anyone about their dalliances before that Wednesday, Alex couldn’t tell. 
 
   Now, six years later, she was starting grad school, and she managed to keep her distance; her father sent her money for birthdays and Christmas (Lila really did it; Alex knew from the handwriting on the checks, but Alex knew it was only because her father expected her to), and every now and again if he had time and was in a New Orleans mood, he’d stop in.  100 miles was enough space to allow breathing room, but New Orleans was thankfully a bit too tawdry for Lila, so Alex got to enjoy her visits with her father without having to deal with her stepmother.  Despite Lila’s indication that Robert was disappointed in his daughter for being gay, he never indicated that to Alex.  He and Liz got on famously, and he’d never made a big deal of it.  To all appearances, he was happy to have a second daughter in Liz.  
 
   Alex had plenty of time to make up for the tame high school years when she moved to New Orleans.  She managed to work and finish her first degree in six years, which kind of amazed her, given the amount of partying she’d done when she’d arrived.  She’d quickly made friends with all of the bartenders at the gay bars, which allowed her to drink and dance to her heart’s content, and once she was old enough to serve, she quit her job at the little corner grocery store and started bartending and serving customers.  She also managed quite a few romances before she met Liz.
 
   Liz was from Mississippi; she had rebelled a bit by running off to New Orleans, even though her dad was a professor at USM.  She wanted to work for awhile and get some experience.  She managed to find a group living in a Magazine Street apartment looking for yet another roommate; the rent was cheap enough that she managed to make enough from selling sketches and paintings on Jackson Square during that first summer to pay her share.  She had gotten herself together enough in the fall that she’d figured out where the better, cheaper apartments were, and she moved in with one of her new friends, John Kirby.  Kirby lived in the Marigny in the shotgun she and Alex now shared.  Kirby had since moved on, chasing after one of his many boyfriends all the way to California. 
 
   Liz loved Kirby like a brother; had it not been for him, she could only imagine that she would still be living in that tiny apartment on Magazine, scrambling over other slackers.  Kirby had encouraged her to work as an artist.  She had learned to let go with Kirby; he’d come from a local family that was always been more willing to throw money his way to keep him from coming to visit too often.  The house they lived in had been in the family for years, and his parents had been happy to push out the tenants they had in it when Kirby announced he wanted to live in New Orleans. He’d been more than willing to look the other way on months Liz couldn’t pay her share of the rent, telling her that he should be paying her for being his security guard and chef.  She got the impression that he never told his parents she was actually living there until he headed to California.  She had heard him on the phone assuring them that he had a very good friend who would look after the property, and that in return they should allow her to live there for free as caretaker.
 
   She not only had a home thanks to Kirby, but he had made sure that she and Alex met.  He had convinced her to come out one Saturday night late; he’d called her cell phone at a bit past midnight from the bar.  She could hear the house music thumping in the background and could just barely make out that he was heading over to Café Jean Lafitte in Exile for a nightcap and to meet his friend Alex.  He’d let her think Alex was a boy he needed rescuing from, only to find out after she made the mad dash to the bar that Alex was for her, not Kirby.
 
   “There she is!  Alex, you’ve got to come over some time and see her paintings.  The stuff she doesn’t show anyone is really great—it’s nothing like the touristy crap she sells on the square.”  Kirby was standing facing the door with his arm around Alex’s shoulders.  Liz could see inky tendrils—edges of tattoos—peeking out from the edge of the tank top Alex had on.  As she turned to face Liz, Alex almost fell off the barstool.  She and Kirby had been drinking at Oz together, Alex hiding that she was drinking behind the bar and Kirby paying for both of their drinks.  She had a Maker’s and Coke in front of her already and was not really expecting to be fixed up. 
 
    Alex’s only regret when she saw Liz was that she was so drunk.  Damn it, Kirby.  How am I supposed to be suave when I am falling off my chair?  She managed a smile and a wave in Liz’s direction.  “Hi.  I’m Alex; sorry that Kirby rousted you out, but it’s incredibly nice to meet you.” 
 
   Liz was glad Alex was tipsy—she hoped it kept it from being so obvious that she just wanted to stare at her.  Liz was neither in or out.  She was mainly Kirby’s sidekick and had little social life of her own, and it had been a long while since she’d seriously dated anyone.  Back at the Magazine Street apartment she’d had some dalliances with two of her roommates, which was yet another great reason to move out when she did.  She’d avoided relationships since then.  But Alex was a sight to see. 
 
   She was dressed a lot like the boys on Bourbon.  Since she bartended, she figured she might as well dress the same way as her patrons, and she was slender enough to get away with it; she had on a wife beater and had thrown it on over a dark purple bra, which was quite obvious under the white shirt and against her very white skin.  She had on way too many fabric and rubber bracelets, and she was wearing a pair of cargo shorts that were obviously Army surplus—the fabric was just worn enough to not be stiff and to breathe in the humid New Orleans air.  She had on cheap Converse knock offs. 
 
   Liz slid into the empty stool on the other side of Alex.  “It’s actually good he called; I think he probably will need some help getting home when he’s done, and I could use a break from my current project.” She ordered a martini.  “Looks like you both have a head start on me.” 
 
   They walked Kirby home after a couple of rounds, and Liz tucked Alex in on the couch.  Alex grabbed Liz’s hand as she turned to leave and pulled her down on the couch, on top of her, kissing her.  Liz kissed her back and laughed when Alex apologized for being drunk and asked forgiveness for being so bold.  Liz kissed her on the forehead and went to her own room.  They had been inseparable for two years so far; Kirby still teased them that Liz should have known better than to feed a stray breakfast, but he was supremely happy to have orchestrated the meeting.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Eight
 
    
 
   Alex was glad she had the night off, and she felt as if she’d gotten a good start on her booklist for a Friday; it was fun to go down to the bar and just hang out with Liz and the gals.  Liz liked tending bar in the off-season because things were slower paced.  Unlike the boy bars, the lesbian bar, The Ruby (technically, it was “The Ruby Slipper” but no one called it that), saw mostly local business, and they had a good family there.  She smiled and winked at Alex when she came in, and Liz started making her a Maker’s and ginger.  Liz kept a twelve pack of ginger ale behind the bar for Alex; the bar owner refused to stock it, as no one ever ordered it but Alex.  It’s good to sleep with the woman behind the bar, thought Alex as she took a sip. 
 
   The bar was quite small and had been various businesses over the years, finally settling in as New Orleans only surviving Dyke bar.  There had been other attempts on the edge of the Quarter on Elysian Fields, but the girls didn’t want to venture out that far in the dark.  Too many residential streets and streets with businesses that closed at 5 or 6 led to the bar, leading to girls being beaten up, mugged, and in a few incredibly sad cases abducted, raped, and murdered.  Half of the strippers who worked the clubs on Bourbon frequented The Ruby, some were gay and others were just glad to find a place to drink where men were not as likely to hit on them.  Most nights if there was a guy in The Ruby, he was family.
 
   Decatur is close enough to the main action and the lights to be safer at night, yet far enough from the hustle of Bourbon that it was more of a local bar.  It didn’t hurt that the Abbey was a couple of doors down.  The two bars had a good relationship, and the Abbey had become home to the former patrons of The Crystal, which was what The Ruby had been before Sandy took over.  The Ruby still had the old jukebox from the Crystal, which had been a Goth hangout.  Sandy never bothered to change out the music.  Liz and Alex often joked that The Ruby was probably the only lesbian bar in the world without a single Indigo Girls or Melissa Etheridge song on its jukebox.
 
   Alex went over to pick out a couple of songs and then sat back at the bar and visited with Lisa, one of her old friends whom she had fallen in bed with a couple of times before meeting Liz.  Luckily, she and Liz had no exes in common. 
 
   “Going back to school?  I thought you were done, man!”  Lisa lit a cigarette and offered Alex one.
 
   “You know me; I’m a glutton for punishment.  Besides, what’s better than a poor graduate student and a painter shacked up?  That sounds like the set up for a joke, doesn’t it? At this rate, we’ll be tending bar forever.”  She lit her cigarette, hoping Liz wouldn’t see her smoking, but preparing for the look of shame.  “Besides, with a graduate degree, maybe I can start teaching a class here and there or something.  It’s not like people are waiting to buy my stories on the square or like y’all really put much in the tip jar on open mic night at the coffee house.  At least Liz’s got that going for her.”
 
    “Yeah, and I’ve been trying to get her to come over and do some neat stuff in the kid’s room.  I think I’ve about got her talked into it.”  As Liz said this, she slid over and took the cigarette out of Alex’s hand.  Instead of putting it out, she took a drag and handed it back to her.
 
   “I can’t bitch at you, babe.  Lisa already gave me a cigarette as a bribe to think about coming over and helping decorate Ashley’s room.  She’s driving a pretty hard bargain, and you know I haven’t been selling much lately since it’s so hot and the crowds are down.”  Liz took off down the bar to refill another patron’s drink.
 
   Alex followed her with her gaze; the bar was busy for the end of off-season, but there were probably only half a dozen people there.  Alex knew most of them by sight at least; there was the young couple from Tulane, drinking gin and tonics and sitting on the same side of the booth, leaning against each other.  Deanie, one of the older customers, had managed to get someone to dance with her, and they were swaying alone on the dance floor.  Alex watched them, happy that Deanie might get lucky for once.  Of course, just as she was thinking that, Wren came in, and Deanie’s play date lost interest.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Nine
 
    
 
   After her performance with Olivia, Wren decided she’d had enough of the club.   Olivia had paid her the normal rate and slipped her an extra $500, folded neatly into the top of her boot.  She’d been inside long enough that when she left the sky was violet.  As she stepped through the doorway of The Casbah and in the urine and beer-sopped street, she noticed a group of frat boys that had come in the club earlier coming toward her. She took the corner at Toulouse and noticed that they followed.
 
   Wren was hard to miss, really. Even when she wasn’t on stage at the Casbah, her appearance made her stand out among the tourists, even at one o’clock in the morning. As usual, she was dressed in black jeans and t shirt, which made her pale skin even paler. She still had her stage makeup on, and this drew attention to her eyes, which were startlingly light in color, as her hair was jet black. Tonight, as she left the club, she was wearing her black boots and had left her nose ring in.  On the street she usually wore a stud instead of the more obvious silver loop she sometimes wore on stage, but tonight she was feeling especially jaunty and wound up.
 
   Just as she made the corner turn, nodding to the Lucky Dog vendor as she passed, one of the boys made his move. She could hear him behind her, giggling and making kissing noises. She wheeled around to face the group of boys and flipped them off. The one who was making noises at her laughed even harder.
 
   “Hey, baby, how about a private show? I gotta real nice hotel room.” She recognized him from earlier at the club. He had sat at the edge of the stage with his buddies, making lewd gestures at the girls. None of them had tipped, of course.
 
   ”Sure ya do; I bet your daddy gave you plenty of vacation money.  Or did you get your Pell grant money early this year?” With this, Wren spun back around and continued down the street toward The Ruby.  When Liz saw her enter the bar, she immediately poured a shot of ice-cold vodka for her.
 
   ”You’re off work a bit early, eh, Wren?”
 
   ”Yeah, things were real slow, but I managed to pull in a little money. I did a show for a couple from Minnesota. Real nice people.” Wren knocked back the shot. “How about another one? In fact, I’m feeling generous—I’ll buy a round for us all.”  She winked at Liz and grinned.
 
   “Sure.”  Liz slid a fresh shot to her, and headed down the bar to check on other patrons.  Alex came back from the bathroom and took her spot next to Wren.
 
   “Hey!  I didn’t figure we’d see you tonight.  I honestly don’t know how you do it.”  She handed Wren a cigarette from the pack she bought from the machine.  “Tending bar is bad enough.”
 
   “Yeah, at least the money can be good; and sometimes, the customers are, too.” Wren lit up, thinking about Olivia.  Trying to shake herself out of it she asked, “You get your class schedule worked out?”
 
   “Yeah, I’m in that seminar with that new professor—you know, the one I told you about who replaced Dr. Clark.  Dr. Holmwood, I think.”
 
   Wren smiled.  She could still feel where Olivia had nipped her; she had been sure that she had broken the skin, but as she’d gotten dressed later in the dressing room, there hadn’t been a wound; there hadn’t even been a hickey.  Her mind must have been playing tricks on her.  The $500 was certainly real, though, and she could feel it tickling her inside her boot.
 
   “Yeah, she’s teaching a class called ‘Reading the Vampire.’  I was originally going to take Clark’s queer lit seminar, but of course that’s not being offered now. I’m going to be interested to see if her class is really stupid or not; I mean the whole vampire thing is so cliché at this point, especially around here.”  Wren nodded at this; she could tell that there was something else going on, as Alex was looking over her shoulder as they talked.
 
   She turned to see what Alex was looking at.  Her back had been to the door of the bar, and she could see just outside the heavy gauge plastic that held some of the AC in the bar that the frat boys were out there.  “Shit.  I had hoped they wouldn’t follow me in.”
 
   “Yeah, I wasn’t sure if they were tag-a-longs or if it was mere coincidence.” Alex wondered if she should call down to the Abbey and see if they could send their bouncer down for a bit.
 
   Wren didn’t seem concerned, though, so Alex let it go for now. Iggy Popp’s voice was wafting through the room as Wren finished off the second shot. I am the passenger. . . . She kept talking to Alex. They had once been playmates, but it had never been seriously a relationship.  She was glad that Alex and Liz had found each other and even happier that she had kept Alex as a friend.  Alex had grown tired of dating a bisexual stripper pretty quickly.  Liz brought her a glass of water and a third shot. And I ride and I ride. . .
 
   The boys who had followed her came in and sat at the other end of the bar, watching her.  Deanie had lost her dance partner when Wren walked in.  The girl slid up beside Wren as she and Alex chatted.  “Hi, my name’s Tess. You got time to dance?”  Iggy had made way for Type O Negative. . . . My girlfriend’s girlfriend, she looks like . . . you. Wren realized that someone in the bar, either the frat boys or someone else, must have seen her on stage with another girl at the Casbah, as that was a song in her usual set when she was partnered with another dancer.  The jukebox was full of odds and ends, she knew, and Alex had begged Sandy to put in some of the songs that Wren danced to in the jukebox back when they dated, mostly as a joke. She wondered if Tess had picked the song and if she had if she thought it was funny, sexy, or both.  Wren nodded and the two of them made their way out to the tiny dance floor. As Wren expected, the boys followed soon after. Before long the boys were trying to dance between the girls, not touching them, but coming as close as possible. The one who had been the nastiest to the girls in the club sidled up behind Wren.
 
   “How ‘bout that private show? What do you charge?”
 
   “You don’t want to know.” Wren moved closer to Tess. “How much you willing to spend?”
 
   “Well, if you’ll bring your friend. . .you know, like in the song.”  The idiot tried his best vocal imitation of Peter Steele, which was not good.   Wren doubted he’d ever heard the song before.  He seemed like more of an Eminem fan.  She wasn’t sure he even had that much taste.
 
   Wren smirked at him. “Sorry, she doesn’t do that sort of thing. Besides, you’d just be disappointed. She only likes girls, right, Tess?”
 
   Tess weakly said something about only liking Wren at the moment, but she quickly decided to leave the floor, not interested in getting caught up in the drama.  Besides, she was ready for another drink. Wren kept dancing with the kid. He was your typical southern frat boy; he appeared to be about 19. He was wearing a fraternity t-shirt which indicated his reason for being in town. The front of it had a huge crawfish graphic in the middle of it with a caption above it that read “suck this head.” Underneath the cartoonish crawfish was his fraternity's name. As he spun around to wink at his underage buddies, Wren noted that the back had his Greek letters and the date, yesterday’s date, on it.  Rush week at LSU always led to lots of easy marks.
 
   “But, you could leave your buddies here with Liz. She'll make sure they’ve got plenty of good liquor at a good price. Maybe you and I can work something out.” She danced a bit closer to him and smiled. He looked as if he was about to come out of his shoes when she took the back of her hand and brushed it against the inside of his thigh.
 
   “We can go back to my hotel room.”
 
   “What’s your name?”
 
   “Stephen. All my buds call me Steve.”
 
   Wren grinned again and grabbed his hand. Within a couple of seconds, she had told Alex and Liz she’d see them later and whisked Steve out of the bar. Out on the street, you would never guess it was almost two in the morning. People were still standing in groups with their plastic go cups full of stale, cheap beer. Everyone was trying hard to have fun. Some were accomplishing it, but most were too drunk to know the difference.
 
   Wren tugged on her date’s hand. “Come on, Stevie-boy. I wanna show you something before we go back to your room.”
 
   “Aw, come on, it’s just a couple of blocks this way. Can’t we do this on the way back, babe?” Steve tried to pin her up against the wall, but she spun around enough to stay free. She tugged on his arm, and they were soon walking again down Decatur, headed toward Toulouse.
 
   Wren lit a cigarette. “See, isn’t it nice to go for a little walk? After all that beer, you need a little walk before we get down to business.”
 
   She turned right onto Toulouse. On the side where O’Flaherty’s had been before Katrina, it was incredibly dark, and she knew she’d have friends hanging out in the shadowed doorways. Many of the doorways were peopled by gutter-punks who sat and played their acoustic guitars, surrounded by their dogs and their friends. Wren nodded to people she knew as she and Steve walked by, signaling with her hand as she passed, getting ready to roll him.
 
   “I know a great spot down here. Wouldn’t it be exciting to fool around out here?” Wren looked at Steve from beneath her bangs. She steered him into a dark doorway and pushed him into the corner. She slid up next to him and kissed him briefly. She could tell Steve was more talk than action; the boy was so nervous that he barely responded. His breath was coming in little, shallow pants, and as she pulled her head back, he struck. She smiled to herself as he pulled her hands to his crotch. She’d played this game before and knew it would only be a moment before he tried to force her on her knees. She let out a low giggle and kissed him again, biting his bottom lip as she pulled back.
 
   “Come on, Stevie-boy. Don’t you know about foreplay?” As she said this, Steve managed to swap places with her, pinning her in the corner.  He was drunk enough that he had been staggering a bit as they left the bar, but he was managing to keep her in the corner somehow and was reaching for his belt.  Her plan had been to roll him for cash to teach him a lesson, but she knew his buddies were probably not far off.  She knew that the gutter punks she’s signaled on the way to this spot would be watching out for her, at least.  Suddenly, she felt herself biting down hard on his lip as he had tried to kiss her—she tasted the blood from the bite, felt him wrench his already damaged, bloody lip from between her teeth.  She had simultaneously managed to grab his wallet.
 
   “The fucking bitch bit me!” Steve was stumbling backwards, trying to decide at once whether to slap Wren, hold his lip, or continue trying to get his pants down.  The frat boys were laughing as they watched their buddy in his predicament, and Wren could see that some of her street pals had arrived for back up distraction.  She took off running, ducking down a side street long enough to pull the cash from Steve’s wallet before tossing the rest of it in the trash.  She ducked inside the gated entry of the Indigo and pushed her way through the courtyard into the bar and to Sienna.  A few more drinks and a lot of dancing later, she kissed Sienna and made her way back home for some sleep.
 
   As she walked up to the hotel she called home, Wren could see that it had stayed a slow night at the Delphine. There were a couple of people milling around in the front, staring at the multi-colored mural. She nodded to them as she slid past. When she entered, the dance floor was empty except for two or three people swaying to some new song she didn’t recognize. The DJ, who played the Delphine most nights and lived upstairs, was frantically digging through his stack of CDs, looking for something that would get more people on the dance floor.
 
   Wren saw that Max was working the bar, and she smiled and waved. Max poured her a shot and slid an ashtray over. Wren sat down and lit a cigarette. “Slow night?”
 
   “The usual crowd for a Friday, You?”
 
   “Not bad. The club was pretty slow. I pulled in a couple of private shows, though, so rent is paid.” She sipped on the shot and looked over her shoulder at the dance floor. There were two girls taunting a skinny goth boy. The three of them danced around each other, not making eye contact or touching. It was obvious, though, that all three were paying attention. The boy snaked his body around the old strip-joint dance pole in the center of the dance floor and the girls started throwing dollar bills at him and laughing at his performance.
 
   Her phone lit up and buzzed on the bar.  Sienna left her a text:  Talk over the weekend?  Going home after my shift.   Wren was surprised, and the fact that Sienna was the one saying “we need to talk” made her a bit mad—she didn’t like being the one who gets dumped.
 
   Wren knocked the ash off her cigarette and downed the rest of her drink. The DJ had resorted to disco tunes and “I Will Survive” was playing. As the girls on the floor acted out the song to each other, she gave Max some money for the drink and headed upstairs. The interior of the bar was painted black, and as she headed up the stairs, she felt like she was sinking down into a hole rather than climbing up. She didn’t need a light; she felt her way up to her room on the third floor, enjoying the spinning feeling she got as she turned the corners at each flight.
 
   From her room, she could hear the one streetcar that ran after midnight popping and whirring its way toward Audubon Park. She turned on a small lamp and sat down to pull off her boots. She could feel and hear the music in the bar below her, and she knew that at by 3:30 or so that the DJ would call it quits and head up to his room to get some sleep. He was working in the late afternoons at one of the restaurants in the quarter, so he had to get a few hours of sleep. He had started at her club, scamming tourists out of change and over charging them for the warm, flat beer they had to buy in order to watch her and the other girls, but he was a bit too cheery for the customers at the Casbah. They didn’t want to tell him where they were from or why they were in town. The restaurant gig was working out much better.
 
   Like many of the residents at the Delphine, the DJ thought he was an artist. In reality, he probably was. The only problem is, his art didn’t seem to be catching on.  Perhaps the crowd didn’t get the irony he was going for by playing old disco tunes.  Wren mused that this was perhaps the point. True art can’t always be understood. She pulled her shirt over her head and kicked her dirty socks under the chair. After removing the rest of her clothes, she turned off the light and laid down on her bed. The street lights from St. Charles illuminated her room, as her shades were up, and she pulled her body out to its full length, stretching like a cat. From downstairs, she could hear Donna Summer whining about her cake left out in the rain.
 
   Back at the Indigo, Sienna poured another drink for the woman at the bar.  She’d been surprised when Olivia came back in; most of the traffic at the Indigo was tourist traffic, and she had assumed Olivia was back home in whatever small town or big city she was from by now.  People lied about being locals all the time, so Sienna had begun to expect it.  But here she was at four in the morning, ordering a drink.  She had sauntered in no more than five minutes after Wren had taken off.
 
   It was hard not to stare at her.  Her hair was down, spilling over her shoulders, and easily reached her rump.  Sienna wondered how she kept from suffocating in all that hair in the summer heat and humidity.  She wanted to slide a cool hand under that hair and see how warm it was.  She was thinking about this when she noticed that Olivia was looking back at her, smiling—almost as if she knew what she was thinking. 
 
   “I really am glad you stopped in.  I guess you really are a local?” 
 
   “Well, at least a transplant.  I’m not a native to Louisiana, as you can probably guess from my accent, but I am glad to call it home now.”  She held out a hand.  Sienna didn’t think it odd, even though it was, that the woman wanted to shake hands.  When skin met skin, all she could think about was touching the woman more; her hands were soft, dry, and cool to the touch.  She wanted those cool hands all over her.  “Would you like to come see me when you’re done here?”
 
   Sienna nodded slowly and felt herself smile.  “I would.”  Olivia paid her tab with cash and left.  As soon as she was gone Sienna texted Wren.  That relationship was burning out, anyway.   She could tell the other night that Wren was distracted and even a bit irritated at first when Sienna had shown up unannounced.  Pushing her up against the wall and taking charge had been enough of a change to perk up Wren’s interest for the day, but Sienna knew the signs.
 
   She hadn’t had to ask where the woman would be.  She just somehow knew.  It was as if she could see the house in her mind’s eye when the woman asked her if she wanted to see her and it was as if she had whispered the address in her ear.  She knew that wasn’t what happened in reality—they had been across the bar from each other, and the music had been so loud that even if they had been close, she wouldn’t have heard a whisper directly in her ear.  Yet she had heard it, clearly, in her head.
 
   She left work at six, taking a cab to the Delphine, just as she would have if she were going to stay with Wren.  She paid and waited until the cab pulled away, then she crossed St. Charles and worked her way down to Olivia’s house on Thalia. 
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Ten
 
    
 
                 The following Monday evening, Dr. Holmwood walked in about five minutes past the hour; her plan was to let folks get settled in, Alex figured.  She certainly had the attention of the entire class from the moment she walked in.
 
   She was tall for a woman, and she certainly didn’t have the typical English professor air about her.  Most of the faculty were pretty laid back and even on the first night of graduate courses wore their normal street clothes.  It wasn’t that Olivia was dressed up, but she carried herself in a way that made her seem formal.  She moved so smoothly, gliding rather than walking.  She slid in front of the room and sat the stack of books she was carrying on the desk in front.  She then leaned against the desk, smiling as she looked at the ten or so graduate students who had signed up for the course.
 
   “Good evening, and welcome to the first class.  I’m Dr. Holmwood.”  As she started going through the syllabus, Alex got a better look at her.  She was wearing an A line skirt, and her calves were solid and muscular.  She was slender, almost willowy, but muscular at the same time.  Alex couldn’t peg her age, but she guessed she was somewhere in that late 30s, early 40s age where truly beautiful women seem to stay for decades, not really aging in appearance.  Her hair was the color of strong tea—not quite brown, not quite red.  Alex couldn’t tell how long it was, but it was definitely long.  It was braided and then wrapped and pinned in place around her head, sort of creating a halo.  She tucked a stray wisp behind her ear as she talked. Her skin was clear and smooth with only the tiniest of lines near her eyes.  Alex had heard she had come to New Orleans after a visiting position in Oregon.  I hope she learns to use lots of sun-screen here, thought Alex, as she locked eyes with her new professor.
 
   “And, so, the idea here is for us to start with the text that basically created the genre first, then consider different cultural interpretations of the vampire over time.  Our papers won’t be so much theoretical in terms of literary criticism, but more focused on cultural differences and context.”  She shifted her gaze from Alex to the other side of the room and started moving that way.  “We’ll start with Polidori, as that’s generally seen as the start of the genre.  While we’ll use Stoker as our core text, you are certainly welcome to bring other texts to class for presentation purposes, as well.  We’ll be mixing the workshops of your work and the reading discussions through our 15 meetings over the term.”
 
   Once they had done the syllabus walk-through, they took a break.  Alex went outside to grab a smoke.  She bumped into Mike Courtland on her way out of the building. 
 
   “Hey, Alex!  I forgot you were starting on your Master’s degree.  It’s good to see you on campus.”  Mike and Alex had met several times when he and Tim had been going out; she had been well beyond the entry level courses he taught, so there hadn’t really been that weirdness between them that might have happened had she been his student.  And with Tim, there wasn’t really weirdness for anyone. He negotiated and crossed the boundary between student and professor way too easily to let social stigma about close relationships with students get in the way. “You in Dr. Holmwood’s class?”
 
   “Yeah; I thought it might be interesting to see what she does with it.  It will at least be a fun class to roll my eyes at if nothing else.  I need something fun, I think, if I’m going to make it through that required Old English class and the Research Methods class this term.  Talk about boring.”  Alex liked Mike; she had seen him come in the bar a couple of times since Tim’s death, and she could tell it had taken a toll on him.  There had been stories about the police questioning him, of course, and she had also talked to the cops, assuring them that she knew both Tim and Mike and that Mike was a good guy. 
 
   Mike grinned at her.  “Ah, getting those snoozer classes out of the way?  Can’t say I blame you.  Once you get those down and can move on to the elective lit courses, you’ll have more fun.  At least that’s what I remember before I got caught up in the vortex of adjuncting and dissertating.  That’s all I’m saying, though; no need to scare you off from your determination to join the ranks of the over-qualified, under-employed.”
 
   They talked while Alex finished up her cigarette; she told him to come into the bar later and she’d give him a drink on the house.  She went back to class, where they finished off the night with a discussion of Gerard’s “Transylvanian Superstitions” and introduction to Polidori’s The Vampyre. 
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Eleven
 
    
 
   Mike took Alex up on her offer a few days later.  Since it was nearing Labor Day weekend and the annual Southern Decadence festival, he decided he’d kind of like to get acquainted with some of the locals before all the new boys came in to town for what was lovingly nick-named Southern Dick Dance.  Besides, he wasn’t getting much done on his dissertation.  The first week of school, teaching at both UNO and Delgado, was always a wash for him anyway in terms of getting any of his own work done.
 
    This early on a Friday night, the bar wasn’t yet busy.  Most of the boys who would pack the place were just getting into town and getting checked in for the weekend, so the early traffic was basically a few locals.  Alex had been working here for a long time, and the owners were glad to have a lesbian behind the bar.  At least she was less likely to give drinks for favors, although she did sneak in freebies for friends.  She also wasn’t likely to take ones from the till to tip the go-go boys dancing on the bar either.  Keeping her close was also a way to guarantee that when Kirby was back in town he’d stop in.  It was a good arrangement for everyone.
 
   She smiled when she saw Mike come in.  “What’ll you have?  I don’t recommend anything on tap.  I don’t think the taps have been cleaned lately and with the funk that flies around in the summer, I wouldn’t chance it.” 
 
   “Oh, how about a Jack and Coke?”  Mike had a seat.  “You got diet?”
 
    “Of course we do.  Hard to stock a gay boy bar without diet.” She winked at him and made his drink.
 
    “How are things?  It’s hard to believe that Tim’s gone; I keep waiting to hear the latest gossip about him—you would think six months later that I’d have adjusted.  I don’t think that Dr. Holmwood will be any replacement for Professor Party Boy.  She’s easy on my eyes, but I think she’s a bit more business than party.” 
 
    Mike smiled. “I’m not surprised y’all called him that.  I miss him, Alex.  Most of the faculty pretend he never existed.  It’s like they’re glad he’s gone.  I guess he was too much of a stereotypical Professor Hot Pants.  He also was the most prolific writer in the department, too, which didn’t win him a lot of friends.” 
 
    Alex patted his arm.  “We need more real folks up there.  That’s what I liked about Tim—he seemed real, even if he was maybe not what other faculty might have considered appropriate.  He just was who he was.”  She looked down the bar to where a couple of older guys were sitting, checking their drinks.  They were fine for now, so she turned her attention back to Mike.
 
   “I know.  That’s what bugs me about all of this.  He wasn’t the kind of guy that would kill himself, Alex.  He just wasn’t.  I know some of this might be survivor’s guilt and a little bit of spurned lover jealousy, but I know that he wasn’t into what they claimed he was.  Professor Hot Pants, yes.  Suicidal and kinky, no.”  He took a sip of his drink and paused, looking at her to see if she seemed shocked or bothered.  She didn’t; she was enough of a bartender to keep an open ear and a poker face, no matter what anyone said.  “I shouldn’t be bothering you with this, though.”
 
   “Really, it’s ok, Mike.  You’re not going to shock me.  Nothing could be any more shocking or weird than the stories about Tim that circulated around here after he died.  It’s nice to talk to someone who really knew him.”
 
   Mike took another drink and ran his hand through his hair, trying to figure out whether to keep talking or shut up before she decided he was crazy.  He took the leap.  “This might sound crazy, but I think someone killed him.  I know we weren’t going out anymore, but we were in pretty good contact most of the time.  He was reading my chapters as I cranked pages out slowly, and he seemed the same as ever to me.” 
 
   Alex looked at him closely.  He was pretty wound up, and she noticed for the first time how tired his eyes looked.  “Do you think maybe it’s just sticking with you because you found him? Maybe you feel guilty about not noticing signs that something was wrong?”  She hoped that the suggestion wasn’t too abrupt or that it didn’t come off as nosy.  Tim seemed to think about it, but he wasn’t offended.
 
   “I would, but it’s been six months.  I kept telling myself in the beginning that that was where my suspicions were coming from, but I still can’t shake it.  I even blamed the dissertation on it—thinking maybe I was creating new barriers and distractions for myself.”  He shook his head and paused, looking directly at her.  “I can’t explain why, but I just have this gut feeling.  It doesn’t help that everyone in the department basically wets their pants in adoration every time his replacement, Dr. Holmwood, is around.”
 
   Alex bit her lip, considering not saying what was about to come out of her mouth.  She said it anyway.  “Oh, is this about them hiring her?  You weren’t hoping they’d bump you up, were you?”
 
   Mike laughed.  “No—that would have been crazy.  They’d never offer an adjunct without a PhD such a sweet appointment.   It’s not that.  I guess I just feel like I’m the only one in the department who really gives a damn that he’s gone.  It’s not her fault, so I shouldn’t blame her.  It was just such a perfect fit—her taking the visiting spot for a year gives them a better chance of finding a good permanent replacement for Tim.”
 
   Alex pointed to his glass.  “Finish that one off while I make the rounds here and freshen everyone up.  Then,  I’ll pour you another on the house.  Let’s talk about your plans for Decadence.  Maybe some good old fun is what you need to reset your brain and get you back to work.”  
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Twelve
 
    
 
   While Wren liked boys for fun, she never really considered them as romantic possibilities.  She had fallen fairly hard for Alex when they had dated.  Alex had found the whole stripper persona interesting for a bit, but she quickly tired of it.  Wren had been relatively faithful while she and Alex made a go of it, but that didn’t mean she hadn’t shaken down a few of the guys from the club.  Wren’s philosophy was that sex with boys didn’t really mean anything, so it didn’t count.  Alex didn’t share that sentiment.  And, for Alex, the thought of Wren having to even pretend to have sex with other dancers on stage or to grind all over a stranger just was too much to deal with.  Wren made good money, though, and she knew her ability to make money on stage would lessen with age.  She was determined to make a boatload before she quit.  She was considering opening her own bar eventually.  She’d wondered if she could make a go of the whole Girl Bar phenomenon she’d seen ads for in Curve.  Not a strip club, and not just a lesbian bar, but a high end combo of both.  She was still working out the details.  They had The Ruby but it was still too much lesbian-coffee-house-turned-bar for her tastes.  The only difference she could tell between The Ruby and other bars where girls kissed each other in the Quarter was that at The Ruby there was no Katy Perry playing in the background. 
 
   Wren was glad from a monetary perspective that school was back in full swing.  While the local college crowd only meant a slight increase in business, the students from southern Mississippi and Baton Rouge made great business.  Young college boys were pretty easy to separate from their money, and the crowded club meant that it was more hit than miss once you started seeking lap dance customers.   Weekends were fast-paced and hard work, but lucrative, and the heavy class days gave her a break.
 
    College boys were also a great bit of fun, too, as long as they weren’t frat jerks looking to gang-bang a stripper.  She liked the bookish types and the Goths best (although she supposed they called themselves Emo, now), mainly because they were either really scandalized and turned on by her stage persona or because she could at least wind up with a souvenir piece of jewelry or accessory.  What she liked best about boys in general was their ability to truly separate sex and relationships.  They were so simple for her.  She could get off without having to worry with the drama that seemed to always accompany the girl scene. 
 
   Thinking about girl drama made her wonder what Sienna was up to and how come they never caught up over the weekend.  It still smarted that she hadn’t gotten to be the one to call an end to it.  It bugged her that Sienna didn’t seem to have the guts to dump her or to be dumped, too.  She simply hadn’t heard from her again after the “we need to talk” text.
 
    She’d heard, too, that someone had seen Sienna flirting pretty hot and heavy the night she texted her last.  One of the guys at the Indigo told her that he hadn’t seen her after she left at the end of her shift Saturday morning.  The idea that Sienna was off rolling around with someone else had bothered her to the point that she had stopped by her apartment, hoping to interrupt things.  No one was home.
 
   The frat boy attack a week prior had thrown her off her game a bit; she was glad she could count on the street crowd in the quarter to have her back.  When she had moved to New Orleans years ago, she had practically lived on the street herself.  That experience led to her trying to help newbies as they came into town.  They often wound up living in the rent-by-the-week hotels out on Chef Menteur, which were also areas a lot of the girls Wren worked with lived, too.  Wren once thought she wanted to help them out by opening a center, too, but community centers that deal with the world’s rejects don’t turn a good profit, so the bar concept was first on her list.
 
   Tonight, though, her goal was to see how much she could make.  Friday night was always a good night, as most folks had just driven in and were still pretty flush.  She was almost ready to head out to work the floor a bit before her turn on stage when Ryna came in.  “I think that friend of yours is in tonight again, Wren.”
 
   Wren knew who Ryna meant without asking.  Olivia had been absent all week, even though she typically she came in when things were slow and sat in the back of the club.  She hadn’t really shown any particular interest in any of the other dancers; she wasn’t the type to go up to the stage to tip.  She usually would, if any of the girls approached her interact with them and slide a dollar in a strap or a boot, but she was distant and a lot of the dancers were too put off by her to bother her.  It wasn’t that they were homophobic—a lot of the dancers were more into girls than they were guys to start with.  It was more her silence and reserve frightened them.  They were so used to drunken patrons who came in one time to see the show and then stumbled out in the street in search of another huge ass beer that they didn’t quite know what to do with a regular. 
 
   Ryna had gone back to adjust her outfit and reapply body glitter before going on stage.  Wren thanked her and tried to hide the fact that the news flustered her a bit.  She sauntered out of the dressing room area and headed toward the bar.  To get there, she had to slide past the stage in the center of the club.  The stage was elevated so that patrons sitting along the edges of it were at boot licking height.  Right now, Saffron was actually sprawled out in front of one of the customers, pretending to come in for a kiss.  Just as their lips almost touched, Wren saw Saffron shift upwards so the customer wound up with his face in her cleavage.  Saffron saw Wren and smiled and winked at her. 
 
   At the bar, Wren asked for a shot of vodka.  The boss didn’t really care if you drank on the job as long as you didn’t fall on stage.  He actually kind of encouraged it if it meant the drinks got you wound up enough to really bring in the money.  Credit card sales were especially welcome as the club took a bigger cut of each dance that way.  Cash was easier to manipulate and the girls had worked out a system to ensure that the house didn’t take as much of the share of cash as they thought they did on table and lap dances.  She downed the drink and then took a look around.
 
   The club was packed; she could hear the girl out front on Bourbon trying to get even more business in, “Hot girls, cold beer.  See it all! We’ve got your show right here, folks.”  All of the seats were taken, and there were a few folks crowded around the stage, standing.  Saffron had given way for Ryna, who was hanging upside down from the pole in the center of the stage, her arms stretching out toward the floor.  She did a marvelous handstand and slid into the splits, just as Wren saw who she was looking for.  Olivia was in the back corner, as usual.  She lit a cigarette just as Wren spotted her, and from across the club, Wren could see her lips and hands in the glow of the lighter.  She felt herself flush, and she actually gasped a bit, thinking of how those lips felt against her skin.
 
   Olivia had requested Wren in the back room several times, each time as amazing as the first.  Wren still didn’t know anything about her other than her name.  The routine was for Wren to walk up, take Olivia’s hand, and pull her into the back room.  The boss, Frank, hadn’t discouraged it; he figured that it probably upped sales of private dances as word got around that there was a lesbian lap dance going on back there.  He figured he might as well profit as much as possible.
 
   As Wren got ready to head back toward Olivia, Frank tugged on her sleeve.  “Before you go see to your regular in the back, why don’t you get up there and help Ryna stir up the crowd some more?  She always loves company up there.”
 
   Wren nodded and caught Ryna’s eye on stage.  Ryna smiled back and nodded.  Her first song was finishing up, and Wren slid behind the bar and cued up “My Girlfriend’s Girlfriend.”  She knew it was cheesy, but that was the point.  The carnival organ sound of the song always made her laugh a little, and it was good for spinning around the pole. Besides, neither version of “I kissed a Girl” really works for a strip joint. She and Ryna both tackled the poles on either end of the stage as the song started—they looked enough alike in build and coloring that it was almost like watching twins on the stage. 
 
   Frank’s strategy worked, of course.  The antics on stage were going to mean at least an hour of private dances for both girls.  As the song was ending with the two of them rolling on the stage in a tangled mess of hair and nearly naked flesh, Ryna kissed Wren on the mouth, surprising her.  She felt Ryna’s tongue dart between her lips, just as the song ended and Frank came on over the speakers, announcing that Ryna would be available for private dances in the back immediately, and that Wren would join her after a couple of solo dances on stage.  She grabbed Ryna’s head and kissed back, surprised at herself. 
 
   Her set was one of the best she’d done in awhile.  She was turned on and incredibly distracted by the kiss.  She caught glimpses of Ryna as she started dancing, saw her move in for the kill and wander toward the back with her target.  Wren climbed the pole and began a slow upside down spiral, her arms overhead.  She was glad to be off her feet for a minute, and the pole felt hard and hot between her thighs as she descended. When she reached the floor and stood back up, she saw that Olivia was gone.
 
   When her set was over, Wren decided to capitalize on the buzz that still hung in the air after her performance with Ryna.  She found a ready customer and led him into the back room.  She found Olivia hadn’t actually left--she was already in the back.  Ryna was straddling her lap, doing a slow grind.  As Ryna whipped her hair around, Wren caught a glimpse at  Olivia’s face.  She was barely watching Ryna; instead, she was staring directly at Wren, a small smile playing on her lips. 
 
   Wren found a spot and went to work.  She was glad that guys didn’t really notice or especially care if you were distracted during table dances.  She kept her hair in her face for most of it, staring at the wall just behind the guy’s head.  He was a bit handsy, and she brushed his hands off and reminded him she could touch him, but it didn’t work in reverse. 
 
   After a couple more of the same, Wren decided to take a break.  She slipped into the dressing room and did some tallying up.  She looked at her watch.  Technically she still had time on the clock before her shift was over.  She was smoking a cigarette when Ryna came in.  She was determined to not say anything, but Ryna sat down next to her and lit up.  She pouted at Wren a bit before saying, “I thought maybe it was me, but I think she was really just trying to get your goat.  She wants to know if we both want to hang out after work.  She said she’d make it worth our while.”
 
   Wren smoked in silence for a bit, trying to figure out why she felt unsettled.  It wasn’t like she never met customers outside of the club, so that wasn’t it.  She also had no problem imagining a romp with Ryna, and it wasn’t as if she was new to threesomes.  If I didn’t know any better, I’d think I was jealous.   She decided to snap out of it.  “Sure.  I think Frank wants us to work until close tonight, though, to make up for some of the slow summer shifts.  Did you tell her we’d be busy ‘til at least five?”
 
   “Yep.  She gave her address and slipped me cab fare for both of us.”
 
    By five in the morning, Ryna and Wren had raked in a good bit, as had the other girls.  Wren had been steadily drinking, just enough to keep her anticipation in check as she entertained the masses.  Frank’s little plan to get the two girls on stage together had worked well, and business had been good.  They put on their street clothes and headed out of the club.
 
   The cabbie pulled up to the house on Thalia around 5:30.  The house was rather huge, but not any bigger than its neighbors.  It had recently been renovated, Wren thought, as they walked in.  The hardwood floors were smooth and freshly polished.  The house was furnished tastefully with pieces that could easily have been bought in any of the trendy shops on Magazine. 
 
   “Welcome, ladies.  Won’t you come in and have a drink?”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Thirteen
 
    
 
   Alex rolled over, expecting to find Liz in the bed next to her, but she came up empty.  She looked at the clock and saw that it was after five.  Liz should have been home by now.  Rolling back toward the door of the bedroom, she could tell the kitchen light was on.  She got up and shuffled toward the kitchen.  Liz was at the table, fiddling with her sketchbook.  Alex slid her hands over her shoulders, kneading lightly.   “Why didn’t you wake me up when you came in?  I was going to come down to The Ruby when I got off work, but I decided to read a bit, and fell asleep.”  She kissed Liz on the nape of her neck and went to the fridge to get a bottle of water. 
 
   “I figured I’d let you sleep.  The bar was crazy tonight with Karaoke.  God, those girls can’t sing.  And the more booze they drink, the worse it gets.  Deanie even got drunk enough to give it a go.”  She pushed the sketchbook over and put her feet in Alex’s lap.  “Were the boys any better?”
 
   “Nah, they are in practice mode for Dick Dance.  Even Sam got good tips tonight.”  Sam was one of the oldest boys on the bar.  Jim, the bar owner, had suggested to Sam that his days of dancing on the bar were probably over, but since the “boys” weren’t paid by Sam and existed on tips it wasn’t really like you could fire one of them unless they caused a ruckus and got thrown out and banned from the bar.  “I think that he’s been working on his tan, maybe.” 
 
   She rubbed Alex’s feet as they sat there for a bit longer.  “You remember Mike Courtland, yeah?  He dated Tim Nichols, the professor who killed himself.  He was telling me today when he came by the bar that he just doesn’t believe Tim was suicidal.”
 
   “Do you think he’s just still having a hard time processing Tim’s death?”  Liz pulled her feet out of Alex’s lap.  She stood up and took her glass to the sink. 
 
   “Maybe.  He’s pretty worked up about it.  I think that he wasn’t quite over the break up.  It’s a shame, too, as he really needs to be working on the dissertation.”  Alex grabbed Liz around the waist, hugging her from behind.  She could see their reflection in the kitchen window; Liz was smiling.  “Let’s go to bed.  We can talk about it tomorrow.”
 
   They woke up later than usual, and took their time getting out of bed.   Liz finally got up and made coffee, then climbed back in the bed, straddling Alex across her hips, leaning forward to kiss her.  Alex flipped her over and they moved in slow rhythm together.
 
   Across town, Wren was waking up, too.  Her neighbors were leaving for the day and making a racket as they moved down the hallway past her room.  She was surprised to find herself at home.  Rolling over, she realized that Ryna was asleep next to her.  She laid back, half smiling, and tried to remember exactly what had happened the night before.  Scenes came to her as tiny flashes, fragments.  It was almost like what you see on the dance floor when the strobe light is going.  Images from their shared dance at the club, images from the back room, and then images of Ryna naked in front of her.   Oh, shit, what exactly have I done?
 
   She slid out of bed as gently as possible and went to wash her face.  She tried to remember actual events and how they got back to the Delphine.  Then, she remembered.  They had been at the someone’s house—Olivia’s house--just a few blocks away. They must have stumbled back to Wren’s room at some point in the night.  She pulled on a t-shirt and a pair of underwear and sat down on the bed next to Ryna.
 
   Ryna certainly was beautiful.  Her skin was flawless, smooth, and pale.  As she turned over in the light, Wren noticed that she had just a few fine freckles scattered over her nose and cheeks.  Freckles that normally stayed hidden under make up.  Her lips were full, but not as full as they looked when painted.  “How long have you been up?” 
 
   “Just a few minutes.  Some night, huh?”
 
   “What the hell happened?  I don’t really remember much after we got in the cab after work.”  Ryna sat up on her elbows.  “Listen, Wren.  I wasn’t trying to take your customer, honestly.  I just couldn’t help myself somehow.  It all work out ok?”
 
   “Yeah, I think it’s going to be fine.  You don’t remember anything, really?”  She looked at her a bit sideways.  Ryna sat up more and just before kissing her, she said, “Well, I do remember some things.”
 
   Luckily for Ryna, they were a close enough match that she was able to borrow some jeans and a shirt.  Coffee was a definite necessity.  Once they were caffeinated and had lunch, they decided to just go back to Wren’s.  Ryna’s dance bag was there; apparently they had thought to both grab their stuff before leaving Olivia’s, so she didn’t have to go home before work.  They spent the next hour or so reliving bits of the night before. 
 
    As Wren slid her hands up Ryna’s back to undo her bra, more flashes from the night before surfaced.  She and Olivia had undressed Ryna, and the three of them had tangled together.  As she moved on top of Ryna, her fingers inside her, Ryna’s mouth on hers and nails raking her back, Wren remembered the taste of blood on her tongue.  Just as the sensory image surfaced, Ryna broke the kiss and bucked against her hand.  She grabbed Wren’s head, pressing her face into the curve of her neck. 
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Fourteen
 
    
 
   Sundays are quieter in the Quarter.  Things start later, and even though folks still go to Mass, the tourists are usually too ashamed of their previous two nights’ worth of revelry to be up and about before check out.  Alex and Liz decided to hit the coffee house to read the paper.  They had both worked the night before, and in the shuffle of their morning love making, afternoon studying and painting, and then work, neither of them had remembered to stop by the A&P for coffee. 
 
   Liz decided to take the day to see if she could sell some sketches and paintings on Jackson Square.  The coffee house, Rose Nicaud, on Frenchman was close enough to home and on the edge of the Quarter enough for both of them, and it allowed them a stop on the way.  Alex needed to be reading for school, but she wanted to read the paper.  Mike’s insistence that Tim hadn’t killed himself was still bugging her.  Alex felt pretty sure that he was imagining a conspiracy, but he was so insistent that she was beginning to wonder if his fears didn’t have some basis in truth.  Too much boy drama, most likely.
 
   Someone had left a copy of the Times-Picayune on the counter.  She skimmed it as they waited for their coffee to cool enough to drink.  There were the usual articles about the latest arguments over levee safety as the hurricane season hit full swing, along with articles about the upcoming Decadence Festival.  Somehow the folks who always carry huge crosses on Bourbon Street during Mardi Gras and Decadence also always managed to get in the paper.  It seemed like a lot of wasted effort to Alex, but she did enjoy imagining what Lila would look like doing street ministry. 
 
   After coffee, she walked Liz down to the square and helped her set up.  She wandered down to The Ruby to see who was down there.  Liz told her that the night before that as she was leaving the bar that Wren came in with a fellow stripper, which was unusual.  Not only was it odd to see Wren at The Ruby on a Saturday night, which was one of her busiest nights at the club, but she never brought work down to the bar.  The two of them had dominated the dance floor, putting on a show for the girls at the bar. 
 
   Sandy was filling in her relief bartender as Alex walked in.  “It was quite entertaining.  If it hadn’t been so late, I would have thrown them out.  It was pretty hot and heavy, but at that time of the night it’s not like the cops are worried about what’s going on at the dyke bar.  On the plus side, I bet we see increased business for a few nights as word gets around.” 
 
   Alex was surprised to hear that Wren had brought someone she worked with into The Ruby, let alone that they were getting it on.  She felt a twinge of ex-girlfriend jealousy, but it passed pretty quickly.  She wondered who this new fling was and how long it would take before Wren messed this one up by screwing some weird guy behind her back.  Of course, if the other gal was a stripper too, maybe that was ok with her.  She also wondered what had happened to Sienna. 
 
   “I heard that Sienna skipped town, which is about right on the Wren timeline.  More than likely, Wren fed her the ‘we’re too close’ line and Sienna decided to cool off by leaving town.  It wouldn’t be the first time that’s happened, Alex.  You were one of the few who managed to not only stick around but to stay pals with Wren.  She’s hard to be in a relationship with.”  Sandy was certainly right about that point, thought Alex.  “Maybe if they come in again, The Ruby can have their own version of Decadence this weekend.”  As usual, Sandy had already been trying to think up some ways to cash in.  “We’ll see, I guess.  Let’s get some buzz going, and we’ll see.” 
 
   Sandy smiled at Alex as she headed toward the back to get her things.  The relief bartender, Ellen, asked her if she could get her something to drink.
 
   “I’ll just take a coffee if you’ve got a fresh pot.  You haven’t heard anything new on the Wren and Sienna thing, have you?  Liz hadn’t heard anything, but you know how it is by the time she’s in here—everyone’s too much on the make to bother gossiping about anything other than the current girl they are chasing.”
 
   Ellen got her a cup of coffee, and shook her head.  “All I know is what Sandy just told you about last night with Wren and her new gal pal from work.  Did you hear about James Ellerbee—you know the one everybody calls Voodoo J because he works over at Marie Laveau’s? I heard that he got himself killed last week.  It was really stupid—he apparently went out to St. Louis #1 by himself in the middle of the night.  They found him with his head bashed in front of Marie’s tomb.  They cleaned it up pretty quick, though.  The various tour group companies made sure of that.  Lucky for them it happened late Wednesday night and the caretaker found him Thursday morning.  Thursdays are pretty slow for tours this time of year.”
 
   Voodoo J had been a good kid.  Marie Laveau’s was not far from the bar where Alex worked, so she knew him pretty well.  He’d been brought up in Metairie, so it wasn’t like he didn’t know it was dangerous to be in the cemetery alone.   “Hmm.  Hard to tell around here when someone has gone missing or died, frankly.  And of course, some folks move here simply so they’ll be missed somewhere else.  Hopefully Sienna’s just on the run on her own.  I bet the thing with Voodoo J is unrelated.”  She put money down on the bar for the coffee.  “Thanks, Ellen.  I’ve gotta go back and check on Liz and then deal with laundry.  See ya.”
 
   Alex made her way back to the square.  She could see a cemetery tour group wandering by, headed back to the café where they could cash in their free drink tickets.   Liz had a couple of interested buyers shuffling through the stash of small sketches and paintings she had taken to the square.  Alex checked in with her and made sure she had plenty of water and that she had her phone on her and  headed home to tend to Sunday chores. 
 
   Kirby had outfitted the house well, for which she was grateful.  The luxury of not having to schlep dirty laundry to the laundromat was a welcome one.  Even if you could drink while you washed clothes at Checkpoint Charlie’s it still meant travel time and getting nothing done after a couple of loads and a few rounds.  She had a good bit of reading to catch up on, as well, since she had been pulling late shifts at the bar after class.  It was sort of like chasing her own tail to keep up, but she was doing well in school.  Sundays and Mondays were all about binge reading for the three nights of class each week.
 
    The class with Dr. Holmwood was going well; they had made it through Polidori’s awful version of the vampire tale and spent a great deal of time talking about genre distinctions and what made a book truly “vampire fiction.”  Thinking about this as she put in the first load of wash, she thought about how Polidori’s death was contested as a suicide, despite the coroner’s ruling it was natural causes.   That of course, made her think of Mike’s theory about Tim.  Between the news about Voodoo J and the seed of doubt that Mike had planted, she was fairly well distracted and found herself surfing the internet instead of reading.
 
   She was looking up web articles on Polidori when Kirby called.  They chatted a good while, and he caught her up on his current interruption of the short-lived domestic bliss he’d had with the boy he’d chased to California.  She missed him, and she told him he really should just come home.  He asked after Liz and expressed sadness that he’d be missing Decadence this year.  He had plenty of things to do in California, but he assured her that it just wasn’t the same as being home.
 
   While Alex and Kirby got caught up, Liz was on the square pointing out the nearest ATM to the tourist who was buying a half dozen of her mini-canvases to decorate a hallway somewhere in Michigan.  “Sorry that I can’t take plastic, but there’ll be lagniappe.”  She winked at him and started sorting through some of the sketches in her scratch pad, looking for something she could part with.  The tourist grinned and headed off to get some cash.  She’d done well today; Sundays tended to be good as folks wanted a little souvenir to take home. 
 
   Liz had come to New Orleans to get an education as a working artist.  Her father, Dr. Elliott Camp, an English professor at USM, supported her decision.  As a single parent, he knew all too well how the life of an academic could strangle artistic impulses or, at the very least, make it impossible to listen to or follow those impulses.  He’d been picking and pecking at short stories and started numerous unfinished novels over the years, and he wanted his daughter to have a chance to actually hone her craft rather than sitting in classrooms with other frustrated and overworked artists who were limited to spare Saturday afternoons in which they were supposed to create.   He had tenure, so he was able to help out.
 
   Liz’s mother died in a horrible car accident in the first year of Liz’s life.  While she and Alex had their motherless childhoods as a bonding experience, Liz was glad that her father had never remarried.  She shuddered to think about growing up with someone like Lila.  It made for some lonely times for him now that she was not living at home, but they had a strong relationship.  He got along with Alex, as well, and had been mentoring her as much as he could without being intrusive.  He often felt stuck between encouraging the girls to come to Hattiesburg after Alex finished her MA and encouraging her to take some time off and write—something he never felt he could do—and just keeping his mouth shut.  He and Liz both hoped that the Master’s would help Alex decide which fork in the road to take.
 
   Kirby had thought it was a fun thing to introduce Liz to the younger lesbian version of her father, but he also had suspected it would stick.  And it had. 
 
   The tourist was thrilled with the sketch she chose to include with the set of six as a little something extra.  It was a simple pencil sketch of the Columns Hotel.  When she told him the hotel had been in the movie Pretty Baby he was even more thrilled.  “You leaving town today?  If not, I can write down the address and you should go over and have a drink.”  She scribbled the address down on the back of her business card and chatted with him a bit, telling him how to get there by the St. Charles streetcar.   “I can take plastic online through PayPal, so if you see something on my site you can’t live without, you can order from there.”
 
   Once he was on his way, she took stock of what she had made for the day.  His set of six went for $120 and she’d been selling steadily all morning since Alex left her there.  If she left now, she could make it home in time to sit and have a drink before figuring out what was for dinner.  She decided it would be best, though, considering the cash she had on her to call Alex to walk her home.
 
   By the time Alex got there, Liz had sold two more.  Feeling flush, she decided it was a great night to have dinner out, but only after a shower and putting things up.  Alex proposed they instead grab a good bottle of wine and she’d cook at home.  “Polenta won’t take long.  It cooks even faster when you call it grits.  Besides, we’ve got some greens and shrimp in the fridge that need to be cooked and eaten.  Come on, the shop on Chartres is open.”  They rolled Liz’s cart down the banquette to the shop, picked out a good bottle for dinner and one for later and then rolled home. 
 
   By the time Liz was out of the shower, Alex had dinner ready for the table.  They tucked in and Liz filled Alex in on her day in between bites and sips of wine.  “I’m taking tomorrow off from the square after today’s take.  I’d like to get some more things up for the site.  I’m still debating whether to work the square over Decadence weekend.”  She pushed her empty bowl to the side and sat back in her chair.  “Did you get a lot of reading done?”
 
   “I did.  I’m so glad we’re talking about Carmilla this week.  Polidori’s text was interesting from a genre aspect, but this one is about lesbian vampires.”  She took a sip of wine. “I didn’t get real far into the text yet, but it’s certainly more exciting than what we have been reading.  Kirby called, so that and the laundry side-tracked me a bit, but I got a start.  I should be able to knock it out before class.  Of course, we could read it to each other, playacting some of the parts, if you want.”  She had a wicked smile, which Liz tried to kiss off.
 
   They spent the rest of the evening on the couch, finishing the bottle of wine, and making out like teenagers.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Fifteen
 
    
 
   “Wake up, babe.  They need you down at The Ruby today.  Ellen just called and said that Wanda never showed up and never called in, and she’s just beat.”  Alex shook Liz gently with one hand, while she held a cup of coffee in the other.  “I know you were taking today off from painting work, but she sounded just wrecked.”
 
   Liz sat up on her elbows and squinted at Alex.  “Shit.  I was supposed to work the late shift tonight anyway.  I got lucky, I guess, because I have a girlfriend who answers the damn phone.”  She smiled and took the cup of coffee.  “At least you bring me good coffee.”
 
   WWOZ was wrapping up the morning set, so it was still early.  Liz pulled on the clean shorts and shirt Alex had already fished out of the laundry basket for her and grabbed her keys, kissing Alex as she headed for the door.
 
   Ellen was beat.  She had apparently had a full crowd in the wee hours of the morning.  Word had gotten around about Wren and Ryna’s late night act, and the place had been packed with a mixed crowd.  “I didn’t know there were that many lesbians in town, Liz.  Of course, the crowd attracted some attention from folks on the street, so it wasn’t just girls in here.  They damn near started a riot!  You’d have thought it was freaking Mardi Gras.  We called down to the Abbey and had the bouncer check in with us now and again until we got ahold of Ray and he came in.  If this keeps up, we’re going to have to hire him on permanently. Sandy’s so tight, though, good luck with that.”
 
   The bar was a bit of a wreck—Ellen had kept up with drink orders.  Ray, who helped them out as a bouncer during heavy traffic times in the Quarter, had been happy to catch the show, apparently, but at least he had kept things from turning violent and managed to wrestle some of the frat boys out the door when they had gotten a little too handsy.  “I hate to leave you with the bar messed up like this, but I have got to get some sleep.  Wanda was supposed to be here at six, and I waited until eight to call you.”
 
   “It’s ok, Ellen.  Monday’s are slow; you go home and get some sleep.  I’m on again later tonight, unless we can run her down and make her take my late shift.”   Liz grabbed an empty trash bag and the broom and started clean up as Ellen gathered her purse and got ready to go.  It took Liz a good half hour to get a new pot of coffee started, pick up the plastic cups and bar napkins scattered about, and right all of the furniture that was moved or turned over.  The floor was sticky from spilled mixer and the whole place smelled like an ashtray.  Another hour of wiping things down and mopping helped that out, and she was able to sit and contemplate her sketchbook.
 
   She had started working with the human form lately in her sketch pad.  Typically, she focused on architecture and landmarks around the city, since those sold well, but she was starting to work with the idea of doing some portraiture, and she was still working on the ideas for her large mural piece. On top of that, she had promised to start working on ideas for some design elements in Ashley’s room.  Lisa was bound to come in tonight to see if she’d made progress.  What are thirteen year old girls into these days, anyway? 
 
   She’d been staring at the blank page for a good thirty minutes, stumped.  None of the doodles she started really led anywhere.  She finally decided to try to track Wanda down.  She started with Wanda’s cell, and it rolled to voicemail, which was full and wouldn’t accept her message.  She tried calling Wanda’s on-again-off-again girlfriend, Sherry, who informed her they were in an off time.  
 
   Things were quiet throughout the afternoon.  When her mid-afternoon relief came in, she still had not gotten in touch with Wanda, so it meant that in eight hours, she’d be back.  She headed home for a nap and a decent meal.  Good thing I had already decided today was a day off from selling on Jackson Square.
 
   When she got home, she found the house deserted.  Alex had left a note for her, saying she’d gone over to the library to read since she was too distracted at home and that she’d be home after class.  She lay down on the couch. 
 
   Almost asleep, she heard movement in the corner.  Alex must be home. . .I wonder if she hadn’t actually left yet.  She opened her eyes and could see a shadowy figure in the corner, moving toward her.  Liz was so sleepy—she felt herself sinking into the couch more and couldn’t keep her eyes open.  It was as if she’d drunk a whole bottle of good wine.  Her limbs were heavy, and she was beyond drowsy.  She could feel the breeze of the ceiling fan blowing the hairs on her arms, and with her eyes closed she could feel Alex’s face hovering over hers, lips nearly touching.  She forced her eyes open, only to see a flash of a face that wasn’t Alex’s.  In a flash the face was gone, but Liz could still feel the presence of a face in front of hers, the warmth of the lips and the breath that slid between them still near her mouth.   Her heart racing, she sat up and grabbed her sketchpad and started to draw.
 
   When she got to The Ruby for her second shift of the day, she was distracted and amped up.  She had gotten only a little rest since she had been sketching like a mad woman trying to catch the details of the face she’d seen in the dream.  Wanda had still not turned up, so Liz was on the clock for another full shift.
 
   Deanie was in and working on her second Abita Amber by the time Liz got settled in behind the bar.  “God, Liz, I wish you had seen it. I mean, I know that Wren has not quite been the same since Sienna left her that text that they needed to talk, but I think she’s really lost it now.  She was all over that Ryna chick, and I’m not sure what the deal was but they were just magnetic.  It was kind of like a wreck on the highway.  You can see the blue lights and you know you should look away and just keep driving, but you can’t help yourself, you know?”
 
   Liz shrugged.  She had yet to see the spectacle.  She knew, though, that Wren had been pretty thrown for a loop when Sienna beat her to the finish line to the break up that had been inevitable.  Wren wasn’t the relationship type from what Liz had gathered from Alex’s stories, but she had taken Sienna’s leaving hard, despite the fact that she had planned on dumping her.  Part of it was classic Wren—she couldn’t bear the thought that she was the dumpee.  Sienna had pulled a classic New Orleans departure—she simply clocked out from the bar and no one had heard from her since.  Liz figured she had, like so many of Wren’s paramours, decided she had had enough and decided to try her luck somewhere else.
 
   Deanie had gotten the hint from Liz that she wasn’t interested in hearing the details and was now telling the story to a newly arrived customer.  It was still early in the evening so the place hadn’t started filling up just yet.  After the night before and what she had heard about it so far, Liz feared a repeat later.  Great, a second shift and that crap to deal with.  She decided she better make sure the bar was set up to handle a rush at 2 am, just in case Wren and Ryna rolled in after work.
 
   The bar was already a bit busy for a Monday.  Labor Day was coming up in a week, so the slow summer season was starting to ease up.  Most of the action would be over on Bourbon.  She knew that Alex would be extra busy during the holiday weekend, and with Monday night off from school, she’d probably be working the bar at Oz.  The Ruby, during times of heavy Quarter traffic, was often a haven for service workers; wait staff and bartenders who often had to pull doubles in order to cover the high demand and table turn over found The Ruby a handy resting spot.  Sandy made sure they gave service staff a discount; she was smart enough to know that even with the service discounts the bar made far more money than without it.
 
   Liz stashed her sketchbook under the bar.  She couldn’t quite remember the face, even though she could still feel the tingle of the lips that had hovered above hers.  She could still remember the eyes, too, but the rest of the face had evaporated from her memory.  She tried Wanda’s number again, hoping she could catch her, but there was no answer and the voicemail was still full.
 
   When Liz got home, Alex tried to comfort her, suggesting that Wanda was probably just taking some time for herself.  Liz wasn’t so sure. “It’s just not like Wanda, Alex.  Especially when she knows that we’re getting so close to Decadence and everyone needs to get time for other stuff where they can.  She apparently had done her regular lunch shift at the restaurant and said she was going to go home and get sleep before coming in this morning.”  Liz was both pissed off and worried.  She had covered the shift for Wanda and still hadn’t been able to track her down.   At least Sandy had come in to help during Liz’s second shift. With the increased business the bar had seen since Wren and Ryna started coming in after work, one bartender couldn’t keep up.
 
   “Well, maybe Sandy can call it in if no one finds her or she doesn’t turn up in the next couple of days.  Maybe she just got fed up working two jobs and decided to take some time off.  It’s not like bartending and wait staff jobs are hard to get in this town.”  Alex rubbed Liz’s feet while they chatted.  “I’ve got class tomorrow night, too, so at least you won’t have to think about me lounging around here reading and eating bon bons.” 
 
   The two of them laid down for a nap.  They were both tired, and as she drifted off, Alex could hear Liz murmuring something under her breath about gardenias not being in bloom anymore.
 
   Liz couldn’t shake the smell of gardenias as she walked down the sidewalk.  She could tell from the houses that she was somewhere in the Garden District.  She felt dazed as she walked down the sidewalk and she stopped, turning to get her bearings.  She could see some lights and just make out the popping noises of a streetcar going by from the direction she must have come from—St. Charles.  She looked in the direction she had been moving and could make out what looked like Coliseum Street ahead.  She tried to figure out what she was doing here.  She felt like she was being pulled along, moving toward something. 
 
   She kept moving forward.  The streets were eerily quiet and the air was still—that smell of gardenia blossoms cloying in the humid air.  As she walked along, she could just make out the sound of laughter—deep in the throat, more of a private chuckle than a full out laugh.  She looked up to see a woman on a balcony above her, the clink of ice cubes just discernible in the stillness of the night as she stood with the glass in her hand.  As she leaned over the rail and smiled at Liz, Liz saw it was her. 
 
   Liz lurched out of the bed, her bare feet slapping the floor in almost a sprint as she ran back to the living room to sketch the face before it dissolved from her memory again. 
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




Chapter Sixteen
 
    
 
   Wren could remember being at the bar, and remembered leaving with Ryna.  As they came out of The Ruby around 5:30 Monday morning, they had run into Wanda on her way in to work.  She couldn’t remember whether it was her idea or Ryna’s to take Wanda home with them, nor could she really remember the cab ride back to the Delphine.  What she did remember was the hours that followed.
 
   Things were exciting and hot at the start—the three of them tangled together.   Things went too far, though; Ryna and Wren had almost simultaneously gone into a frenzy.  Their lust turned bloody, and, working in tandem, they attacked Wanda.  Maybe if it had just been one of them feeding from her, things wouldn’t have gotten so far out of hand.  
 
   Ryna was currently huddled in a corner, sticky with blood and sobbing.  Wren was holding it together, but just barely.  She knew they had to clean things up and figure out how to fix this, but all she could think about right now was getting Ryna put together enough that she didn’t ruin everything by alerting anyone to what they had done.   Even though she knew what they had done, she still couldn’t fully comprehend it all herself.  She knew she had to call Olivia.
 
   Olivia’s cell phone rang, just as she was readying herself for sleep.  She could see it was Wren.  Whatever it was, it would have to wait.  That one was going to have to start figuring out how to deal with things on her own.  Perhaps now was a good time to start pushing her out of the nest a bit.  Olivia was growing bored with her new playmate and her little girlfriend, anyway.
 
   Shit!  Why isn’t she picking up?   Wren was starting to feel sick.  The late August heat was not helping any more than Ryna’s whimpering was.  Wren couldn’t very well go down the hall just yet to the communal bathroom, not until she and Ryna were made somewhat presentable at least.   She feared that what was left of Wanda was going to be horrifying to look at.  She and Ryna had torn into her neck and inner thigh, feeding heavily.  Wanda was splayed in the corner like a rag doll, her head lolling forward, small bloody rivulets already dried on her skin, which was alabaster white. 
 
   Wren picked up the t-shirt Wanda had been wearing when they brought her home and a bottle of water she kept in her room.  Kneeling by Ryna’s crouching body in the opposite corner, she pulled her hands from her hair.  Ryna immediately wrapped her arms around Wren’s neck.  “What are we going to do?  What have we done?”
 
   Slowly, she pulled Ryna back, managing to hold her back long enough to start cleaning the streaks of blood-- Wanda’s blood--from Ryna’s mouth, cheeks, and hands.  Her touch seemed to soothe the other woman enough that the sobs stopped and she simply cried silently, the tears helping Wren’s efforts to wash her face.  Once they were both cleaned up, she led Ryna to the bed, tucked her in, and covered Wanda’s body with an extra sheet.   Daylight was no time to try to move the body, and she was so very tired.By the time evening arrived, Wren knew that she and Ryna were not going to go into the club tonight—there was way too much to be done and Wanda had to be taken care of.  As she woke up in the shadows of early evening, she felt Ryna’s weight in the bed next to her.  Her breath came in shallow, quick pants, and she was clammy to the touch.  Wren shook her a bit, trying to wake her.  
 
   She looked toward the corner where Wanda still sat, crumpled under the sheet.  Turning over, Wren turned on the lamp, and sat frozen, afraid to look under the sheet, feeling overwhelmed and wondering how they were going to get Wanda out of her room without being arrested.  Ryna groaned a bit, and turned over, not wanting to acknowledge she was really awake.  She didn’t want to deal with Wanda any more than Wren did. 
 
   She moved from the bed and stood before what used to be Wanda.  She reached out and pulled the sheet off of her, slowly, as if she expected to move it too fast would disturb her.  Wren cupped Wanda’s chin in her hand and lifted it, expecting her body to be stiff.  How long does it take rigor mortis to set in?  The body was still supple, and to Wren’s amazement, no wounds were visible.  Wanda’s face was peaceful and if her skin hadn’t been cold to the touch, Wren would have sworn she was alive and simply unconscious.  She felt for a pulse. Nothing.  She leaned in close enough to kiss Wanda’s rosy lips, only to realize there was no breath.  The only signs of the last night’s violence were the smears of blood left on her skin.  Wren got the shirt she’d used to clean up herself and Ryna and went to work.
 
   Ryna heard her moving around.  She sat up in the bed.  “What are you doing?  I can’t deal with this, Wren.  I just can’t.”
 
   “Come here, I want to show you something.  Look—she looks fine. Other than being cold and dead, once we get her cleaned up, she just looks like Wanda.”  Ryna stepped closer, amazed that what Wren was saying was true.  She knew that when she and Wren nipped at one another that they were mark free later, and Olivia left no visible marks on them either.  But this was altogether different.  She could still see snapshots in her mind’s eye of the violent tearing of the skin, the way Wanda’s flesh had given between her teeth, the torrents of blood she had taken in, pulsing in arcs as Wanda’s life pulsed out of her.  It was impossible that no marks were there, but they weren’t.  Maybe the drinks at Olivia’s were drugged.  There had to be some explanation.
 
   “So what’s the plan, Wren?  What do we do now?  We can’t just leave her here.” 
 
   “We’re not going to.  But let’s get her cleaned up and dressed at the very least.” She scrubbed the last smear of blood from Wanda’s chest.  “I think I know something that can work.  Speaking of work, I think it’s best if we go in and act like nothing is out of the ordinary, OK?  We could both do with the money. ”
 
   They managed to get her dressed in most of the clothes she was wearing when they brought her home.  The shirt she had on, of course, was going to have to be ditched, so Wren found an old t-shirt she wouldn’t miss and slid it on Wanda. 
 
   “OK, I gotta step out for a bit.  You ok staying here for a few?  I’ll be right back.  Just go ahead and get ready for work.”
 
   It was only six. The club would not really be getting started for a couple of hours yet.  Most folks didn’t come in until they had either managed to drop their wives off at the hotel after stuffing them full of a chef’s tasting menu and several bottles of wine, or until they had simply gotten them drunk enough that they agreed to go to the strip club with their husbands.  Either way, they still had a good hour or two of slow time that the girls working the early shift would be glad to have to themselves.
 
   Wren slid down the hallway and down the stairs to the bar.  She wasn’t a heavy drug user herself—mostly she liked booze and the occasional joint.  She’d done acid a time or two, but the shit folks were into now was too much.  But, she knew that the other patrons of her building were often into harder stuff involving needles.  Needles were never her thing.  She did wonder what Olivia had slipped them the night before that they both had such vivid memories of destroying Wanda. 
 
   Dave was behind the bar.  “Hey, Wren.  You working tonight?  I’ll sneak you drinks if you wanna hang around here.”  Dave was sweet on her; they had made out a couple of times over the weeks he’d been tending bar.  Nothing serious, but enough that she felt she could trust him.  Trust him enough, at least.
 
   “Dave, do you know who folks call when they have unwanted guests overstay their welcome?  I’ve heard that there is a guy who will come do clean up.  You know, like if someone ODs?  Or like when that old lady in number 16 offed herself?  Who does the boss man call when he wants something like that to disappear?”
 
   Dave cocked an eye at her, and poured her a shot of vodka.  “I have to make the call.  You need it taken care of now?”
 
   “That’d be great.”  She downed the shot.  “Ryna and I are leaving for work in a bit.  We had a friend who partied a little too hard last night, apparently.  Why don’t you have them come up and tidy things up while we’re out?”  She put her hand on his wrist.  “I think we’d both be grateful.” 
 
   “Darlin,’ if you’re grateful, that’s all I care about.”  Dave leaned in closer and brushed his lips against hers.  Wren’s lips were cold, probably from the ice-cold shot he’d poured for her. 
 
    Wren managed to get Ryna rousted out of her room and into a cab. She paid this time, not even bothering to try to work out a barter, as she didn’t want to draw attention to herself or Ryna.  When Wren went back upstairs to tell Ryna that things were going to be taken care of, she had been a bit taken aback by how quickly Ryna’s demeanor had changed.  When Wren had left her, Ryna seemed dumbstruck; upon her return, she seemed fairly normal, even jubilant.  Wren warned her to try to act normal as they came through the bar, and thankfully she behaved and no one was around other than Dave.  He nodded to them as they walked out to hail a cab.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Seventeen
 
    
 
   “I’m surprised we’ve never heard of Camilla; you’d think that Hollywood would jump on the whole idea of lesbian vampires.”  The class tittered when Jerry mentioned this in the open class discussion.  Dr. Holmwood nodded.
 
   “Well, Mr. Lawrence, they did, they did.  There were several attempts to put the book on film.  By today’s standards, it’s a horrible little film, but The Vampire Lovers, which came out in 1970, is really the closest to the original.  Here, let’s look at the movie trailer.”  She went over to the smart podium and pulled up the trailer, projecting it on the class screen at the front of the room. 
 
   Once the laughter and general discussion of the movie trailer died down, Dr. Holmwood wrapped up the class asking the students to consider gender and sexuality questions as they read Dracula.  “We started with a very traditionally masculine vampire in Lord Ruthven.  Whereas Polidori’s text definitely focuses on the female as the weaker, Camilla is incredibly clever, and the text makes clear that she’s outlasted many.  Some argue that Stoker used the character as the basis for his male protagonist.  Let’s start our next seminar, in two weeks, with a consideration of gender roles in Dracula.”  She smiled a bit and said, “And, I know most of you will watch the film between now and our meeting in two weeks.  I’m sure I don’t have to remind you that we’re off for the Labor Day holiday next week.”
 
   “Alexandra, can you stay for a moment after class?”  Dr. Holmwood caught Alex on her way out to take a break.  In a three hour class the halfway point was a good time for a smoke break and to hit the reset button.
 
   Alex smiled, “Sure, Dr. Holmwood.  But please, call me Alex.”  Alex was curious about why she was being asked to stay after, and it made her a bit fidgety for the rest of the class period.  Finally, after the discussion of Camilla had drawn to a close, Dr. Holmwood dismissed the class.
 
   “Don’t forget—we won’t have class next Monday due to Labor Day. I’m sure you’re all going to be disappointed.”  Dr. Holmwood smiled.  “No worries, though—the week off gives you time to really read Dracula thoroughly.  We’ll be spreading that discussion out over a couple of class sessions, so be sure to take copious notes.”
 
   The students filtered out, still talking about the awful movie trailer that they had watched in class.  A few of them who weren’t going to brave the Decadence festivities made plans to get together over the holiday weekend for a movie festival.  Alex decided she’d just have to have one of her own here and there.  Maybe she could get Liz to watch one or two of them.  They had a lot of fun with Camilla, so it might be fun to watch the bad film rendition.
 
   “Let’s go to my office.” Dr. Holmwood gathered her books and notes and headed out the door.  Once they got inside her office, she revealed why she had asked Alex to stay.
 
    “Alex, I’ve heard some great things about your work here as an undergraduate, and I was wondering if you’d be interested in helping me with some research on the side.  I’m working on a book regarding literary and film representations of the lesbian vampire.  Do you think you’d be interested?  It would be a great research opportunity.”
 
   Alex was floored. Here she had started the course thinking that the whole idea was a bit stupid and now Dr. Holmwood was offering her a chance to do some research with her.  “I’m flattered.   I’ve got a pretty busy schedule between work and school, but I’m definitely interested.  What kinds of hours do you think you’d need me to put in each week?”
 
   “Certainly I will pay you.  Since I am merely visiting faculty here and would likely publish after leaving, I’d rather pay you out of my own pocket—it would be under the table and in cash.  I was thinking $20 an hour?”
 
   Alex made good tips at the bar, but not $20 an hour. She swallowed hard, trying not to sound too greedy or surprised.  “That sounds more than fair.”
 
   “A lot of the work hours would be up to you.  I would like to meet after class on Mondays, where we can talk about what you’ve been researching ad working on, and I can pay you for your hours then.  Simply track your time in the library or researching from home.  A lot of what I’ll ask you to do is watch films, read some articles, and put together an annotated bibliography.  I’ve got a list here that you can get started on.”  She handed Alex the list, her fingers brushing up against Alex’s, lingering briefly.  The brief contact took Alex’s breath away and she suddenly felt a bit unsteady on her feet.  Alex broke away from the touch, sitting down in one of the chairs that faced Olivia’s desk.
 
   “Thanks.  I must be low-blood sugary; I suddenly felt woozy.”  She looked at the list, grateful it was typed. For some reason, she thought she might have a visceral response to Olivia’s handwriting as she had the brief skin-to-skin contact.  Olivia rested her hand on Alex’s shoulder, causing her head to reel again.
 
   “Perhaps you should sit for a moment.”  She removed her hand from Alex’s shoulder. “I have some things to organize and gather up before I go tonight, so you’re not keeping me.”
 
   Alex watched as Olivia set about moving books from her desk to her shelves.  She found herself lustily watching small muscle movements in Olivia’s arms, the movement of her hand as she tucked a stray wisp of hair behind one of her ears.  Every movement seemed magnified and in slow motion, and Alex felt the desire to reach forward and touch her.  Just as she was thinking about how it would feel to slide her hand up the back of Olivia’s thigh and press her mouth against hers, Mike tapped on the door.
 
   “Oh, hey, Alex.  I was walking by and thought I’d offer you a ride home.  Good evening, Dr. Holmwood.”  Mike smiled at Olivia, who returned his attempt at warmth with a blank stare, as if she were looking just past him.  She nodded slightly in acknowledgement.  Alex stood up and went into the hallway with Mike.  She could feel herself blush, and then felt silly.  No one could possibly guess what I was thinking about Olivia.  It’s not like either of them could read my mind.  She looked up at Olivia, and she felt herself blush even harder as there was a wry smile on Olivia’s lips.
 
   “We were actually just finishing up, Mr. Courtland.  Alex, you can email me if you have questions as you get started on the project. Don’t worry about the hours—do what you can.”  Olivia picked up her leather satchel and walked out into the hall pulling the door shut behind her.  The three of them walked out of the building together, parting on the sidewalk.  Alex was relieved and sad at the same time to see Olivia go.
 
   Mike sensed her hesitancy to leave; “Sorry if I was interrupting something there, Alex.  I thought you might want to grab a cup of coffee.”  In the glow of the street lights in the parking lot, he looked even more haggard than he had the last time she’d seen him.
 
   “Why don’t you come with me over to The Ruby?  Liz is working tonight, and I think it’s about time you two met.    You already know her dad, Dr. Camp, right?”
 
    Mike was surprised; he didn’t know that Dr. Camp had a grown daughter. “I do—I had a class or two with him before.  I didn’t realize he had any kids.” 
 
   “Yep, just the one.  Come on, we’ll get her to give us a drink and we will get caught up.”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Eighteen
 
    
 
   Wren had arrived in New Orleans some three years ago. In her prior life, she had been a struggling student at LSU in Baton Rouge—it was just far enough from her hometown to be out on her own, but close enough to New Orleans that she was often absent from afternoon classes on Fridays and rarely awake before noon on Mondays.
 
   She’d managed just barely to get an undergraduate degree in business and marketing, mainly because the classes were relatively easy and she had a vague notion of working for herself someday.  She had a good bit of experience waiting tables by the time she graduated, which gave her far more knowledge of customers and cash flow than her classes provided. 
 
   She had also spent time in a sorority; she soon found out once she was beyond being a pledge that there were more girls who liked girls in the sorority than she’d ever imagined.  None of her former playmates were interested in helping her out once she graduated, though.  Her parents had cut her off after the first four years (it had taken her a good six to get her degree), and she could imagine going through an MBA only to find out she still had no real idea of what she wanted to do with her life, so she’d packed her bags with the vague notion that she could start a business in the French Quarter.
 
   Rent and start up costs hadn’t occurred to her.  She’d started out working as a waitress, but she soon realized that tourists were often more likely to save their dollar bills for the bawdier entertainment on Bourbon Street.  So, she’d followed the money.  That was how she wound up at the Casbah.  She had originally just checked with the management about bussing tables and serving drinks.  Her plan had been to do that after her shifts at the restaurant. 
 
   “You, a busser?  Honey, you really should consider dancing.  We’ve got room for more girls, and trust me, as a busser and server you’re going to get hands on your ass.  You might as well get paid for it and paid more than the $2.10 we’ll pay you an hour to sling warm beer.”
 
   So, that was it.  She hadn’t even had to audition.  The boss had called one of his more seasoned dancers while Wren was still there, asking her to come in early to go shopping with the new girl. 
 
   The whole experience had been surreal.  Wren couldn’t even remember the dancer’s name—she thought it had been something like Rachelle.  Whatever it was probably wasn’t her real name anyway.  Most of the girls didn’t use their real names on stage.   Rachelle took her first to Checkpoint Charlie’s for a drink or two so they could talk about Wren’s persona.  Wren had been surprised when Rachelle had used the word.  She still had the idea that strippers were all vapid. 
 
   “I’m sorry.  Did you say ‘persona?’”
 
   “Oh, darlin.’ You can’t expect to go up and be who you are and then go home at the end of the night.  You’ve got to have your dance name and a whole new you that gets up there.  Otherwise it doesn’t work.  And you have dentists from Omaha trying to follow you around the Quarter the next day.  Keep work at work.”
 
   They spent the next couple of hours going over what Wren would be willing to do for work and shopping for the costume that would be her start.  They wound up shopping at one of the goth/leather stores, putting together an outfit that Wren had added to and tweaked over the years but always used as her foundation for her stage presence.  The boss had paid Rachelle well for the day and evening, and she’d made use of that shift off to train Wren in the art of the basic table dance.  They’d gone back to Rachelle’s apartment where she helped Wren get into her new platform boots, g-string, leather boy shorts, bra and lace t-shirt.  The billowy duster went on top, as did the leather fedora that she stuffed her long hair under.  Rachelle likewise got dressed in dance clothes.
 
   “Now, sit right here, honey, and I’ll show you how it’s done.”  Rachelle pushed Wren into a kitchen chair she’d set in the middle of her living room area (she had a studio apartment so room boundaries were fairly imaginary).   She walked out of the room, hitting the play button on the remote to her stereo on her way out.  When she walked back in, music blaring, Wren could see what she meant about persona.  The woman she’d spent the day with was gone and her stage persona, Tabitha, was there.  Tabitha was a “good girl” persona—frilly, ruffled little girl dresses with bloomers to match.  She even had her hair in pig-tails.
 
   She had to hand it to Tabitha; by the middle of the first song, Wren found it impossible not to try to touch her as she hovered over her and came ever so close to kissing her before sliding away, replacing face with cleavage, or turning her face away, brushing Wren’s face with a pig tail of soft, scented blonde hair.  At one point, Wren got so caught up she slid her hands up the outside of Tabitha’s thighs.
 
   “Oh, honey, no.  No touching me.  Just let me touch you.”  Tabitha grabbed Wren’s hands and kissed her fingertips before letting them go again, deflecting them politely.  When she was done, she went over a few pointers and told Wren it was her turn.
 
   Wren realized why she had to practice.  She started out good, but after about a couple of minutes she would start giggling uncontrollably.  They spent the evening going over and over it until Wren was able to give Rachelle a lap dance to any song without cracking up and with an air of control and aloofness.
 
   “I knew you’d get it, honey.  Now, the only thing is the stage presence.  It’s easier in some ways, but the pole will take some getting used to.  We can meet at the club tomorrow morning to get you started.  The boss wants you on tomorrow night.  You think you’re ready?”
 
   “I guess so.  Do you think I’m ready?” 
 
   “Shit, baby.  Nobody’s ever really ready.”  Rachelle slapped Wren on the bottom.  “All I know is I’m ready to get out of these clothes and get back to myself.  I’ve got the boss’ money for working with you today, and I feel like making some dinner.  You’re welcome to join me.”  She pulled Wren onto her lap.  “We can negotiate afterwards.”
 
   Wren stayed the night, finishing with Rachelle what she found so intriguing with Tabitha. 
 
   The next night, Morrigan was born on stage.  Wren and Rachelle found the name on a website for Goth baby names, and Wren liked the Celtic connections.  It was why she now, three years later, had her triskele and her pentagram tattoos on her shoulder blades.  Some parts of her stage persona were with her always, it seemed.
 
   Wren found that the job did pay better than waiting tables, and it wasn’t long before she was only dancing.  Rachelle had moved about a year ago, marrying some dentist from Omaha who convinced her he was fine with her past career on Bourbon Street.  Wren was not interested in marrying; her goal now was to keep stockpiling cash and to keep an eye out for the business that would be hers.   She still was out a few years from 30, though, so she was happy with where she was for now.  Besides, she knew that stripping was one of those career fields that let you know when it was time to retire.  For now, she was still making good money.
 
   Her persona had grown over the three years she’d been at the Casbah.  Within the first six months, she’d started adding tattoos and piercings to her stage persona.  She’d also given herself six months before she’d gone to the boss and told him she was ready to do duo stage shows; these were acts that simulated sex with another dancer.  She’d noticed that the girls who did duos got far more table dance requests and bigger tips, so she went for it once she felt comfortable in the club and on the pole.
 
    Three years later, she was the new Rachelle.  All of the dancers who were there when she started were gone.  So, when new girls came in, she was the one who trained them.  She, like Rachelle before her, had plenty of fun with the girls who came through the door, but also like Rachelle, she had managed to only keep it fun and not get involved.
 
    That was part of why this new thing with Ryna had her confused and conflicted.  She had trained Ryna, and there had been chemistry at the time, but nothing had happened, and they had managed to keep things on the stage after.  That was until the night they’d gone together to Olivia’s. 
 
    And now there was the complication with Wanda. She finished putting on her makeup and walked out into the club.  The dancer on stage was Saffron (her real name was something normal like Jessica or Jennifer).  Wren (as Morrigan) slid between tables and up to the bar.  Ryna had been fairly scarce since they got there, slipping out back to smoke with the other girls and generally avoiding her.
 
    Wren scanned the crowd, hoping to see Olivia.  It was still early, though, and all she saw was a group of frat boys and an early group of professional types. Despite the fact she felt pretty confident that Dave would take care of the problem, but she still felt unsettled about Wanda. Ryna was different somehow when Wren had gone back to the room. That and the fact that Olivia had left her to deal with the situation made her uneasy. 
 
    Wren was busy when Olivia came in, and the evening had picked up. There was a convention of optometrists in town, and they were keeping her dance card full.  Ryna, though, begged off and left with Olivia, telling the boss she didn’t feel well.  Wren saw them leave and felt jealousy well up.  They had never been together without her outside the club.  She was angry, but she wasn’t willing to risk losing the business.  She might need to pay Dave off to keep him quiet if sleeping with him didn’t do the trick. Besides, she didn’t really have exclusive rights to either woman, and right now she was a bit pissed at them both.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Nineteen
 
    
 
   Olivia had planned the evening with Ryna alone.  She had sensed a difference in Ryna from a distance, and it became even more apparent once she saw her at the club.  Ryna was high from killing Wanda and was feeling invincible.  Olivia could feel the new haughtiness radiating from her.   It was definitely time to take care of her.
 
    It was so easy.  Olivia was no stranger to the new-found rush of the first kill.  Ryna, though, seemed to be taking things too far.  Olivia knew that Ryna’s prowess was just developing.  She’d held off on turning both her and Wren fully.   She and Ryna weren’t the ones Olivia was really looking for, after all.  They were merely a diversion. 
 
    She watched Ryna walk up to her in the club, sauntering.  Smiling slyly as if she knew a secret no one else could guess at.  She was so easy to take in, so easy to manipulate.  “Let’s go.”  That’s all it took, and they were moving toward the door, Ryna leaving even her dance bag in the back. 
 
    She had been stony in the cab on the way to her house as Ryna tried to seduce her, sliding her hand up her thigh, nipping at her ear.  Olivia stared out the windshield, ignoring her.  She’d paid the cabbie well, knowing that he’d not remember the fare anyway, and led Ryna into the house.
 
    Ryna had tried to pin her against the door as it shut behind her, and Olivia let her for a moment, just long enough for a deep kiss that ended in a vicious bite, her teeth ripping into Ryna’s bottom lip. Ryna was frenzied, almost taking joy from the bite.  She sucked on her lip, laughing a bit under her breath.  “Oh, my.  Like it a bit rough when Wren’s not around, do ya?”  In response, Olivia slapped her, hard. 
 
    “Don’t think I don’t know, you stupid bitch.  You took something from her.  I can smell it on you, and I can see it in your swagger.” 
 
    Ryna looked up, her confidence shaken, the bravado knocked down.  “It wasn’t anything, really.  I didn’t think anyone would notice.  What’s it matter?”  She backed off a bit, wondering how she could escape another blow, another slap.
 
    “You didn’t think.  You didn’t care.  You just took.  I know, and this,” Olivia grabbed Ryna’s hand, twisting at the wrist at an odd angle.  “This, this ring, is not acceptable.  We do not keep trinkets, especially not things that are personal. Money, you can take.  Personal objects, you cannot.  Besides, you’re not even worth my time.”  She kept twisting, twisting until the bones in Ryna’s wrist snapped.  Ryna’s mouth opened into a silent scream of horrible pain.  “It’s ok; you can scream.  It’s not like it’s going to change things.”  Olivia moved closer, folding Ryna’s arm down and then up sharply behind her back, twirling her around and pressing her back against Olivia’s front.  She was short enough that Olivia had no trouble tearing into the flesh at the bend of her neck, drinking deep, draining her completely.
 
    By the time Wren showed up, Ryna had been disposed of.  All that remained was the ring that she’d stolen from Wanda. That was what Olivia greeted her at the door with a few hours after she had dispatched Ryna.
 
    Wren didn’t understand at first.  She expected that the two of them would be waiting for her when she arrived at Olivia’s, but Olivia was alone.  When she’d answered the door, she had her index finger extended in a “come hither” pose, and at first Wren thought she was being coy.  Then she saw the flash of gold, the glittering of an emerald.  It was Wanda’s ring on Olivia’s outstretched finger, bobbing up and down in front of her face.
 
    “How? Where did you get that ring?”  As the words came out of her mouth, she knew somehow. 
 
    “Your little friend, it turns out, is a thief.  Or perhaps I should say was.”  Olivia walked into the main room, flopping into a chair, spinning the ring on her finger. 
 
    Wren could somehow feel it.  She knew why Olivia used the past tense.  She slid to her knees, feeling the richness of the rug under her fingers.  “Please.  I didn’t know.” She suddenly felt an enormous fear of Olivia.
 
    “Oh, I realize that.  And, that’s part of the problem.”  Olivia walked over to Wren and dropped the ring at her knees.  “It’s time I taught you properly.”  She leaned over, and taking Wren’s chin in her hand kissed her hard on the mouth.  “There are some things I have to tell you; things that you won’t fully believe, but that will haunt you all the same.”  She kissed her again, this time with her eyes open so she could see the mix of fear and desire on Wren’s face. 
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Twenty
 
    
 
   “The story I’m going to tell you is from a long time ago—another lifetime or two ago.”  Olivia poured herself something to drink.  Alcohol didn’t have the same effect on her that it did others, but she did like the taste and the fake warmth it filled her with.  Warmth was a luxury she sought often, and the New Orleans humidity was a comfort to her.
 
   “I once had two sisters--that was until they were taken from me, much like I took Sienna from you.”  Olivia could see Wren’s eyebrows twitch a bit.  “Oh, I’m sure you thought she just left and moved away, unable to bear seeing you.  Trust me, she wasn’t thinking of you when I drained the life out of her.  Your friend Dave was nice enough to take care of the clean up once I finished her off in the bar at the Delphine. He thinks you were the last one with her.”  She took a sip from the glass and smiled. “Didn’t you think it odd that he didn’t bat an eye when you asked him to get rid of Wanda? As far as he remembers, he’s already done clean up for you.”
 
   Olivia leaned in close to Wren’s face, just to check that she was really listening.  “I assume you’ve figured out how powerful and dazzling my presence can be.  I can make people believe whatever I like.  You, for instance, will not remember my name or where I live or even recognize me if you pass me on the street after I tell you my story.  The story?  You’ll remember that, but it will sound like the ravings of a lunatic.”
 
   Olivia continued.
 
   “The cause of our demise came disguised as a chance at escape. The three of us sensed the stranger's arrival in the castle but never guessed we would encounter him.  He was foolish enough to venture into the wing where we lived, leaving his footprints in the fine dust that covered the floor, fingerprints on the items he touched, not realizing that he was adding interest to the hunt.  We could track his movements after he left, pretending there was still one of the uninitiated among us.  He came alone after having been in father’s control for close to a fortnight, and when he did, we were too excited to refrain from teasing him a bit.  We thought there was no real harm in it; father made sure to make a show of it, convincing Harker that we meant to kill him.  Ah, no; we meant to merely kiss him hard enough to taste the blood in his veins. We wouldn’t feed hard enough to kill.  He was too important to our larger plan for that.”
 
   “The true harm that his coming caused was that it made all of us think about how we came to be in that place and caused us to question father, to yearn for our freedom.  We were three strange sisters, each of us with our own story.  Harker was to be the key to our freedom; with his escape, we hoped to follow.  And, escape he would, or the Count would have had to explain too much.”
 
   Olivia lit two cigarettes, passing one to Wren who had recovered enough to sit up.  The nicotine would help her concentrate.  She was riveted to Olivia’s voice; she did, indeed, understand what she meant by her ability to dazzle. 
 
   “Harker was terrified by the sight of us, but he couldn’t resist.”
 
   “At the same time that we frightened him, we intrigued him too much for him to stay away.  We called to him while we slept, sending him dreams to beckon him back--night visions of legs and arms entwined, lips pressed to flesh.  We watched over him as he writhed in his sleep, dreaming of what he could not have.”
 
   Wren shifted on the couch and took a swig from Olivia’s glass.  “Why are you telling me this? What does your weird game with this Harker and your ‘sisters’ have do with me?”
 
   Olivia laughed a bit, finishing what was in the glass and pouring in more bourbon. “Oh, it really has nothing to do with you other than I want you to tell others what I tell you.  It will add to their perception you’ve gone totally nuts.”  She picked up a copy of Stoker’s Dracula and tossed it on Wren’s lap.  “Here, your friend Alex is reading this for my class right now.  You might as well read it, too.  You’ve got some time to kill before I finish telling you my story and set you loose.”
 
   Olivia left Wren to read.  She had work to do.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Twenty One
 
    
 
   Mike and Alex talked to Liz a bit; Alex watched Mike’s face light up as he talked to Liz.  He still looked tired, but he seemed to relax into the visit with her.  Alex figured she’d be a calming influence, as she was definitely her father’s daughter.  Mike was drawn to the family similarity, and she and Liz became fast friends.
 
   Deanie slid onto the empty bar stool next to Alex.  “Did you hear?  They found Sienna.”
 
   “What do you mean they found her?”  Alex took a sip of her drink and turned toward Deanie.  She was obviously upset. 
 
   “They found her body.  She’s dead, Alex.”  Deanie nodded to Liz that she wanted another drink.  “Nobody knows how long she’d been dead.  They found her in her apartment.  Her boss over at the bar went to check on her when she didn’t come in to pick up her last check.  He’s used to people skipping out and quitting, but he said she was the first one who never came back to claim her check.”
 
   “So, any word on what they think happened?”  Alex felt the hairs on the back of her neck tickle.
 
   “There were some empty pill bottles.  They are doing an autopsy.  They already have started saying they think there might be something weird about it.  Her boss said there was no sign she was suicidal.  He told the reporter who interviewed him that she looked really good, though, peaceful.  That’s what’s weird; you’d think that if she had died days ago that she wouldn’t have looked so good.  Her boss said he’d tried to wake her up and didn’t realize until he touched her that she was cold.”
 
   Mike and Liz grew quiet as Deanie talked.  Mike put his hand on Alex’s arm and addressed Deanie:  “I don’t mean to interrupt but do you have any details on what he found?  I’m not trying to be creepy; I’m just wondering if there’s any similarity here between her death and Tim’s.”  Alex introduced them and Mike and Deanie talked for awhile.  Alex worried again that Mike was truly obsessed with the idea that Tim’s death was a murder.
 
   Deanie didn’t know much beyond what they had reported on the news.  Mike thanked her for sharing what she did know, and then mentioned to Alex that he had also read about Voodoo J’s murder. 
 
   “I’m telling you, Alex.  The description of how good she looked—it is too much like what I saw when I found Tim.  He didn’t look dead.  The gashes in his arms were the only thing I saw that indicated he hadn’t just fallen asleep.  I know I haven’t seen a lot of dead bodies, and I thought at first that maybe it was just wishful thinking, nostalgia, of seeing someone I cared about like that and remembering them as beautiful, not gory.  But, now, I think maybe something else is going on.”
 
   “I don’t know, Mike.  They just all seem so different; you know that we have a lot of deaths in New Orleans every year.  I hate to say it, but I think maybe you’re looking for connections that aren’t really there.”  Alex patted him on the back.  “Maybe this coming weekend will help hit the reset button.” 
 
   She felt someone walk up behind her and felt a presence.  Just as she started to turn around to see who was behind her, Liz fainted behind the bar. 
 
   It wasn’t until Alex was behind the bar and had Liz up off the floor that she realized the person who had walked up behind her was Olivia. 
 
   “Dr. Holmwood.  What brings you into The Ruby?”  Alex was surprised to see her, not only because her gaydar had not gone off, but also because it was after class.  It was always weird to see professors off campus doing regular people things.  She figured Dr. Holmwood was off reading somewhere, not in the Quarter.
 
   Olivia smiled.  “Well, this is rather awkward, I suppose.  Mr. Courtland, Alexandra, I’m sorry if I’ve intruded.  The whole boundary between one’s work life and social life can certainly come crashing down rather quickly, can’t it?”  Olivia smiled and looked a bit bashful.  “Please, call me Olivia.  We’re not in class, and I don’t want to intrude on your life as your hovering professor.”
 
   Alex smiled back and Mike looked a bit warily at Olivia.  “You can certainly call me Mike, Olivia.  This is my first time in The Ruby, too.  As you can guess, I had to earn my honorary lesbian status.  Alex spoke up for me.”
 
   Liz was still shaken, and she seemed mesmerized by Olivia.  “Honey, did you eat anything today after I left the house?”  Alex asked as she pulled Liz against her, supporting her body weight.  “Maybe it’s just low blood sugar?”
 
   Liz nodded.  “I did eat, but it was awhile ago.  I think all the talk about Sienna got me.  I can’t imagine how the news is going to impact Wren.  I hope she and that new girl she’s been running with don’t come in tonight.” 
 
   Olivia was watching them; Alex noticed and apologized.  “I’m sorry, Dr. Holmwood, Olivia, I mean.  This is Liz, my girlfriend.  Liz, this is our visiting professor, the one who has been keeping me busy Monday nights.”
 
   Olivia and Liz both were transfixed;  Alex felt woozy herself, and it seemed like forever before she heard Liz say, “Can I get you a drink?” 
 
   “I do feel like I’ve crashed a party.”  Olivia swept hair out of her eyes.  “If you’re sure everyone’s ok with me staying, I’d love a shot of bourbon on the rocks.”
 
   Liz poured her a shot of Corsair Triple Smoke. “We just got this in. I think you’ll like it.”
 
   Once everyone got settled back in, The Ruby picked up its normal rhythm.  Deanie wandered around trying to get someone to dance with her, and Mike, Olivia, and Alex talked about school.  Liz was busy as folks started trickling in as her shift drew to a close.  They were looking for Wren and Ryna, but it was early yet.
 
   When Liz’s shift was up, she and Alex talked Mike, who was too well plastered to drive, to come home with them.  “Come on; you need to have someone take care of you, and we can walk home.  We’ve got room; Kirby’s old room is clean and ready for a guest.”
 
   “You ok to get home, Olivia?”  Alex was glad she’d had time to hang out with the new professor.  A night in the Quarter always helps to either smooth out rough edges or simply makes them rougher.  With Olivia, the evening had turned out to be a fun one, and even Mike had loosened up a bit.
 
   When they got home, they had another surprise.  Flipping on the light in Kirby’s room led to a scream as Kirby was shocked awake.  “Damn, girl! Turn of that freaking light.  Some of us are trying to sleep.”  Both Liz and Alex jumped in the bed with him and hugged him close.  Through his squinted eyes, he saw Mike in the doorway.  “Oh, I guess you did know I was coming home.  Nice welcome home present, girls!”
 
   Once the blushing was over and the introductions made over a final nightcap for everyone, they tucked Mike in on the same couch Alex had slept on years ago.  As was fitting for ceremony and ritual, Kirby insisted on giving Mike a goodnight kiss, and the house finally grew quiet in the wee hours of the morning.
 
    Olivia found Wren asleep when she got in from The Ruby.  It really is a shame she has to go.  Wren had fallen asleep reading.  Olivia picked her up and carried her to bed, waking her up first for her own pleasure, then to continue her story.
 
   “My mother was the first one he brought to his house; she was his true wife, and he doted on her, hoping to never reveal his secret affliction.  From the stories I heard long ago, it does sound as if he loved her dearly and tried to make her life as pleasant as possible.  The problem was that what was possible was not pleasant.
 
   My anger at my father begins with his actions in 1832—the year he wed my mother. 
 
   As a child, I heard the story from my nursemaid, who was also kept ignorant of the true nature of my father.  Some women are poor enough that a handsome wage will keep them quiet about all manner of transgressions, including murder.  My mother's pregnancy was a hard one; she became, at times, viscous, turning on anyone who tried to help her.  She also became ravenous in her appetites, eating large amounts of rare, and at times raw, meat, seeking the amorous attention of my father in a very unladylike manner, becoming practically brazen.  I know of her brazenness from my father’s bile-filled tirades against her when he was most lonely and missed her to the point of hating her.
 
   My father was so afraid of what I might be, having never heard of one of his kind having children in the mortal way, that he refused to call a doctor in until after my mother had delivered, and he caught sight of me, his daughter.  When he saw I was a normal in appearance as any child, he allowed the doctor into her chambers.  She had lost too much blood, and the birth had been unusually violent, causing her to tear badly.  Thus, I grew up with no mother.  I suspect that to give birth for women of our race always leads to such disaster, but I am unsure.  My father never turned my mother; perhaps if he had things would have been different.  Perhaps I would have never been born—I would venture to say that the undead cannot have children in a normal fashion.
 
   My childhood seems normal, as far as I can tell, from having talked at length with Daniela and Sasha, my blood sisters. 
 
   My main companions as a child were my father and my nursemaid, Anna Lisa.  I did have a tutor who endeavored to teach me of geography, history, and literature.  Harker mentioned the one day that he found the Count's library with tons of books on England and elsewhere; you’ll see that recounted in the book.  He was mistaken in guessing that those books belonged to my father.  The library was mine.  I had merely grown tired of reading of the dead, of seeing maps of places never visited. My education was not confined to the library, however.  My father made certain that I would also have the social graces and connections I might need to get on the in the world.  To a large extent, I was his experiment.  He longed to see if the half mortal in me would flush out the half vampire.  The disease of the undead was too powerful, though, and he could see that from the beginning, I think.
 
   At any rate, my childhood and adolescence were punctuated not only with hours of study, but also entertainments.  We had lavish parties at our home when it came time for me to make my debut into society.  That is where I met Daniela.  
 
   I remember the night I first saw her--she was sitting three seats away from me at the table.  I was transfixed by her hands at first, being that without leaning over my own plate to peer down the table, I could only really see her hands and forearms, as they reached for her water glass, a piece of bread.
 
   I could see the turn of her sleeve, the light blue veins in her wrists and the backs of her hands (her skin so startlingly white).  I choked down my dinner, all the while thinking about pressing my lips to the lines on the backs of her hands and feeling the cool skin under my parched lips.  Of pressing my face into one of her palms and breathing her in.”
 
   As she said this, Olivia traced the veins on the back of Wren’s hand closest to her absent-mindedly with her fingertips, imagining the hand was Daniela’s.  Despite the hatred and fear that was building in Wren toward Olivia, she couldn’t help but feel the magnetic pull of attraction as skin touched skin.  She closed her eyes and could easily visualize the story as Olivia continued.
 
   “The party where I met her was one held to celebrate my 17th birthday.  In attendance were several families of the village, most of them with children my age.  My father was protective of me, but also knew that at some point, I should probably seem interested in being courted.  In his way, he was also expressing greed.  Marrying into a good family with lots of property would eventually expand his property as well.  I was seated next to a young man whose name these many years past I have forgotten.  He was nice enough, but as the meal went on, I could only hear Daniela’s voice and can only see in my memory the flashes of her from the corner of my eye.
 
   My chance came at the end of the meal; the men were to retire to one room for brandy and cigars; it was rumored that many of the men bragged of being invited to our home, as no one else in the area could afford such luxuries.  The ladies were to retire to a neighboring chamber for a bit of brandy (which I pretended was a secret treasure, even though it was not) and polite conversation, needlework, and perhaps some reading from one of the many novels my father had imported for me.  I had laid out my copies of The Castle of Otranto and The Monk to read to my companions.  As I could read English and translate it quickly (having an almost supernatural talent at languages), I was usually our reader for the evenings when we chose to listen to a novel as we worked.
 
   On this night, however, I was not interested in reading in a room filled with shallow women.  My only interest was to be next to Daniela.  As we all rose from the table to exit the dining room, I took a position at the doorway, so I could greet each guest and receive a birthday kiss.  As they each stopped to give me their congratulations, I kept an eye on Daniela.  Finally, she approached me; I took her cool hand in mine as she leaned in to kiss me.  Pressing gently with my index finger on the inside of her wrist, I felt my knees buckle as her lips pressed against my cheek.  As she pulled back, I could feel the color drain from my face, and I saw that her cheeks were exceptionally rosy.  She tried to avoid eye contact, and I finally let go of her hand.  My cheek stung as if she had struck me.
 
   When everyone finally exited the dining room, I wandered into the hallway.  She was there, waiting.  She and I stared at each other for a moment, before I finally spoke to her.
 
   “Thank you for coming tonight.  Should we join the others?”
 
   She hesitated, a bit dazed.  I was not sure if it was from the wine with dinner or if it was me.  “Actually, is there somewhere we could go for some air?  It’s a bit warm in here, and I’d like to go outside for a bit.”
 
   We walked down the corridor to a room with a balcony.  I opened the doors, and we stepped out into the cool night air.  As we stood there, she took a case from her skirts, and offered me a cigarette, one that she had rolled herself.  “I know it’s extravagant, but my father has too much money, and I have too much time.”  She grinned as she extended the case toward me.
 
   I took one, enamored with the small cylinder of paper and tobacco that I knew had been carefully rolled between her fingers, had felt the flick of her tongue as she moistened the paper and sealed it.  The paper felt rough and velvety all at once against my lips.  She struck a match and lit both of our cigarettes, and we smoked in silence for a few moments.  I tried not to look at her.
 
   “So, I noticed you were sitting next to Wilhelm—are you engaged?”  She blew smoke out lazily as she finished the question.  I couldn’t help but stare at her, slack mouthed.  To cover my fascination and desire, I smoked.
 
   “No.  I only just met him tonight.  My father is somewhat protective.”  I drew on the cigarette, feeling the hot smoke fill my lungs, happy to have something to do with my hands and my mouth.
 
   “Oh.  That’s good—that you are not engaged to him.  I hear he’s quite brutal, really.”  I watched her as she talked; her face was in profile, and she looked as fixed as marble.  We smoked on in silence and eventually joined the group of ladies inside.
 
   As the ladies worked on their stitchery, I read to them.  Every now and then I glanced up from the page and caught a glimpse of Daniela bent over her needlework, her brow creased in concentration.  I could see her fingers delicately working the needle back and forth through the fabric, fashioning images out of air. 
 
   As the guests filed out later that evening, I caught her hand between my own once again, and drew her in for a sweet kiss.  “Please, come again.”
 
   “Can I come to see you tomorrow?  I am very interested to see where the story goes, and I can’t wait forever!  Please let me come over, and you can read to me again.” 
 
   I gripped her hand firmly as I smiled my consent.  “That would be lovely.  Come for tea, and we’ll dine and read.” 
 
   The night dragged by.  I went to my chambers and tried to sleep but couldn’t.  I kept thinking of Daniela, of her wrists, of her fingers, her lips, her cigarettes.  By morning, I was a wreck.  My attendant and former nursemaid, Anna Lisa, came to me and brought welcome sustenance.  I bathed and dressed, feeling weak and tremulous, knowing that Daniela was on her way to see me.  The hours in the morning drug by slowly.
 
   Finally, I heard the knock at the door.  I was in the same room we were in the night before, my forefinger and thumb holding the page where we had left off.  Daniela entered the room, looking as if she had never left.  Had she not changed her gown, I would have sworn she had waited the night out on my front stoop.  She glided into the room and took the seat opposite me.  As she took up her needlework, she nodded at me.  “I cannot wait to hear of the young monk and his troubles.” And with those words, we were off.
 
   An hour into the reading, Anna Lisa came in silently with a tea tray full of petit-fours and tea.  Daniela and I looked at each other for the first time since I had begun reading and she stitching, and both of us smiled.  “We should take a break for tea and for Anna Lisa’s treats,” I suggested.  And after we had tasted of the sugary morsels on the plates, Dani drew out her cigarette case.  “Please, let’s stay.”  And with that suggestion, she handed me another cigarette. 
 
   Our hands touched as I took it from her, and we both froze for a moment, looking at where our hands met.  I pulled the cigarette from her fingers and brought it to my lips and lit it.  “So, last night you asked me of my courtship, of which I have none.  What of you?”  I exhaled away from her, smoke shooting from my mouth and nostrils, signaling my irritation at the thought of her with anyone else.
 
   “Me?  There’s no one.”  I could hear the match strike and the slight sigh and pop of the tobacco catching.  I turned to look at her.
 
   I’m not sure how to explain or describe what I saw.  She was looking at me too, but I was focused on her eyes and her lips.  Her eyes, green with flecks of gold and brown in them. Her lips, full and sensual as they circled the end of the cigarette, then parted softly as they framed a stream of smoke.  I leaned in, taking the lips and the smoke in all at the same time.
 
   I feared she would push me off, hurl me to the floor.  I feared she would scream and run from the room, decrying me as a monster.  She did none of these things.  Instead, I felt her lips on mine, the stream of smoke entering my lungs, and her hand cradling the back of my head.  In shock, I pulled back and released the smoke.  We paused for a second, looking at each other in silence.  I then leaned in again for a real kiss.
 
   Our lips met, timidly at first, then more assertively.  I felt every point of contact, the velvet of her.  And when our mouths were melded, I felt her tongue enter my mouth and thought that this was surely death.  Had I not been seated I would have collapsed on the floor.  Thankfully I was, and I met her tongue with mine. 
 
   Catching her bottom lip between my teeth, I bit playfully.  I felt a strange new urgency—I wanted her in several ways, all of which seemed to be competing. I wanted to consume her, but I also wanted to save her at the same time.  It was a different sensation than that which I had had with Anna Lisa for so many years.  My encounters with Anna Lisa were about survival on a much more basic and physical level.   Unlike all of my previous experiences of taking blood from others, I could not fathom the thought of draining Daniela completely.  Her death would mean the end of me, as I wanted her so badly—so completely.
 
   I suspect the same happened with you and Ryna when you killed Wanda.  I should have taught you better, Wren.  If I had plans to keep you in my company, I would have.”
 
   Olivia paused.  “People think that vampires have no feelings, Wren, and that’s so very untrue.  As you probably already know, even though you are not fully turned just yet, we are cursed to feel things too strongly.  That’s why even as you fear me, you can’t help but want me, and even though you’re not the one I truly seek, I am fond of you and feel sorry for not having treated you a bit better.” 
 
   Wren merely stared at Olivia in response.  It was maddening to her that Olivia knew exactly how she felt and how conflicted she was.  She felt exquisitely trapped; even if she had truly wanted to leave Olivia, she had nowhere to go, and yet she knew she couldn’t stay because she hated her captor.
 
   “Tasting Daniela was a singular experience; I was not a novice at taking blood.  I had been reared on the stuff, and I had actively been taking blood for years before tasting her for the first time.   As we stood there, her blood in my mouth, her lips pressed hard on mine, I remembered the first time I had taken blood, rather than having it given to me.  The first time I took blood, I was only five years old.  I remember little of my infancy and toddler years; but I do remember that first blood taking.  My father had entrusted me to a staff of willing women who knew of our family secret, but never spoke of it.  That doesn’t mean that they didn’t experience the terror of it.
 
   Anna Lisa was the woman given charge of me.  She was a voluptuous young woman, with roses in her cheeks.  She was beautiful to me.  She had flaxen hair and a spray of freckles across her nose.  These are some of the things that made her so special.  Having no mother, I was enthralled with Anna Lisa.  She was the epitome of womanhood for me; she would take me on her lap and read stories to me.  As we sat, I paid little attention to the stories.  I was far more entranced by the pulsing of her blood in the hollow of her neck and of the music of her voice.  I cared little for the content of what she said.
 
   The day of what I consider my first communion I remember sitting on her lap as she read one of the many stories she had read to me before.  I don’t remember the tale; I only remember the sound of her voice and the way she smelled of lavender and roses.  I remember the warmth rising off her skin, and how I felt as if I was in a trance as she read to me.  I was caught up in her scent and the rhythm of her heartbeat; it was overwhelming.  I cannot remember the actual physical events that led up to the inevitable; I only remember the heat, the sound, and the scent right before I felt and tasted the hot, metallic blood in my mouth.
 
   I am not sure if my father had prepared her for this, or if I had subdued her mentally prior to taking her blood.  Perhaps she simply loved me too much to object. She did not protest; I heard no cries of fear as I actively fed for the first time on another.  It was not, of course, the first time I had tasted blood.  Our kind can only survive if given a good provision; however, this was the first time that I had taken. 
 
   Had my father not come in and stopped me, I would have drained poor Anna Lisa.  Like a young snake, I did not know when to stop.  The memory is one of taste and sensation; the salty, metallic taste of blood, and the sensory perception of being wrapped in warm, thick velvet.  I cried when he tore my mouth from her throat, unable to understand that had I continued, she would have died.
 
   To me, that moment was the closest I had come to living.  The give of her flesh under my lips and teeth and the taste of her were almost too much for me to bear.  I hated him, and loved him, for stopping me.  Had he not done so, I would have lost her forever.  He then taught me how to feed without killing, and how to feed without creating the hunger in the ones upon which you feed.  He also taught me how to determine which were more susceptible to turning, so I could avoid inadvertently creating more of our kind.
 
   As it was, I had Anna Lisa in my life for years to come.  She was of the rare kind; she willingly submitted to the bloodletting, and she asked nothing in return.  We fed her well, and we saw to it that she was well-kept.  Few girls of her class had the possessions that she had, and none were so loved by their tiny mistresses.
 
   She was not the only one, however, in my formative years.  In odd moments when she was not particularly observant, I managed to spirit off other household servants.  Had she known, I’m sure she would have felt like the spurned lover, but I was quick and crafty.  In those early years, I honed my skills of entrancing my quarry so there was no protest at the moment of giving, and then quickly extracting only what I needed for my own comfort. 
 
   On that first day, my father had carefully extracted my teeth from Anna Lisa’s throat, and then held his hand over her wounds, sealing them over.  I remember him pressing a minuscule dagger in my hand; it was no longer than the small finger of my hand is now; in fact, I currently wear it as a pendant and receive numerous comments on its beauty.  I can feel the memory of his instructions; how a small incision is much easier to heal and to cover than the bite marks.  And, how a bloodletting facilitated with the blade is less seductive to the taker than one where the taker opens the giver with their teeth, thus giving the taker more control and less likely to become drunk on blood.  The economy of the thing is what he wished to stress, that and the needlessness of killing.  I can hear him saying that an entry made with teeth is often messy and dangerous.  It is too intimate, which is why I almost consumed Anna Lisa that first time.
 
   She stayed with me, though; for ten years after that first communion, she was my constant companion.  It was only when my father decided it was time for me to enter society as an eligible woman that Anna Lisa took a less than primary role in my life.”
 
   Olivia turned toward Wren and kissed her lightly.  “That’s enough story time.  I think it’s time we got some rest.  You’ll be staying with me, darling, for a few days.  I’d like to enjoy you a little longer, and I do have more to tell you and teach you if you wish to learn.”
 
    Morning came and went before anyone at Alex and Liz’s house stirred.  It was close to noon before Kirby shuffled into the kitchen looking for coffee.  Alex and Liz had just started turning out pancakes and Mike was still bashfully hiding under the covers on the couch. 
 
   “Morning, ladies.  So glad you hadn’t moved.” Kirby winked at the girls while he got a cup of coffee.  “I guess you’re surprised to see me, eh?  I finally had enough and decided it was time to come home.”  Liz ruffled his hair and went back to working on breakfast.
 
   “Well, I figured something was up because you always called when I was at work.  You can withhold evidence from Alex far better than you can from me.  I can hear trouble in your voice, after all.” 
 
   Alex grabbed an empty mug and filled it with coffee, taking it to Mike in the living room.  “Good morning, Sunshine.  I guess it’s good you don’t teach on Tuesdays.”  She handed him the coffee once he sat up and she took a seat next to him.  “We’ve got some extra toothbrushes in the bathroom if you want—feel free to rummage around in our medicine cabinet.” 
 
   Once he’d taken a sip of coffee, he smiled a bit.  “Thanks, Alex.  Last night was a good break from my normal hermit existence, and I appreciate you bringing me home.”  He took another sip of coffee.  “Breakfast smells great.”
 
   Over pancakes and fruit, they all listened to Kirby’s tale of woe and heartbreak.  He’d been putting on a brave voice for Alex, but it turned out that the love of his life turned out to be quite the cad.  “Thankfully, I’m so paranoid that I always have safer sex.  Turns out he’d been having sex with everyone but me lately.  It’s just as well.  At least I am home and still negative.  Not too much harm done.  Just a few months’ time wasted when I could have been home.”  Kirby got up to grab the fresh pot of coffee and refill everyone’s mugs. 
 
   “Mike, it seems we’re both free for the upcoming festivities this weekend.  Perhaps we can see what trouble we can get into?”  Kirby smiled at Mike, and Alex and Liz smiled at each other. It certainly seemed that Kirby was on the mend.
 
   “All I know is that I’ve got to get ready for class tonight and tomorrow night.”  Alex finished the last bite on her plate.  “I’m going to hop in the shower.”  With that she gave everyone a kiss on the forehead, surprising Mike, and left the room.  Once he finished up and offered to help with the breakfast dishes, Liz shooed him out so she could get the real full story from Kirby. 
 
   “I am so ashamed, kid.  I mean I left you and Alex here, and I moved from the only real place that will ever be home.  I feel pretty foolish right now.”  After dishes and a third pot of coffee, Kirby felt less foolish and more angry.  
 
   Liz got her sketchbook out; she went back to work on the sketch.  There was only a short span of time before Alex had to go to class and she had to go to work, but she had time to round out the face. 
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Twenty Two
 
    
 
   Olivia could tell Wren had fed successfully when she returned.  Her house staff was made of willing supplicants, gothic waifs she’d found in the Quarter who had run away from homes across the south, seeking a new family in the land of Anne Rice and Poppy Z. Brite’s vampires.  Olivia smiled when she thought of how they had found what they had fantasized about and far more than they had bargained for.
 
   “Feeling better?  I find a good feeding always puts things right for a bit.”  Olivia welcomed Wren back inside.  “Perhaps a nap and more history would be good.”
 
   They stretched out together on a low, wide sofa, Olivia behind Wren, Wren leaning up against her, sleepily listening.  She felt Olivia’s hand in her hair as she talked.
 
   “We resided at Tirgoviste.  It was a risky move for my father, as I learned early in my life that he had resided there before.  The legend was that when he resided there in the 15th century, he was a ruthless and blood-thirsty war lord.  He was supposedly killed in battle with the Turks and his head sent to Constantinople.  While the basics of the story are true, it was not my father’s head they sent.  Clever man that he was, he had another wear his armor.  The head that was sent was that of a lower officer.  My father had the body buried in our family tomb at Snagov, and he fled.  That was in 1476.  He allowed for 375 years before returning to our home.   When he returned, I was newly born; my mother was dead, having died in childbirth.  The residents in the village only knew that there was a new, wealthy, widower with a new child.
 
   The area where I grew up is largely made up of farms.  My father’s house was the largest in the vicinity; he was good for the economy, as he hired many of the local people to work our gardens and serve as house servants.  He had learned to control his anger and his bloodlust by the time we had returned to Tirgoviste.  Even though there were whispers about his resemblance to the crude busts in the town of Vlad Dracul, most laughed off the superstitious rumors.  Provided enough money, people are willing to overlook practically anything. 
 
   My mother’s death during childbirth was, given the time period, not uncommon.  However, her true cause of death was.  In short, my mother was an experiment gone wrong.  My father’s servants helped him throw her from the window into the Arges river, claiming that she had gone mad when I was born and thrown herself from the window.  He did not know what the effects of a successful birth would be.  In essence, I killed my mother as I was born—I gnawed my way out. 
 
   He was despondent after her death.  To lose the woman he loved so dearly was too much to bear.  He became a recluse in the home where I grew up, guarded by the statues of him in his earlier life, and by the superstition and fear of the peasants that surrounded us.
 
   Having nothing to compare him to, as I did not have friends outside of Anna Lisa as a child, I suppose my father was a good parent.  He counseled me well and made certain that I was not without companionship.  I suppose if anyone had observed his behavior toward me, they would have described him as aloof, but that is understandable given his losses and our kind. 
 
   Tasting Daniela’s lips was the end of me; I was driven to absolute distraction by what I found when our mouths melded together.  And my father could tell I was lost.
 
   ‘You spend an inordinate amount of time with that girl.  The purpose of introducing you to society was to gain property in a respectable manner.  You are to marry, Olivia.’  My father would not look at me as he spoke; instead he kept his gaze on the book in his lap.  With one hand, he cupped his chin; in the other hand was a small glass of sherry.  He’d been toying with it for well over an hour.
 
   ‘What is it?  Why is it so hard for you to do as I command?’  Here, he did actually manage a glance toward me.  Not a full-on look, mind you, but a side-glance.
 
    I moved to the other side of the room, where I could maintain a stronger stance.  We were both skilled at verbal battles.  ‘I’ve no need for property.  We are rich enough.  And, the men you’ve brought to me do not interest me in the least.  Daniela is the one I want to be  with.’  I turned away from him, glancing out at the night sky.  ‘Besides, I’m young enough that there’s not any need to press for a union now.  You’re not looking to marry me off for money—it’s for appearance.’
 
    Here, he slammed the book down on the floor.  He remained silent as he held the glass of sherry up to the candlelight and then just stared at my back.  I could feel his eyes on me.
 
   ‘I’m not responsible for the mess you’ve made of your life, father.  You’ve nothing to gain by pushing me to make decisions that match the expectations of the people here.  Pushing me will only make me go out of my way to embarrass and infuriate you.’  I walked out of the room, closing the door quietly behind me.
 
   My father had been after me for days, trying to get me to stop seeing Daniela. I refused.  Being with her was like bloodletting magnified.  The sweetness of my lips on hers was like the first coppery tinge of the taste of blood.  When we kissed, it was as if we were both taking and giving at once; the submission was equal.  When I fed on another, the submission was only on the part of the person I fed upon.  Kissing Daniela was power and vulnerability all wrapped up into the same sensation, and I could not get enough.
 
   I made my way to the garden to think and to wait for her.  The garden was surrounded by high hedges, leaving a courtyard in the center.  It was in that courtyard that she came to me that night after the confrontation with my father.  Hours passed as I sat on our bench, looking up at the moon, wondering what to do when she came to me.  In the fog of the early morning, she slid into the garden, her cloak billowing out behind her as she ran to me. 
 
   ‘I’m sorry I’m so late, ‘Livia.  My father was angry with me.’
 
   I slid my arm around her waist as she came to sit beside me.  The bench was chilled and dew was trying to form on it, as the night was chilly.  As she sat, the fog seemed to thicken.
 
   ‘I suppose it is the night of fatherly arguments.  We’ve just been having one here.  It doesn’t matter now, anyway.  Will you share your cloak?’  As I spoke, she wrapped me in the warmth, pulling me to her.  My face nestled in the bend of her throat, where my lips could feel the pulse in her neck.
 
   ‘Daniela?’
 
   ‘Yes, Olivia?’  We were whispering, as if someone might hear.  Her scent was in my nose and my mouth; I felt as if I were being rent in two.
 
   ‘I never want to leave you; I can’t bear the thought of it.’  I could feel a hot tear running down the side of my face, sliding onto her shoulder, as I pressed my mouth to the bend in her neck.
 
   She shifted slightly, pressing into me a bit more.  ‘Why would you leave me?  I never want either of us to leave, Olivia.’
 
   I took her at her word.  I pressed my lips to her throat, kissing the warm skin there.  I could feel her blood rise, and I traced her pulse with the tip of my tongue.  When I arrived at her ear, I cupped her jaw in my hands and kissed her hard.  This time was different; the urgency with which I kissed her verged on violence.  We were pressed hard together, as if we would each devour the other, as if to separate at all would mean death to both of us. 
 
   I pulled back, achingly sweet though it was to pull my mouth from hers.  I watched her face as the moonlight bathed it.  Her eyes were open and feverish; she didn’t see me, really, but she seemed to see something beyond both of us.  I pressed her lips to my forehead, and then pulled away from her, as I slid the chain that held the tiny dagger from my neck.   I slid the point down her neck, and then traced the line of her bodice with it.  I was torn as to what to do.  In a flash of decision, I pushed up the sleeve of her gown and made a small cut in the bend of her arm, and I drank.
 
   I was surprised at my reaction; I felt terror and sadness I had never before felt when feeding on another.  I was terrified I would kill her, sad that I had crossed the line.  It was as if I was scared I left her with no choice; logically, I knew that the choice was totally hers, as long as I did not deplete her.  I pulled away from her enough to make eye contact.  Her eyes were still fevered, but I could see that she had made up her mind.
 
   Her breathing was labored as she grabbed the dagger out of my hand, her eyes crazed with hunger.  She made a cut that corresponded to her own, and I watched in horror and fascination as she bent her head to my arm and fastened her mouth on the small wound.  As the blood flowed into her mouth, tears slid down my cheeks.  I was transfixed with the grief I felt, knowing instinctually that we were now forever bound and that she would now have the same blasted thirst that I have.
 
    I pulled away from her; she protested a little when her mouth was no longer in contact with my skin.  Taking her by the hand, I led her inside, and we made our way to my chambers.  Spent, we fell asleep in my room darkened by heavy velvet curtains as the sun began to burn the fog from the ground. 
 
   I dreamt of dark woods.  The trees loomed over me, and as I ran through them I could hear Daniela screaming in the distance.  I maneuvered through the woods, turning toward the sound, and then hearing it from a different direction.  As I ran, branches caught my gown, tearing the fabric and scratching my skin.  My feet were bare, and I could feel sharp rocks cutting my skin as I ran.
 
   Just when I became convinced I was running in circles and would never find her, I came upon a clearing in the trees.  I stopped, seeing her standing with her back to me.  As I approached her, the unending scream grew louder.  Putting my hand on her shoulder, I turned her toward me.  As she turned, just before I could see her face, she seemed to dissolve into pieces.  The pieces became dark, black beetles that took flight and scattered, sending her scream echoing in different directions.  I ran from the chaos, crying as I stumbled over my own bloody feet.
 
   Her scream stopped.  I could hear nothing—no movement, nothing.  I stopped and listened.  As I stood, I felt a hand on my shoulder.  Turning quickly, I was face to face with her, and then she sank to the ground.  I held her, pressing my tear soaked face into her neck.  Her body was already cold, as if she had been dead for some time.  The scream started again, except this time, I was the one screaming.
 
   I started in my sleep, sitting up in the bed.  Daniela was asleep next to me; overwhelmed at the thought of losing her, I burrowed down into the bed next to her, pulling her as close to me as I possibly could.  She stirred a little, waking up, as I kissed her on the mouth.  She woke up in the kiss, grabbing my head to pull me even closer. 
 
   My hands grasped her hips tightly, and I pulled back enough to see the whiteness of her neck.  The wound I left from earlier had almost disappeared completely.  There was a faint red mark, but the skin had rejoined.  I pressed my lips there, feeling a stir deep within me that responded to the faint throb under my lips.  I slid down the length of her, reveling in the warm smoothness of her naked skin beneath mine and the tickle and scratch of the hair between her legs.  My descent was a study in the curves and valleys of her.  I slid my face between her breasts, and then traced the curve of them with kisses before sliding even further.  She twisted beneath me, restless and yearning.  I pressed harder against her, pushing her into the mattress beneath us as I nipped at her belly button. 
 
   Sliding my hands under her, I tilted her up toward my mouth, tasting her reverently at first, and then more urgently.  I lost myself in her.  Every nuance of our earlier encounters—the touching of hands, the kisses, the sharing of blood—was magnified to the point that I feared I would faint.  As we moved together, I mentally vowed we’d never be apart again.  I was unsure how I would guarantee that we would be together, but I knew in an instant that I was willing to kill in order to keep her. 
 
   Of course, I would kill merely for existence, as would she.” 
 
   Wren sat searching Olivia’s face for a few moments before she asked, “Is that how you made her a full vampire?  Is it because she drank from you, too?”
 
   Olivia’s answered by removing her small dagger, pressing it to her own pale breast, and making a cut, letting the blood begin to trickle.  Wren pressed her lips there and drank deeply, both women shedding silent tears over her damnation.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Twenty Three
 
    
 
   Olivia had enough control over Wren to let her go to the Delphine long enough to fetch some clothes and shower. She made conversation with Simone on her way in.  Dave was in a good hour before his shift started, and he was more than ready to cash in his chips for taking care of the Wanda problem. When he saw Wren come in, he slid up next to her, moving down the bar to sit next to her as she made chit chat with Simone and bought a pack of smokes.  “Hey, baby.  You look like you could use an eye opener.  Sit a spell and let Simone make you a Bloody Mary.”
 
   Wren acquiesced.  The drink went down fast, and Simone didn’t bat an eye as Dave followed Wren up to her room.
 
   The room was clean and had been tidied up.  “I was hoping maybe you could thank me extra for making sure your room was tidy when you came home, Wren.”  Dave was wasted no time in making his move; he leaned in to kiss her before the door latched shut.   Wren was focused on one thing—a clean feed.  She was starved and needed sustenance.  Dave mistook her urgency for him as sexual, and pushed her into the room, trying to steer her to the bed.  In a sudden burst of strength, she turned the tables on him and spun him around.  Before he could figure out how she had managed it, she had him on the bed on his back and was straddling him.
 
   “Hey, baby, slow down.”  He tried to grab her wrists, but she was too fast for him.  “I know it’s probably been awhile since you’ve had a guy, but damn!”  His fear was overriding his erection, as he feared he might not be able to live up to her expectations.  He need not worry, though, as he seemed to rally as she first kissed him hard on the mouth and then licked and nipped at the hollow of his throat. He felt the sharpness of her teeth teasing at first, then the sharpness became so much that it took his breath away.  She did, before he was completely unaware, open his fly and let him enjoy what he came up stairs for.  She didn’t finish him off; Olivia had taught her how to control herself and how to stop before killing.  She left him in her room as she went down the hall to shower, washing the smell of him off of her.  The new pendant Olivia had given her dangled between her breasts, tickling them, as the hot water from the shower returned its gleam.
 
   He was sleeping peacefully when she came back to her room to gather a few things before she left.  She smiled, as Dave had never looked better.  Wren slid back out into the night and back to the house on Thalia without Simone noticing she had gone.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Twenty Four
 
    
 
   Liz was happy to have Kirby back in town.  He had been kind enough to come by the bar as she was finishing her Tuesday night shift.  “Hey, babe.  I hope it’s ok I’m in the girl bar.”  He slid onto a bar stool and smiled shyly at her.  Liz started making him a cranberry and vodka the second she saw him walk in the bar. 
 
   “ Sure.  You know you’re old school family.”  Liz winked at him.  “I do have to say, though, that I’m surprised you’re not warming up for the coming festivities down on Bourbon.  Alex picking on you too much from behind the bar?”
 
   Kirby lit a cigarette, took a drag, and smiled as Liz stole it from him.  “Nah, I’m just still feeling tender after the big break up.  Look, I wanted to tell you I’m sorry I shut you out.  I was lying to myself about how things were going, and I knew that if I talked to you about it, it would all spill out.  Alex is easier to distract and talk around than you are.”
 
   Liz patted him on the arm.  “I’m just glad you’re home and safe.  I was starting to wonder if I’d pissed you off, but you’re just lucky the time difference gave you a good excuse for calling when I am either on the square or at work.”
 
   Liz handed his cigarette back to him and made her way down the bar, checking on folks’ drinks, making sure Deanie’s beer was fresh.  “Besides,” she said as she made her way back to Kirby, “you can stick around and walk me home in a couple of hours.  Alex is working late tonight, and I’d enjoy the company.”
 
   After an uneventful night, the two walked home.  The bar had been pretty quiet and Deanie and the others waiting for Ryna and Wren were disappointed again.  Kirby turned in, leaving Liz on the couch, fiddling with her sketchpad and waiting for Alex to get home. 
 
   Liz could hear sing-song whispering outside.  It started with something like the sound of a slow ceiling fan in the dark, but got louder and more urgent until it was as if someone were kneeling on the floor next to her, whispering her name in her hair.  She sat up, the sketchpad sliding to the floor, the half-finished sketch staring up at her.  The paper was smudged and ragged from too many attempts to erase and redraw the face.  The eyes, though, were clear.  As she looked at the page, she could see the outlines of a mouth form on the page and as the lips moved, she heard her name again.  “Elizabeth. . . .come find me.”
 
   She could smell the same overpowering scent of gardenias, cloying and heavy on the late August air.  She didn’t know where she was going, but she knew she had to follow the voice. 
 
   She slipped out of the house and into the night, wandering past quiet houses, toward Washington Square Park.  As she got closer, the voice encouraged her to keep pressing forward, getting clearer and stronger.  A lone figure sat on one of the benches, half hidden by lush foliage.  As Liz entered the park, the figure spread its arms out, welcoming her.
 
   She felt as if she were being propelled forward.  As she got closer, she realized the figure was wearing a long cloak.  As she was folded inside the cloaked figure’s arms, she realized the figure was Olivia.
 
   The sounds of someone being mugged on the other side of the park fence woke Liz.  She was actually cold, despite the humid night.  She had no idea how long she’d been asleep on the bench, but she felt sore.  She was alone, sheltered from view in the corner of the small park.  A large dog was silently stalking away from her toward the sound of violence outside the park fence.  She sat, afraid to breathe or move, disoriented and fearful she’d be harmed if the mugger outside knew she was there.  She could hear angry and scared voices and just barely see the two figures outside the park through the bushes.  
 
   “I told you to give me all your money, asshole!  I know you are holding out on me.” 
 
   Through choked sobs, the man being mugged tried to convince the mugger he wasn’t holding out. “Naw, man.  I’m not holding out.  I been in the Quarter all night and spent all the cash I had.  Take the cards, man.  Just let me alone, please!”  She could hear the smack of skin on skin as the mugger decided to rough up his victim.  She wished she had her cell phone or could do something to help.
 
   Then she heard one of the men scream out, “what the Fu. . .” but it was drowned out by a loud growling snarl as the dog attacked.  Liz saw the flash of fur as the dog jumped for the mugger’s throat.  The victim watched for a second and then realized this was his chance.  He took off at a run, crossing back over Frenchman, heading back toward Esplanade.  Liz moved as stealthily as she could, keeping her eyes on the dog.  It had its back to her, but she could see it was really going to town on the man lying in the street.  It looked like maybe a German shepherd, and she wondered if it was possible it was rabid.  As she made her way into the street and started heading home, the dog looked back at her over its shoulder.  In the moonlight, she could see not only the blood on its snout.  She also saw those same haunting eyes.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Twenty Five
 
    
 
   Wren realized that she had a choice.  She could either wind up like Ryna, or she could accept things, as crazy as they sounded, and maybe be ok in the end.  While she was having a hard time fully accepting the story that Olivia was telling her, it all made a sort of sense.  The memories of what they had done to Wanda really could not be explained in any other way.  She knew, too, that she had to be very careful with Olivia.  She had to show she was trustworthy. 
 
   She had to admit, too, that the feeling of power was intoxicating.  Olivia worked with her to show her how to control others and to control herself—that was why she’d been able to subdue Dave so completely and feed without killing him.  After she had proven to Olivia that she wasn’t going to try to run, Olivia suggested she get back to the club and work her usual schedule.  They didn’t want things to look odd, what with Ryna disappearing so quickly after she and Wren had caused a stir not only at work but at The Ruby. 
 
   Wednesday night she was back at work.  Frank stopped her as she came in and headed back to the dressing room.  “You and your new girlfriend finally decide to come back to work, rather than shaking it all over the Quarter?”  News that they had done free shows at The Ruby had made the rounds, apparently.
 
   “Aw, Frank, we were just letting off some steam and trying to get the girls riled up.  You never know, it might lead to more girls coming in here.  That would drive tips and bar bills up all around, I bet.”  She sat her dance bag down and turned to face him.  She could see the vein that always stood out on his neck when he thought he was being screwed out of money.  She was close enough to his face to lick it as she said softly to him, “Besides, I don’t know where Ryna is.  The last I saw of her, she was leading that big LSU football player out the door, remember?”  As the words left her, Frank relaxed a little, his eyes getting a little starry and glazed.  He slowly nodded his head.  For a second, he seemed completely entranced.  Wren stepped back and started taking her street clothes off.  When she was out of reach, it was as if a hypnotist had snapped his fingers in front of Frank’s face.  Suddenly, he was back on a rant, but it was a new one.
 
   “Dammit, that little twat can’t take money out of the club like that!  A football player like that guy must have some cash from under the table.  Hell, he’s probably got a credit card some agent is paying off that he could be swiping here.”  Frank looked like he would blow a gasket.  Wren continued getting dressed; he was so mad and riled up about Ryna, he barely looked at Wren.
 
   “Yeah, I told her not to go, that she ought to try to get him to stay and go in the back room, but she was determined.”  Wren sat down to slide on her boots.  “You know, boss, ever since I trained her, I’ve been a bit suspicious about that one.  Sure, she was fun on the stage, but I think maybe she had a few habits that she needed side financing for, if you catch my drift.”  She moved on to the hardware, sliding studs and hoops in ears and nostrils.  She turned toward one of the make up mirrors and started on her liquid eyeliner, as she kept talking, convincing Frank of a new story about Ryna.  By the time her lips were done and she was ready to go out front, Frank decided that Wren was still his number one, go to gal, and that it was for the best that Ryna wasn’t around.  He’d have to let the bouncers and managers know that little whore wasn’t dancing at the Casbah anymore.
 
   “Well, then.  Since Ryna’s out of the picture, I need you to pick someone else to do the doubles dances with.  Maybe Tiffany—that could be good.  With her Catholic school girl shtick, you could be the Devil’s daughter who turns her out.”  The two of them went out to work the floor.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Alex watched Liz sleeping on the couch.  She’d always been prone to talking in her sleep and sleepwalking, but the episode Liz told her about this morning was the first one that she knew about where Liz had actually walked out of the house and woken up somewhere else.  The idea that she had been out in Washington Square alone and had been so close to a mugging horrified Alex.  She knew that it was probable that the extra hours at the bar after Wanda disappeared probably had a lot to do with it; she’d just have to go with Liz to talk to Sandy about how she’d have to make things work without expecting Liz to be the one to always cover for people.
 
   Kirby was in the kitchen making a fresh pot of coffee.  Alex checked the front door to make sure it was locked and that the chain was on, hoping that would slow Liz down if she took off again.  She then went into the kitchen and sat down at the table.  “At least we’re both working tonight.  I wish I had been here last night—maybe I would have woken up when she got up.”
 
   Kirby grabbed her mug and filled it.  “Hell, I was here, but you know how heavily I sleep.  She used to wander the apartment at night, but it’s not like her to take off like that.  I can’t believe that she didn’t fall down the front step or turn her ankle at least once between here and the park.”  He tried to lighten the mood a little.  “We could put bells on her when she goes to bed, I guess.” 
 
   Alex sighed and drank her coffee.  At least she’d be able to pick her up tonight and they could go home at the same time.
 
   “So, what are your plans for the weekend?  You and Mike still hanging out together during Decadence?” 
 
   Kirby shrugged and looked bashful for a second.  “Yeah, I think so.  He’s a nice guy, Alex.  I’m glad to have someone to hang out with that’s new—everyone else here that I know keeps teasing me about coming back after being in California or they want down my pants.  While it’s flattering, it’s nice to have a guy with a brain to talk to.  He’s still kind of wrecked about Tim, too.”  He stirred his coffee.  “We’re like two old broken-hearted spinster ladies, but at least we’ve got each other.”
 
   Alex smiled a little.  She knew it wouldn’t be long before one or both of them decided it was time to drop the celibacy vow, but she’d not suggest it.  She’d be able to keep an eye on them tonight, too, as she was working the bar at Oz while Liz would be at The Ruby.   She patted Kirby on the arm and picked up her copy of Dracula and went back in the living room to watch Liz nap while she read.
 
     Across town, Wren had just finished the same book.  She and Olivia lay in the same bed, the heavy curtains pulled tight against the early morning sun.  Olivia had watched her as she read the last section.  She could see Wren’s pupils dilate and contract, growing hard and steely, the pupils mere pinpricks in the center of her pale green irises.  She knew that the reaction was caused by the scene with Van Helsing killing the three female vampires.  She waited silently until Wren finished the entire thing. 
 
   When she was done Wren said to her, “OK, so explain to me what I’m to learn from this.”
 
   “I am the one who got away.  Daniela did not.  Van Helsing was not strong enough to kill me, however, and here I am.”
 
    Wren was confused.  “There were three.  Who was the third?”
 
    “Sasha.  You see, my father was not sure I could turn others.  His main concern when I became involved with Daniela was that I wouldn’t marry and provide a sense of normalcy to our family.  He never considered that I might turn her into one of us.”  Olivia stopped to light two cigarettes, handing one of them to Wren.  She smoked in silence for a couple of minutes and then continued.
 
   “When it became clear that Daniela and I were not going to voluntarily part, my father went to hers and convinced him to keep his daughter at home, lest she become compromised by his own precocious off spring.  He explained to her family that I had strange ideas having not had a true mother to raise me.  He cautioned them that it was dangerous to us both to spend anymore time together.” 
 
   “As a result, we were kept apart for some time.  Her father did everything he could to keep her away from me, but he couldn’t keep her away from everyone.”  Olivia crushed the cigarette in the ashtray on her nightstand. “It was understandable that without me that Daniela had to feed her hunger.  She had a cousin visiting her, a close cousin who had been a friend since they were young girls.  She turned her.  Eventually, the two of them wound up living with us.  Sasha became our sister, and we both loved her very much.”  Olivia lit another cigarette. “Daniela’s father blamed me and when he recognized the closeness of his daughter and her cousin that had suddenly turned into more than what he considered normal or healthy, he brought them both here, asking that we care for them. My father compensated him for the trouble, I’m sure—Daniela’s father was simply happy to be rid of them.” 
 
   Wren was silent for awhile.  “How did you survive?”
 
    “The account in the book explains some of it; Van Helsing was alone, and I was able to work on him enough to convince him we were all dead. I would have killed him had I not been weakened and distraught to the point of being unable to defend myself against his tools of destruction.  I managed to create the illusion that I was in the casket that he threw open last.  I had left a ring there that Daniela had given me long before; because of the personal nature of the object, it allowed me to focus my energy there, and create a convincing enough illusion.  This is why what Ryna took from Wanda was so dangerous.  Relics of great emotional value carry energies with them that allow for powerful magic.”
 
    With this, Olivia got up and went across the room, picking up the ring.  She set it in the middle of the bedroom floor, and then stood a few feet away.  Wren could see her staring at the ring, her eyes gleaming in the dim light in the room.  The ring seemed to catch fire, flickering as if some bright spotlight were pinpointed on the stone.  Before Wren’s eyes, a form started taking shape—it was Wanda and another woman.  She realized as she looked closer that it was Wanda’s on-again-off-again lover, Sherry.  Then, as soon as they had appeared, the two vanished, leaving only swirling points of light like tiny fireflies or fire sparks that extinguished one by one.
 
   “This is why we do not take personal effects.”  Olivia picked up the ring and put it back where she had gotten it.  She took off the trio of rings she always wore on her left ring finger and placed them in the same spot.  Stepping back, she repeated the stare that she had used on Wanda’s ring.  Slowly, streaks of mist started rising off the ring, intertwining in the air.  Wren could see three figures forming; as she looked closer, she could almost see the faces come into focus.
 
   “I’m here to reclaim my lost sisters, Wren.”  Olivia spoke with her eyes fixed on the ring and the three figures who embraced before turning to points of light.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Twenty Six
 
    
 
   Liz mixed Lisa another Tom Collins and refreshed the bowls of snack mix up and down the bar.  “I think it’s a great time to work on it, Lisa.  I need something that is steady work and a good reason to tell them I can’t come in when everyone else is ducking out or running out of town.  The problem is that I’m not really sure what a girl Ashley’s age might like.”  She pushed the sketch pad toward Lisa.  “You can look for yourself; I’ve been doodling and can’t seem to come up with anything.” 
 
   Lisa absent-mindedly flipped through the book, stopping on the half-finished face that Liz kept working on, fixated on the eyes.  “Well, I have to say this would freak the kid right out.  She read The Great Gatsby recently and kept talking about how she was glad there wasn’t a big billboard with giant eyes on it.”  She flipped the sketchbook shut and shivered a bit. “Heck, they gave me the heebies, even.”  She took a sip of her drink and grinned at Liz.
 
   Liz was shaken a bit and suddenly felt a bit angry at Lisa for making fun of the half-finished sketch. She was angry at herself for having handed the sketchpad to her so nonchalantly.  Her inability to finish the face had been bugging her.  The dreams of the face were so vivid and so frequent lately that she felt like a fraud that she couldn’t fill in the missing parts.  That and her recent sleepwalking adventures were fraying her nerves for sure.   She poured herself a shot and pretended she needed to check on Deanie at the other end of the bar.
 
   She’d been plagued with more dreams even as she napped on the couch this morning.  Mixed in with sounds from the mugging in the park were images of fireflies and shadowy figures calling her name, softly.  She had woken up incredibly aroused and had straddled Alex, who was sitting in a chair reading.  Alex had laughed softly, telling her they needed to go in their room, reminding her that Kirby was home.  She had been assertive to the point of almost being aggressive, and after Alex had held her close, telling her she was so glad she was safe.  Perhaps it had just been the sleep walking scare that made her so hungry for contact.
 
   She turned back to Lisa, just in time to see Wren walk in the door.  She was in her street clothes, but her dance bag was slung over her shoulder.  She sat down next to Lisa and asked for a drink. Liz poured her usual ice cold shot of vodka and set it in front of her.  Somehow, Wren looked different—her eyes were harder somehow, her jawline more angular.  “You’re in awfully early.  You headed to work?”
 
   Wren smiled, her teeth startlingly white against her lips.  “Yeah.  Anyone seen Ryna?  I can’t seem to find her, and I thought maybe she’d come in here by herself.  I guess you heard we were causing quite a scene last week when we came in after work.”  Wren knocked back the shot and tapped the glass to indicate she wanted another.
 
   Liz shook her head.  “Nope.  Wanda’s been missing since at least Monday, too.  Maybe they ran off together.”  She wiped the bar down.  “Any word from Sienna?”
 
   Wren shook her head.  “No.  I’m over it, though.  It really shouldn’t matter who decided to call it over first.  We were both headed that way.   How’s Alex?  I haven’t seen her in forever.”
 
   Liz prickled.  She still wasn’t able to see Wren completely objectively, even though she and Alex had been over a long time ago.  Alex had been the one to dump Wren, and as a result Wren had always treated Alex as if she was unfinished business.  While Liz knew there was nothing to worry about from Alex’s end, she often saw, or thought she saw, signs that Wren would make a move if she saw an opening.  “She’s doing fine—ready to work this weekend, and we’re both glad that she’s got Monday off from class.  She’s coming by later so we can walk home together at the end of our shifts.” 
 
   “Ah.  It’s always good, I guess, for the guys to have a girl behind the bar on weekends like this.”  Wren started gathering her stuff. 
 
   “Sure.  And, Kirby’s in town.  He just moved back, so they get to party together while she works the bar.”  Kirby hated Wren and was pretty clear about how he felt.  Liz felt comforted by the idea that he was back. They could both keep an eye on Wren.
 
   When Wren was gone, Liz and Lisa went back to talking about the mural for Ashley’s room.  Liz’s irritation at Lisa had faded, overwhelmed by the irritation over Wren’s presence.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Twenty Seven
 
    
 
   Wren stepped out into the night and made her way over to the Casbah.  She was early tonight because she wanted to go over the new act with Tiffany before things really got moving.  She looked forward to working with someone new.  While she was easy on the eyes, when Tiffany opened her mouth, she was irritating. Wren was looking forward to the competition to see who could garner the most tips and also because she would be able to dominate the younger, irritating dancer on stage.
 
   Frank nodded at her as she walked in; he was still reinforcing to anyone who would listen that Ryna was not to be let back in the club if she bothered to show up.    The club was fairly empty, and Christy was on stage.  She was haggard now, but earlier in her career, she’d been in high demand.  Heavy drug use had taken its toll even more than time had; the dancing itself helped keep her in passable shape, but from the neck up, the evidence of her poor treatment of herself was clear.  Frank couldn’t bear to fire her, though, but he did set down some rules, including that the first time he caught her getting a fix on the property, she was done.  She also had to be creative about where to shoot up; no track marks could be visible.  Frank often stopped her in the dressing room to check for needle marks or white powder streaks on her nose.  She was a mess.  Rumors were that Frank felt a little responsible for her condition, as he had supposedly been her sugar daddy before turning her out into the club.  He’d since moved on to younger girls, and he insisted that if they wanted to dance that they find a different club.  He’d had enough of mixing the personal with business.
 
   Wren found Tiffany in the back, putting the finishing touches on her outfit.  She was in stereotypical garb for a Catholic schoolgirl, but it had, of course, been cut so that it looked three sizes too small.  Wren watched her putting her hair in pigtails and put little bows on it.  “Hey, Britney Spears called and she wants her outfit back.” 
 
    “Funny.  Marilyn Manson called for you today.”  Tiffany sprayed Love’s Baby Soft everywhere.  “Look, even though we’re different, I think this could be really good.”  Tiffany had on bubble gum colored lip gloss.  Wren felt old and perverse as she looked at her and thought about being on stage with her.
 
   “Sure.  We’re dancing to the same music Ryna and I used though.  And, just follow my lead.”  Wren zipped her boots up and stood up, towering over the shorter dancer.  “I think a chair on stage would be good, too.  You’ve done chair work before, yeah?” 
 
   “Oh, yeah.  No problem.  I’ve got a solo set coming up; I think Frank wants us to do the duo around ten, once things are fairly packed.” 
 
   The evening was typical for a Thursday night.  By ten, the floor was packed and folks were drunk enough to tip heavily and to be talked into shows in the back room.  Wren and Tiffany stepped on stage and Wren motioned to Tiffany to sit in the chair she’d set between the two pole ends of the stage.  Wren had Tiffany pretend to be reading as Wren approached her.  Wren grabbed the newspaper and threw it to the side of the stage, pressing Tiffany’s face against her stomach.  She was deliberately rough with Tiffany during the set, yanking her hair ribbons out and pulling her head back roughly by her hair, turning her over her knee and spanking her, revealing the white thong under the short plaid skirt.  By the end of the set, Tiffany had nothing other than the thong and her thigh high white stockings on.  She was laid out on her back, with Wren straddling her hips, leaning over her, one hand on either side of her head.  Wren’s face was hidden from the audience by her hair, but Tiffany could see the look in her eyes and mistook Wren’s expression for regular lust.  Tiffany was sad the set was over.  As the two of them gathered the various pieces of their costumes they had tossed in corners, she heard Frank announce that they would be back in five for private dances in the back.  In the dressing room, she just had time to throw her skimpy outfit back together to work the floor before Wren had her pressed up against the wall, her mouth on Tiffany’s and her hand in her thong, fingers entering her.  Tiffany convulsed against Wren’s fingers almost immediately.  As she came, she heard Wren whisper in her ear to be ready for more than five minutes together later.  Tiffany could barely stand on her own feet as Wren walked out of the dressing room area, her duster trailing behind her.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Twenty Eight
 
    
 
   At Oz, Kirby and Mike kept Alex company at the bar.  She watched over their drinks and sent them out to the dance floor. Alex was glad to see them both so relaxed and having fun.  As they sat at the bar talking, she could catch bits and pieces of the conversation and knew that it was only a matter of time before the two of them became more than friends.   By midnight, the two of them were holding hands, and they told her they were going to the house.  She smiled and went back to work.
 
   In the midst of all of the half-naked boys at the bar, Wren stuck out.  Just before 2 am, she walked into Oz still in her work gear.  Alex was making sure that the bar was set up for her relief bartender and was about to leave as Wren walked in.  “What are you doing down here and out of the club?  Everything ok?”  Alex stepped out from behind the bar.
 
   “Yeah, I just thought I’d come check on you.  I needed a break from the club, and since I started double dances with a new girl tonight, I literally have to leave the club to get a break.”  Wren smiled, thinking about how Tiffany was already completely obedient to her.  “She’s a sweet little number as long as she’s not talking.”
 
   Alex scrunched her nose up, making a face that clearly indicated that she found such talk distasteful.  “How did I ever go out with you?  Let me finish up here, and we can walk a bit and have a smoke.  I’ve got to go pick up Liz.”  Alex grabbed her keys a few minutes later and the two of them met on the sidewalk outside the club.  Almost immediately after she stepped outside, Wren pressed up against her, steering her toward the wall. The traffic on the street was still fairly dense, boys spilling out of the club and onto the sidewalk.  Alex laughed at first, thinking Wren was joking.  Her laughter was cut off as Wren pressed her lips against Alex’s.  Having had a few, Alex didn’t really resist at first, but as she felt the tip of Wren’s tongue flick her lips she pushed her back. 
 
   “Whoa!  Where’d that come from?  Come on, now!”  Alex was angry.  “What the hell, Wren?”
 
   Wren lit a cigarette and handed it to Alex.  She lit one for herself and started walking back to the club.  Alex called after her, but Wren wasn’t responding.  Alex stopped at the doorway of the Casbah. If she went in to finish this discussion, she’d be really late to pick up Liz.  She let it go and walked to the corner, took it and headed toward Decatur.
 
   The Ruby was hopping when she got down there.  Walking in the bar, she saw Liz smiling and talking to Dr. Holmwood.  Liz had turned the bar over to Ellen and was sitting on a stool next to Olivia.  “Hey, babe.  Olivia was just telling me about a case she read about in Transylvania where they exhumed a guy and cut his heart out.  Pretty gruesome stuff.” 
 
   Olivia smiled, “Alex.  Good to see you! Yes, I was just telling Liz that there are still actual cases of reported vampirism; she asked me how I wasn’t just selling out and riding the wave of neo-vamp culture that’s hot right now.  I had to do something to show her I’m a real academic.”  Olivia took a sip of her Bourbon on the rocks.  “The case I was telling her about was in Transylvania in 2004.  A man died and his niece took ill.   She was plagued by nightmares and dream visions of her dead uncle, and she claimed he was strigoi, or a vampire.  To end the torment, her family exhumed the uncle’s body, cut out his heart and burned it at the crossroads.  They then ground the ashes and made the niece drink the ashes mixed with wine.  She was cured this way, and her uncle was put to rest.”
 
   Alex was surprised by Liz’s reaction.  Normally a story like that would have grossed Liz out to the point she would have left the conversation.  Looking at her now, though, Alex saw that Liz was enthralled by the story, listening intently.  She ordered another round for the three of them and they sat and listened to more stories from Olivia’s research. 
 
   She and Liz made it home around four.  They giggled quietly when they saw Mike passed out on the couch.  They slid into bed, and they both went to sleep almost immediately.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Twenty Nine
 
    
 
   “I was an absolute gentleman, I swear,” Kirby was making coffee and trying to decide whether to run out to grab something from the bakery or whip something up.  He decided Friday afternoon called for a treat and snuck out the back door, avoiding more teasing by Alex.  Liz was still passed out, and Alex figured she’d let her sleep at least until Kirby made it back with pastries and fruit.  Nothing like a round of sugar to get everyone started for another evening of serving the revelers during Decadence.  Mike shuffled in bashfully, wearing a set of Kirby’s pajamas.
 
   “How are you feeling today?  Ready to write a couple of dissertation chapters before party-time?”  Alex got some mugs down and filled two, handing one of them to Mike. 
 
   Mike blew on the coffee for a bit and took a sip before answering.  “I know you saw us holding hands when we left. We’re trying really hard not to be a cliché.”
 
   “No worries, Mike.  If I had had enough stuff to warrant a U-Haul, Liz and I would have fit the old second date lesbian cliché.  Kirby’s a great guy, and you both have my blessing.”  
 
   “Kirby told me he was going to take me out to dinner tonight and I need to dress up.  He won’t tell me where we’re going, though.  I have to admit it’s kind of nice to have someone take care of things and surprises are fun.  On an adjunct’s salary, it’s not like I’ve had a chance to go to any of the fancy places here.  We’re going early, though, so we can get back down to Oz before things really get cranked up.  So, you’ll be seeing us.”
 
   “Good!  I like being able to keep an eye on you.”  Olivia winked at him and topped off their cups.  By the time they were to the bottom of the mugs, Kirby was back with pastries and sandwiches.  Olivia went to wake Liz.
 
   She hated to wake her when she was sleeping so soundly.  She kissed her on the cheek and went back to the kitchen.  They’d save her lunch; at least if she was awake while Liz was sleeping she could watch out for her.
 
   Wren was making herself at home at Olivia’s.  She was still feeling spurned and used now that she knew that she was simply a plaything, but she figured she might as well benefit from the relationship.  She had not gotten brazen enough to bring anyone to the house, though, without Olivia’s bidding.  As a result, she had returned to her apartment at the Delphine, leading Tiffany there.  She had been surprised by Tiffany’s willingness to submit to rough play.  She’d actually planned to finish her off, excited by the anticipation of a kill, but she wasn’t sure she was ready to end things quite so soon.  Tiffany turned out to be feisty, so Wren was now planning to see how long she was fun to keep around. 
 
   As she listened to Tiffany snore lightly next to her, she welcomed sleep herself.  She didn’t realize how she’d missed her own space.  It gave her time to think about how to solve her dilemma.
 
   She wasn’t the one that Olivia wanted. 
 
   She was merely a plaything.
 
   But she had a plan. 
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Thirty
 
    
 
   Liz slept well into the afternoon.  Alex settled in next to her after lunch and read for awhile, falling asleep herself and dreaming of Lucy Westenra.  Lucy had Liz’s face at first, but then turned into Wren whenever she tried to kiss her.   When she woke up in the late afternoon, she found Liz propped on her elbow, watching her sleep.  “Crap, what time is it?”
 
   “It’s a little after five.  I’m starving, but I didn’t want to wake you.  I guess we ought to get up and think about dinner before work, eh?”  Liz leaned over to kiss her; Alex tried to shake the dream images of Liz’s face turning to Wren’s. 
 
   They found a note from Kirby on the table.  He’d left them leftover sandwiches from lunch if they wanted them and he had headed out for early dinner with Mike.  As early as they went, she suspected they had headed to Irene’s in order to beat the crowd.  If that was the case, Mike was in for a treat.  The thought of the tiny restaurant with the framed pictures of famous patrons on the walls made her nostalgic for a real date.  “Hey, hon, we need to go on a date once things calm down.  Let’s say you and me go out on the town next week?  We ought to be pretty flush with tip money after this weekend and maybe midweek we can live it up.”
 
   Liz agreed from behind her huge roast beef po’boy that she’d not even bothered to heat up.  “Thank God Kirby always buys too much take out.  I should have eaten when we got in this morning.  Thanks for letting me sleep in, though.  Apparently I needed it.”
 
   Fridays are busy at any bar in the Quarter, and during Decadence the gay bars overflow into the streets.   Alex could see that Oz was already hopping by the time she got within a block of the bar.  Liz kissed her quickly and took the corner to head down to Decatur.  “See you later.  Send the boys down to The Ruby if they get bored.”
 
   The rest of the weekend went by in a.  Mike and Kirby broke their vows of celibacy shortly after dinner and dancing on Saturday while the girls made drinks and tips at both bars.  By Monday, everyone was exhausted and ready for the weekend to be over.  Over a late lunch, everyone caught up.
 
   “Pass me that bottle of hot sauce, will you, Liz?”  Kirby splashed a healthy helping on top of his red beans and rice.  “I swear, if we didn’t have a crock pot and a rice cooker, we’d never get fed around here.”
 
   “Oh, if you two who are not working over the holiday weekend would cook, we might,” teased Alex.  “Besides, red beans and rice are a Monday tradition.  We’ve all got plenty of laundry to wash today.”  She poured another round of coffees and sat back down to her plate.  “I haven’t had time to tell anyone other than Mike, but I got another job.”
 
   “You’re kidding.  Come on, Alex, you’re already so busy.”  Liz wrinkled her nose.  “What is it?”
 
   Alex told her about the offer from Dr. Holmwood.  “So, it’s not just a job, but it is school related and it pays cash. Besides, it sounds like I can do some of it at the bar even or while I’m sitting around here since I can do some of it on the net.  And, I can also watch movies at work. I’m sure the boys down at the bar would love a screening or two of Dracula’s Daughter.  Maybe we can talk Sandy into showing the films on nights you work and I don’t.  A little lesbian vampire bar promo.  We can do it like they do over at Café Angeli and use one of the walls to project it.”
 
    Liz had a hard time arguing against that idea.  “Sandy will eat it up.  Anything to get more folks in the bar, and with Wren’s recent antics, that would be right up Sandy’s alley.  We could see if Wren would come in dressed in her gear.  She’d be like the Stripper Elvira of the Quarter.”  Everyone chuckled, but Liz was somewhat serious. “Another job note is that I’m going over to Lisa’s today to talk about the mural in Ashley’s room and set up a plan.”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Lisa’s house is in the Garden District; she came from old money, and it didn’t hurt that her ex-husband also came from old money.  Both had married before coming out; as far as she knew, Lisa’s ex-husband was still closeted, but his sexuality was a pretty open secret.  She bought the house after they split a couple of years ago and had been renovating since.  Liz felt a little pang of jealousy as she walked up to the house.  It was huge and she wondered what the courtyard was like.
 
   Lisa welcomed her in; her daughter’s room was upstairs, but first she led Liz through the house talking to her about what changes she had made to the downstairs.  “I feel silly,” she said, “having this much space when it’s just the two of us and sometimes just me.” She smiled a little and added,  “I guess I could make the extra rooms a haven for the gals at the bar when they have break ups.”  Liz suspected Lisa was sweet on her, but she let it pass. “Sometimes when Ed and his boyfriend want to spend a night on the town, they stay here, too.  This is their suite.” 
 
   “I could never deal with that kind of set up,” confessed Liz.  “Even if I hadn’t been in true love with someone, I’ve never been great friends with my exes.”  She peeked in the suite.  It was tastefully done and sparse enough that Lisa could still use it as a guest room for others.  “It’s great that you two are so close still, especially for Ashley’s sake.”
 
   They headed upstairs to check out Ashley’s room.  It was still pretty kid-friendly.  “She’s told me she is so ‘over’ all of the stuffed animals, so we’ll be donating a lot of the stuff in here.  I suspect once she’s home from her trip with the boys, she’ll want even more grown up things.”  Lisa smiled wistfully.  “I guess I always knew the teen years were coming, but I still am sad to see her growing up.  She’s a great kid, though.”
 
   “I’ve been reading about these things called glow murals.  They look blank under the light, but when you turn the lights out, they glow in the dark.  Do you think she’d like something like that? It might be a stretch for me, but it sounds pretty cool.  I can show you some examples online if you want.” 
 
   “Actually, she was telling me last night that when she and her dad left the other day that she fell in love with the mural at the airport.  She loves that Blue Dog style and the Red Cat style of stuff, too, as well as the style the Jazz Fest posters use.  I was wondering if we might come up with something based on old posters or something.” 
 
   Liz liked the idea a lot. “What about the one from the year she was born?  We could do a reproduction of that one, if you think she’d like it.”  They went downstairs and over coffee looked over the posters from 1975 onward.  Her birth year poster had Dr. John on it and was the style she liked.  Both women thought it looked like a perfect choice. 
 
   “The first one from 1975 gets me.  What say after you finish the kid’s room you do a reproduction of that one for me in my room?  The colors in that one go with that room really well.”  Lisa took a swig of coffee.  “Heck, this could be a whole new side line for you!”
 
   Liz nodded, “You bet.  Let me price the paint on Ashley’s and then you can buy the materials I need.  I figure we can do an hourly rate for the actual painting.  Sound like a plan?  I make about $50 an hour with the stuff I sell on the square when you compare my sales to hours spent doing the pieces themselves.  Does that sound fair?”
 
   Lisa nodded:  “It sounds fair to me, but not to you.  I’m going to give you a balloon payment of $1000 just for the job.  Let’s do the hourly rate on top of that and you buy your supplies.”
 
   Liz agreed.  “That’s more than generous, Lisa.  I don’t really know what to say.”
 
   “Hey, you’ve got talent and need to be compensated for it.  I’ve got more money than I know what to do with.  Besides, I figure I will sweeten the pot a bit this way and make sure that you not only make time to work on this one but that you’ll come back to do the one in my room.  I’ll pay the same rate.”
 
   “I didn’t even think about that—you wanted this done as soon as possible so it’s ready when she gets back in two weeks, yeah?  I probably will need to take some time off from work and selling on the square, so now I feel a little less guilty about the offer.”  Liz started making a list of supplies and sent herself a link to the poster images online so she could use them as a guide while buying paint. 
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Thirty One
 
    
 
   She went into work that evening with a couple of ideas for Sandy. She started with the one she knew would likely make Sandy happy:  Alex’s suggestion for a movie night.  “So, you know how things have really exploded around here with Wren and her buddy Ryna?  Everyone keeps asking if they are going to come back in or not.  I figure that we can exploit that whole goth lesbian vibe with the movies Alex has to check out anyway.  And, Alex might be willing to pick up a few shifts for me, too.”  She hoped that Sandy wouldn’t really pick up on the last part.
 
   Sandy was starry eyed about the gimmick to get more folks in.  “That sounds perfect.  I bet I can get Wren to goth out when she comes in.  We can do like they do over at the place where her ex used to work and do theme cocktails.”  Sandy was salivating over the prospect. “Wait a minute—did you just say that Alex could take some of your shifts?”
 
   “Just on a couple of movie nights.  I’ve got a mural project and I’d like some full days and evenings to work on it.  Lisa wants it done before Ashley gets back from her trip with her dad, and that only gives me about ten days.”  Liz tried to get Sandy back on track: “We could do posters with Wren dressed up like our own Elvira.  You’ve seen her decked out in her dance gear.  It’ll be a hoot.”
 
   “OK, I guess your girlfriend can pour drinks pretty good if they keep her busy at the boy bar. I’m just antsy over disappearing bartenders since Wanda went missing.”  Sandy patted Liz on the shoulder.  “Can you gals get in touch with Wren?  I haven’t seen her in here since before the weekend, and I figured she’d be down here with her plaything to stir things up.”
 
   Sandy need not have worried.  As if mentioning her conjured her up, Wren arrived at the bar before work for a little pre-dance warm up and cocktail hour.  And, as luck would have it, she was decked out in her dance gear already.  Liz wondered how she kept from having heat stroke in the long black duster she wore.  Perhaps the small amount of clothing under it helped.
 
   Liz had never seen Wren in her work get up before, and seeing her now she could understand why Wren was so popular at the club.  She even felt herself flush a bit as she made eye contact with her and poured her a shot of ice-cold vodka.  She’d never noticed how steely blue her eyes were before now.  She wondered if they were contacts—surely she would have noticed that before.  And her lips.  That color of lipstick she had on made you want to plant one right on her.  She didn’t realize she was staring like a love-sick school girl until she heard Wren laughing at her.
 
   “Thanks for the drink, kid.  I guess you’ve never seen me ready for a night at the club, eh?  Alex never liked it.  Said she found it gaudy.”  Wren lit a cigarette.  As Liz watched her smoke, she slowly shook off her fascination and was able to talk to her about the possibility of hosting movie night at the bar.  Wren thought it would be great fun and even offered to come over later after work to stir things up again.  “I’ve got a new dance partner now.  Ryna took off, but Tiffany’s got the whole naughty Catholic schoolgirl thing down.  We’re making two to three times what Ryna and I did.  We’ll drive the customers here nuts.  Tell Sandy she better have a bouncer or two here by the time we roll in.  Tell her to look for us around 2:30.  We’ll have made enough at the club by then and the crowd really starts to get handsy and sketchy by that time at night, especially on a weeknight.”  She looked at the clock behind the bar.  “Give me another shot real quick.  I’ve got to get out of here and get to work.”
 
   Liz poured her another shot and then went to check on other customers before calling Alex to tell her Wren agreed to help them out.  By the time she turned back toward where Wren had been sitting, all that remained was a smoldering cigarette butt and an empty shot glass.
 
   Hours later Wren and Tiffany surprised everyone at the bar with an early appearance.  Both with decked out in their dance gear and true to Wren’s promise, they got the crowd quite riled up.  Liz was just getting ready to leave the bar when they came in, and she decided she should check out the show.  She texted Alex to come down to The Ruby as soon as she could get there.
 
   Wren and Tiffany caused a high level of excitement simply by showing up in the bar dressed in their work outfits.  They immediately took over the jukebox and the dance floor; patrons seemed to automatically scatter, leaving room for them to replicate what Liz assumed was their normal stage act in the bar.  Liz could certainly understand why they caused such a commotion.  Even though she’d never been interested in Wren before, something about her persona in costume drew her in.  Tiffany was cute, but she was merely a prop for the act as far as Liz was concerned.  All of her attention was focused on Wren.  Thankfully, that was true of everyone else in the bar, too.  Her concentration wasn’t broken until Alex literally walked in front of her, breaking her line of sight.
 
   “Hey there.  I see that the show started without me.”  Alex kissed Liz on the cheek and slid onto a barstool. 
 
   Liz felt her cheeks turning red, and she went behind the bar to get Alex a drink as well as to hide her embarrassment being caught watching Wren and Tiffany so intently.  Thankfully, they were taking a break for a bit.  Wren had slid into the corner of one of the booths in the back of the bar, and Tiffany slid in next to her.  Deanie came up to the bar and put in an order for their table, buying a round.  Liz and Alex knew that Wren would drink Deanie penniless. She’d always welcomed Deanie’s willingness to pick up her bar tab.
 
   “Yeah, Wren had stopped by earlier to tell me she’d be in around 2:30.  I guess they made their goal for the night a bit early.”  She took a sip out of the soda she’d poured for herself and handed Alex hers.  “Sandy’s all gung-ho about the movie idea.  I am too—I think you’ll like working here for a few nights while I get the mural done.”
 
   By the weekend, they had things well arranged for the first screening.  Alex hadn’t had any trouble getting one of the other bartenders to take her Friday and Saturday night shifts at Oz.  They would make more tip money than she did when the boys came in on those nights, and with the hourly rate she could charge Olivia, the extra money Liz was making at Lisa’s, and the money Sandy was paying her by the hour, they were still coming out way ahead.  Sandy had even shelled out for a gently used projector she found on Ebay that Alex could hook up to her laptop. It was easy to persuade Sandy once they convinced her she’d more than get a return on the projector and that they could have theme nights beyond the work Alex was doing.  So, everyone was happy. 
 
   Liz loaded up her supplies and convinced Mike and Kirby to give her a lift to Lisa’s Friday afternoon.  Her plan was to paint all weekend.  Lisa was nice enough to let her and Alex use Ed’s rooms as their temporary home.  “It will be nice having someone else here.  The house feels so empty when Ashley’s gone.”
 
   Lisa was attending the movie screening, and she distracted Liz for the better part of the afternoon getting opinions on her outfit for the night.  By the time she had finally settled on an outfit and left Liz to work, it was dusk.  She started the mural with a sketch on the wall, first mapping out the block of the wall she was painting, then working with the ladder and her pencil to set the borders and start to map out the picture.  She was glad that Lisa had been generous with her fee, as she suspected she had many long, awkward hours ahead of her on the ladder and in working out the proportions.
 
    After working for a couple of hours, she went downstairs and poured a glass of wine and rummaged through the refrigerator’s contents for salad and sandwich makings.  Sitting in Lisa’s living room, she ate her dinner in front of the large TV and fell asleep on the couch.
 
   She could just make out the sound of someone calling her name softly.  Elizabeth. . . .no one called her that except for her father when he was being stern with her.  This was a woman’s voice, though. She felt herself rising up off the couch, as if she were floating, floating toward the sound of whatever voice was calling to her.  Suddenly, the sensation shifted, and she started falling.
 
   Liz woke with a start, having jumped in her sleep.  She lay on the couch for a few more minutes, getting her bearings. She realized she had fallen asleep on Lisa’s couch.  She sat up, turned off the TV, and rubbed the back of her neck and her shoulders.  It was early yet, around 11.  Her shoulders were stiff from working on the sketch from the ladder and she could feel stiffness in her calves.  Who knew that this was going to be a work out?
 
   Taking her plate and wine glass in the kitchen, she was startled by her own reflection in the kitchen window and almost dropped the glass, catching it at the last minute.  Outside, the wind must have picked up a little as she thought she could hear the slight tapping and scraping of a branch against the glass of one of the upper windows.  She made a cup of coffee and then headed back upstairs to Ashley’s room to see what more she could get done before Alex and Lisa got home from the bar.
 
   She lasted perhaps an hour before she decided to take another break.  This time, she lay down on Ashley’s bed and closed her eyes.  She had opened the large windows in Ashley’s room to bring in some fresh air as she painted, and she could just make out the rustling of the curtains as the breeze pushed through the window. 
 
   The voice was there again, almost as if someone were whispering in her ear.  She could feel the warm breath on her neck, the lips of a lover pressing into the curve of her neck, as hands caressed, cupped, searched.  She responded ardently, scratching at her lover’s back, arching against her.  She pushed and rolled her over, and once her lover was on her back, she could see her face. It was Olivia.  Liz stared at her for a moment, marveling in the look of hunger in Olivia’s eyes before she kissed her sweetly at first, then with more urgency.  She sought out her nipples, the flat plane of her belly, the sharp ridge of her pelvic bone. Olivia submitted to her completely.
 
   The sound of Lisa and Alex coming in woke her—she must have bitten her lip in her sleep, as there was the metallic taste of blood in her mouth.  She rolled over and played opossum when Alex came to check on her, hoping to return to the dream and feeling a twinge of guilt about it at the same time. 
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Thirty Two
 
    
 
   At the bar, things had been relatively quiet.  Sandy had set up a few drink specials to get folks in the door, in hopes of getting folks a bit sauced before the show started at midnight.  The first film Alex screened was The Vampire Lovers, the film that Dr. Holmwood had indicated was based on Camilla. The main character seduces innocent young Laura, and then goes on to seduce others, changing her name as she goes by merely changing the spelling as generations pass. Alex had picked another Ingrid Pitt film from the 1970s, Countess Dracula that sounded somewhat similar in plot.  The main character preys on virgins, so she figured that the Wren/Tiffany combination would link well enough for the drunk patrons to really get into the film.  Sandy’s drink specials included Bloody Virgins and Countess Cape Cods.  Alex vowed to come up with more creative approaches for next time, rather than just renaming established drinks that happened to be red to fit the film.  She had to admit, though, that the specials were selling well.
 
   Wren had been very accommodating; quitting work early enough on a weekend night to come host a film showing at The Ruby was something Alex didn’t figure that Wren would go for.  She had expressed her fear to Wren that Frank wouldn’t like it, especially since her new couples set was going so well with Tiffany, but Wren had just smiled and said she would take care of it.  “Besides,” she said, “Saturday nights are always better nights than Friday.  The tourists are more loose with their money and have their first night of behaving like reasonable people out of the way.”  They hadn’t talked about the kiss; Alex hoped it had simply been a moment of drunken lust on Wren’s part and had chosen to ignore it.
 
   Wren breezed in at about five minutes before midnight, in her full dance gear.  She was followed by Tiffany, who looked like a lovesick puppy.  Wren acted like she wasn’t really aware that Tiffany was with her, which was possibly because the moment she showed up, Deanie and several other women in the bar started mooning after her, too.  She made a bee-line for Alex, ignoring the growing string of women following her.
 
   “Let’s go in the back for a minute and you can tell me what you’re hoping for from me, Alex.”
 
   Alex followed her to the small stockroom.  “Really, it’s an easy gig.  Sandy just wants you to remind people about the drink specials.  She’s running them half price during the films.  Here’s a list of what we’ve got going and the titles of the films.”  As she handed the index card to Wren, Wren grabbed her by the wrist, pulling her in close and kissing her.  Alex, surprising herself, responded, this time returning the kiss ardently.  Wren broke the kiss, returning to the floor of the bar, leaving Alex behind.  Alex wanted to stay in the stockroom to try to sort out what just happened and why she’d responded as she had, but she knew she had to get back behind the bar and also start the screening.  Her lips felt bruised and tingled from the kiss.
 
   Later, Wren approached Alex at the bar.  “Why don’t we go back and talk in the stockroom some more?”  She teased.
 
    Alex felt the urge to say yes, but the guilt that had been plaguing her since the kiss earlier in the evening overpowered it.  She still couldn’t explain to herself why she’d responded to the kiss.  She hadn’t been and wasn’t now drunk, but she felt a powerful pull.  At least the other women in the bar other than Tiffany could blame curiosity.  Alex, having already been involved with Wren felt foolish.  She tried to brush it off by joking that she wasn’t really attracted to Wren, but to her Morrigan character.  “I just got caught up in the character.  You’re a regular Carmilla/Marcilla, yourself.  Here, let me get you a fresh drink.”
 
   “Won’t you be my Laura?” Wren teased.
 
   “No thanks, Laura and I don’t have much in common.  Besides, we’ve tried that before, remember?”  Alex handed her the fresh drink.  “You’d better get back to your fans over there, anyway.  I’ve got to keep taking notes here.”
 
   The movie night was a success; the bar patrons were tipsy enough to enjoy the Hammer films and titillated enough by the action on the film.  Most folks stayed through the first film and through a break between the films while Wren and Tiffany caused their usual spectacle on the dance floor.  By the time they started the second film, few folks were left.  Wren and Tiffany ducked out with a couple of new-found friends in tow.  Lisa had made a new friend and was flirting shamelessly with her in the corner booth, and Deanie and some other regulars stayed behind. Alex was glad for the slower bar time, and she was able to take thorough notes while keeping up with orders at the bar.  By the time the second film was done, she had things ready for her relief bartender and was ready to head to Lisa’s. 
 
   When they arrived at Lisa’s, they found Liz asleep in Ashley’s bed.  Alex hated to wake her up to move her, as she looked so beautiful and content.  They tucked her in and let her sleep, leaving the window open and the ceiling fan on for her. 
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Thirty Three
 
    
 
   The first Monday back in class after Labor Day, they covered the first half of Dracula.   Dr. Holmwood had the class begin to map out the characteristics of Stoker’s creature, almost to the point of profiling or of classifying Dracula as a new species.  In addition to that work, they spent an hour exploring historical connections.  Little time was actually spent on the plot of the novel.
 
   As the session drew to a close, Dr. Holmwood promised them that they would focus on the storyline itself next time.  “Now that we’ve created a good profile of the character and covered the possible historical origins, we’ll focus on the actual literary qualities of the text.   Let’s talk about the use of marriage as a theme, as well as the issues of gender and female relationships next week.” 
 
   After the class, she and Alex retired to Olivia’s office for their first meeting regarding the independent work Alex was doing.  Alex shifted in her chair.  “So, the films are great fun.  We’ve done a full round of Hammer films, and both the Oldman/Ryder version of Dracula and The Hunger. The girls at The Ruby especially loved the scenes with Lucy and Mina in that one, but The Hunger has gotten the biggest reaction.  Sandy wants to show it again this weekend, as a lot of people left between the first and second film Saturday.” 
 
   “No surprise there.  You’ve been writing the summaries and cataloguing, I hope?” 
 
   “Yes; I’ve got the beginning of that here, which covers the films we’ve viewed both at The Ruby and ones I’ve viewed on my own.” 
 
   “Good.  I can pay you tonight if you have the hours you’ve put in so far.”  Olivia took the flash drive that Alex passed to her and they settled up.  “Do you need a ride home?  I don’t own a car, but we could share my cab if you like.”
 
   The two went downstairs where Olivia’s taxi was waiting.  “I just don’t see the point in buying a car and having the upkeep; much of the time I use the bus or the streetcar.”  Alex couldn’t envision Dr. Holmwood on a city bus, but she didn’t say anything.  They slid into the backseat, the interior of the taxi cold from the blasting air conditioner.  The driver simply nodded at Dr. Holmwood.  “Besides, I’ve been fortunate to find Raymond here, who is happy to drive me around on class nights.  He’s never been late to pick me up.”  Olivia smiled as she leaned back in the seat.  Raymond put the car in drive and slowly pulled away from the curb.
 
   Alex looked over at her professor.  Olivia’s head was back, resting against the seat, her neck exposed.  Alex couldn’t help but notice how perfect and flawless her skin was.  She tried to look away, just as Olivia turned her face toward her and opened her eyes.  Alex felt her breath catch in her throat.  She’d never been quite this close to Olivia, and now noticed how beautiful her eyes were.  The color was cold, not quite blue, not quite grey, the pupils were mere pinpricks at first, but as their eyes locked, they grew to the point that Olivia’s eyes were almost completely black.  Alex thought to herself that they looked like miniature eclipses. 
 
   Olivia slid her hand across the seat, grabbing Alex’s and entwining fingers.  Alex could feel the heat of Olivia’s palm against her own, and she fought the urge to pull Olivia to her.  The two sat silently for what seemed like an eternity before Alex broke the hold and turned her face to the window.  Neither said a word until Raymond pulled up to Olivia’s house.  “Raymond, will you please take care of Alex?  I am not sure where she’s going.”
 
   “Actually, I’m only a couple of blocks from here; we’re staying with a friend right now while Liz does some painting for her.  It would do me good to walk, I think.”  Alex slid out behind Olivia.  Once she had paid Raymond, the two women were left alone on the sidewalk as the taxi pulled away. 
 
   “Would you like to come in?” 
 
   “Very much so, but that’s why I can’t.”  Alex shuffled her feet.  Olivia lit a cigarette and offered it to her.  She took it and Olivia lit one for herself.  The two stood in the dark, smoking in silence. When the cigarettes were done, Alex ground hers out on the sidewalk.  “I’ll see you Monday.  I think I’m just caught up in everything right now.  I’m sorry if I put you in an awkward position, Dr. Holmwood.” 
 
   “Olivia.  We’re not in class.”  As she talked, Olivia slid her fingers along Alex’s arm, grasping her hand and pulling her in close.  Alex sank against her, marveling at how strong Olivia was, despite looking so slight.  She could feel Olivia’s muscles move beneath the fabric that separated them as Olivia tilted her face upward and gently pressed her lips on Alex’s.  Alex was unsteady on her feet and she could feel the warm wetness of tears.  She was unsure whether they were her own or Olivia’s. 
 
   Olivia broke the kiss hesitantly, making sure that Alex could stand.  “If you must go, go.  Will you make it there ok?”
 
   Alex nodded and wiped her face dry on her sleeve.
 
   Liz and Lisa were downstairs having a glass of wine when she walked in.  She went into the guest bathroom and washed her face and got into her pajamas before wandering out.  She kissed Liz on the top of the head and poured herself a glass of wine.  Lisa and Liz were deep in the middle of a story telling round, Lisa telling Liz about the new girlfriend. 
 
   Alex was glad that they were distracted by the story to the point that they didn’t notice anything odd about her.  She felt drained, incredibly tired, and she was riddled by guilt.  She had never believed in cheating and yet she had been so tempted to go inside with Olivia.  That desire, coupled with the recent incident in the stockroom with Wren made her wonder what was going on with her.  She was happy with Liz—happier than she’d ever been, yet she felt an irresistible pull around both Wren and Olivia.
 
   Lisa and Liz opened another bottle; Alex could tell it would be awhile before they were ready to call it a night.  She decided to take a look at the work Liz had completed, and she took her glass of wine to Ashley’s room.  To keep the air fresh in there, Liz had shut off the vents in that room and had left the window open. Alex moved the draft stopper she’d placed outside the door, and walked in.  The room was warm, but comfortable.  She flipped on the light and was surprised to see how much of the mural Liz had done.  She should be finished soon, and she’d then start work on the one that Lisa had requested for herself.  She’d not seen Liz quite so happy to be doing work for money, and she was glad the projects had gotten her out of her rut and thinking about ways she could branch out beyond selling sketches on the square. 
 
   She went over to the window and looked out.  A woman stood in a shadowed doorway across the street, looking toward Lisa’s house.  As Alex watched, Olivia stepped out of the doorway, looking up toward the window.  She hesitated for a moment, then turned and walked toward her house.  Alex stared after her for a good fifteen minutes before going back downstairs to say goodnight to Lisa and Liz.
 
   Alex made coffee the next morning.  “Good morning, sleepy head,” she said as Liz shuffled into the kitchen and got a cup of coffee.
 
   Liz sat next to her and gave her a peck on the lips.  “Hey, babe.  Sorry we were so wound up when you came in last night.  Good class?”
 
   “Yeah, we spent an hour talking about historical connections.  We’ll get to the good stuff next time, when we talk about the actual novel and the plot.”  Alex took a long draw on her coffee. “I think that I might head home today; the boss wanted me to work the late shift tonight, and my books are over there.  I can do some research, take a nap, then go in.  It’s closer than here, and we’d probably both get more work done that way.  Plus, I won’t wake you up at the crack of dawn when I come in.  That is, if Lisa will give you time to work.  I noticed last night that you’re closing in on the one upstairs.”
 
   “Oh, Lisa’s meeting up at The Ruby with Gwen tonight.  She’s been playing hard to get with her, not answering her voicemails even though she wants to call her every five minutes.”  Liz smiled.  “I remember how we didn’t bother with those kinds of games.”  She leaned in and gave Alex a more solid kiss.  “I think I’m going to take a break between this job and the one in Lisa’s room.  I suspect that room might be off limits soon.  I worked it out with Sandy so that I can go for the afternoon shift this week.  She was really happy with the take over the two nights you showed films last weekend, so I think we could talk her into about anything right now.  I should be able to finish the mural this week, and maybe I can even come to the shows this weekend.”
 
   They had breakfast then took the streetcar to the Quarter and walked to their own place.  Mike and Kirby had started staying at Mike’s, so the house was empty.  They took the afternoon to revel in having their own space back by going back to bed.  Liz woke up to find Alex going over some notes and picking some films to summarize.  She kissed the back of her neck as she went to take a shower before going to work.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Thirty Four
 
    
 
   Olivia walked in just as Liz was turning away from a customer at the other end of the bar after delivering a fresh pint.  I’m glad I had already set that down on the bar when she walked in, Liz thought to herself.  She felt strangely unsteady on her feet at the mere sight of Olivia.  “Dr. Holmwood, right?  What can I get for you today?” Olivia didn’t seem to belong in the bar, and it was always a bit of a surprise to see her for that reason; Liz also blushed thinking of the dreams she’d had about her. 
 
   “Please, Elizabeth, call me Olivia.”  Liz started at the use of her full name—coming from Olivia’s lips, it sounded just as she imagined it would in her dream.  “Do you still have that wonderful Triple-Smoke?  I’d love that over ice if you do.”  She lit a cigarette as Liz filled her order.  “How have you been doing since I saw you last?  I hope the work I gave Alexandria is not taking up too much time.”
 
    Liz smiled, “No, it’s actually been a great project.  She’s had a lot of fun with it so far, and she’s made the bar a good chunk of money, too.  I’ve been working on a new project myself, so we’ve both been busy.”
 
    “Oh?  What is your project?  Tell me about it. You are a painter, yes?”
 
    Liz shared the project ideas with her, showing her the printouts and early sketches in her sketchbook.  When Olivia asked her where the house was that she was working on, she told her the address, adding before she could stop herself, “I’ll be working tonight; you could come see it if you like.”
 
    “I actually live quite close. Perhaps I could come by.  I like to walk at night.”
 
    “I’m close to finishing, so this would be a good time to come by.  Just ring the bell.  I’ll be up late.  I don’t think Lisa would mind.”
 
    “Perhaps if I like it, I’ll commission you to work in my home.”
 
    Alex was working ten until four, when the bar closed.  The boss had been willing to let her off on the weekend if she was willing to take the crap shift.  Weeknights were pretty slow, though, and she was able to get some reading and note taking done in the really slow periods with the aid of a reading light.  The boys teased her a bit about being a book nerd, but they didn’t care as long as the drinks kept flowing.
 
    Mike and Kirby came in and had a beer and a visit before telling her they were planning a road trip the next weekend.  Alex was glad the two of them had hit it off.  Mike was finally letting go of the paranoia about Tim’s death, and Kirby was in a much better place than he had been after being dumped in California. They were good for each other.  “There are some important papers for Mike’s dissertation in the library in Chicago, so we’re taking the train.”  Kirby was excited about the prospect.
 
   “I’ve never really spent time there, and I hear that North Halsted is where all the queens go. That’s what I’ll be exploring while he’s in the library shuffling papers in white gloves.”
 
   Mike smiled, “Just make sure that you pick out some good post-library stuff for us to do.  I’m just glad that we can take off Thursday night and I don’t have to worry about class until Tuesday.” 
 
   Once the boys left, things were quiet. 
 
    
 
   “Where I go is no concern of yours.”  Olivia brushed off Wren’s advances.  “You seem to forget who is in charge here.  I never laid exclusive claim to you, and you certainly have never gotten any indication from me that I will not seek companionship elsewhere.  In fact, I have promised you the opposite, my dear.”
 
   Wren was going to the club only a few nights a week.  She had been practicing her influence on her clients in the club, persuading them to hand over all of their cash for dances that in the past would have garnered her little money in the past.  As a result, she was dancing less but making far more than she had before.  She was growing bored with Tiffany, too.  Olivia had stopped coming into the club after Ryna had so disappointed her. 
 
   She tried a different approach.  “I know that.”   She walked up behind Olivia, sliding her arms around her waist, resting her chin on her shoulder.  “That doesn’t mean we can’t have fun, right?” 
 
   Olivia simply grasped Wren’s wrists and pulled them away from her.  “You cease to be fun.  You’re tiresome.  I think you need to return to your own home.”
 
   Wren became angry. “Oh, so you’re done with me now?  You think you can just walk in to the club and make me one of you and then drop me?”
 
   Olivia remained cold.  “I could take care of you as I did your friend Ryna.  Would that be more your liking?”  She came close to Wren, putting the two of them almost nose-to-nose.  “Besides, you will never be equal to me.  Now, get out of my house before I end your misery here and now.”
 
   Wren left.  She made the block and then waited in the shadows, watching Olivia’s door.  When Olivia left an hour or so later, Wren stealthily followed her to Lisa’s house where Liz answered the door.
 
   She decided that if Liz was who Olivia wanted to spend her time with, she’d make the most of her own evening.  She went back to her apartment, showered and searched through her clothes, looking for the Souxsie and the Banshees shirt she had kept from her relationship with Alex.  She hadn’t worn it since they split, but it still fit her well.  
 
   The bar was quiet as it was not only a weeknight but that lull between Decadence and Halloween.  All of the boys were saving up their time and money to hit it hard again next month.  Without her dance gear on, she was able to slide into the bar and grab a seat before Alex noticed her.  “Hey.  What are you doing here tonight? I figured you’d be working.”  Alex got her a drink.
 
   “I’m getting tired of the job, Alex.  I’ve been working to save up some money and maybe go back to school.”  Wren knew that Alex would take the bait.  During their relationship she had constantly tried to get Wren to consider getting a degree and working a regular job.
 
   Alex looked a bit skeptical.  “Nice shirt. I’ve been wondering where that got off to.  It did always look better on you.”  After making sure the few patrons in the bar were comfortable, she sat down to take a break.  “You used to say that school was for when you were too old to dance.  Why the change of heart now that you are really raking in the dough?”
 
   “I think being involved with other dancers lately has made me see what I must have put you through when we were together.”  Wren frowned.  “I think I understand better now why we broke up.  We were awfully good together, weren’t we?”
 
   Alex smiled.  “Well, there were some good aspects of our relationship, for sure.  Listen, if you’re really interested, why don’t you do a campus tour?  You could come to class with me if you want.  I know you’re not looking to get a degree in English, but it might help you to get a feel for the classroom.  It’s been awhile since you were in that type of environment.  We’re finishing up our discussion of Dracula on Monday.  You should come sit in, if you’re not too busy.”
 
   “Mmmmhmm.  Maybe I will.”
 
   Alex hoped that the weirdness between them was over.  Wren was certainly sounding and acting more stable than she had in a long time.  Alex listened to Wren unburden herself about her recent failed relationships, watching her as she talked.  The jewelry that she’d been wearing off stage of late had been left at home, as had the dramatic makeup.  Alex noticed she still looked a bit paler without makeup than she remembered, but it wasn’t surprising considering Wren worked at night and probably slept during the day.
 
   Wren surprised her by talking about Sienna and Ryna.  “I just am tired of shallow relationships, Alex.  What’s wrong with me that I push the good ones away and can’t get rid of the stupid ones like Tiffany?  I mean, she’s fun, but she’s pretty dumb.”
 
   By the time Alex’s shift was half over, Wren could tell she’d made good progress.  Not willing to push it further, she decided to go see what her street friends were up to.  Playing nice made her want to go stir up some trouble by rolling a few tourists. 
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Thirty Five
 
    
 
   Liz was surveying her work, trying to figure out what needed touching up and wondering if she truly had hit the finish point on Ashley’s mural.   Lisa had outfitted the room with new linens and curtains to compliment the main colors in the mural, and the room was really coming together.  She heard the doorbell ring, and she headed downstairs.
 
   Olivia stood on the step.  “I hope it’s not too late to stop by.  I saw the lights on, and I thought it would probably be ok.”  She smiled.  In her hands, she had a bottle of wine.  “I came bearing a gift.” 
 
   Liz welcomed her in.  “Not too late at all.  You really didn’t have to bring anything, though.” Looking at the label, she realized it was a very expensive bottle that she had often looked at longingly at Martin Wine Cellar.  She’d never imagined she’d ever get to try it. “Besides, that’s way too expensive to just drink, don’t you think?”
 
   Olivia shook her head.  “Nonsense.”
 
   Liz welcomed her into the house and the two of them headed to Ashley’s room. 
 
   “You do nice work.”  As Olivia looked at the mural, Liz couldn’t help but take the opportunity to get a fuller look at her.  When Olivia turned to face her, she felt her face turn red.  She looked down at her feet.
 
   Olivia lifted her chin and the two stood quietly for a few moments.  It was Liz who initiated the kiss, leaning forward on her toes.  As her lips brushed Olivia’s, the taller woman pulled her in.  Liz could feel how slight but strongly muscled Olivia’s body was.  They moved to the bed, shedding clothes as they went.  Olivia’s weight, her touch, her scent—all were as she remembered them from her dreams.  The difference was that she heard Olivia whispering “Daniela” rather than her own name.
 
   Later, she heard Lisa and Gwen come in the house, trying to be quiet.  She was alone in Ashley’s bed, naked.  In the dark room, she could make out the open window and thought she saw Olivia sitting in the chair by the closet.  As she sat up, though, she saw it was merely the drop cloth covered pile of things that Lisa had gathered to donate.
 
   Feeling foolish, she got dressed as she listened to Lisa and Gwen trying to be quiet as they made themselves a snack and retired to Lisa’s master bedroom. 
 
   It wasn’t until the next afternoon, when she saw the empty wine bottle in the recycling bin, that she questioned whether it had been fantasy or reality.  She was too frightened that it had been real to ask Lisa about it.  She decided to assume the bottle had been in the kitchen and simply gotten wrapped up in her dreams.
 
   She was finished with the mural by the next movie night, and she was glad to be able to attend the second showing of The Hunger.   She had always been a Bowie and Susan Sarandon fan, and she was surprised to admit to herself that she had missed the energy that the bar had on a weekend night.  Working afternoons during the week was just not the same.
 
   Alex had been working hard on the side project during the week, spending more time at their house while Liz finished up the project at Lisa’s.  The boys had also been out a lot, gearing up for the Chicago trip. 
 
   Wren showed up, dressed to the hilt as part of her agreement with Sandy.  What little time Liz and Alex had spent together over the last week had been spent talking about the research or about Wren.  Alex had indicated that Wren was rethinking going back to school, but looking at her now, Liz didn’t really see anything different.  She was aware of Wren flirting with Alex, too, which she had feared was the case.  Wren had never really gotten over Alex, at least as far as Liz was concerned.  She had always assumed the tension between the two of them was because Alex had called it off.  She wasn’t so sure that was it now, though, watching the intensity with which Wren looked at Alex.
 
   They argued about it later that night after they got home.  “I’m telling you I just don’t get this whole friends with exes thing that lesbians do.  Wren wants to be more than your friend, Alex.”
 
   Alex, thinking of the recent kisses, knew that Liz was right, but she hated that she was.  She chose to stand her ground.  “I don’t see what the big deal is, Liz.  We’ve been there and done that.  I broke it off, and now she needs some help.  It’s not like we’re going on a date Monday. She’s just going to class with me.”  She sat on their bed and started unlacing her shoes.  “I would think you’d be happy she wants to stop dancing.  Besides, I don’t hassle you about Lisa.  You know she’s been after you for years.  I let you stay over there and never raised a stink about that.”
 
   Liz had nothing to say to that.  She grabbed for her pillow, intending to sleep on the couch, but Alex grabbed the pillow first, whacking her with it and starting a short-lived pillow fight.  Liz finally straddled Alex, holding her wrists down over her head.  “OK, you win the verbal argument, but just know that I will say I told you so if she hits on you.”  Alex lifted her head as far off the bed as she could, just enough to plant a kiss on Liz’s mouth. 
 
   “Let’s make up.”
 
   By Monday, the two were well made up.  
 
    
 
   In class, Alex raised her hand.  “So, one of the things that has bothered me in the novel is the whole point of the three women who come on to Harker.  Can we talk about that tonight?”
 
   Olivia smiled.  “I was hoping someone might bring that up.  Let’s talk also about Mina and Lucy’s relationship and the reliability of the different narrators.”  Olivia wrote on the board the names Harker and Van Helsing.  “I especially want to look at what we know from these two voices in relation to the mysterious women.”
 
   By the end of class, the discussion had opened up significantly.  Because of Harker’s claim to almost have been bitten and his insistence that the nuns who nursed him back to health not reveal certain things to Mina, the class decided there was the possibility he had been bitten.  Likewise, Alex pointed out that Van Helsing kills the three women alone.  “That’s the only slaying in the entire book where there is no other witness.  That’s the part that gets me in ‘Dr. Van Helsing’s Memorandum’:
 
    
 
   I find in a high great tomb as if made to one much beloved that other fair sister which, like Jonathan I had seen to gather herself out of the storms of the mist.  She was so fair to look on, so radiantly beautiful, so exquisitely voluptuous, that the very instinct of man in me, which calls some of my set to love and to project one of hers, made my head whirl with new emotion.
 
    
 
   That sounds like a love letter to me, not a death sentence for a monster.”  Olivia nodded and noted the section on the board.  The discussion was still going on strong when the three hours of the class meeting were up. 
 
   “Good discussion, class.  Stoker’s work does a great job of setting up sequels, don’t you think?  Perhaps that’s why we have so many books and films that extend the story.” 
 
   After class, Alex introduced Wren to Dr. Holmwood.  Despite their relationship, neither woman acknowledged having ever met before.  Wren had been so focused in the class that Alex had been surprised.  She had revealed to Alex that she had read Dracula before starting to host the films at the bar, so Alex assumed that she was just really interested in the discussion.  Watching Wren’s close attention to the class made Alex realize that had she decided to quit dancing when they were still together, they probably wouldn’t have broken up. 
 
   Olivia suggested that she and Alex catch up later in the week.  “I don’t want to bore your friend with more school talk.  I am glad you were not bored, Wren, by our discussion.” 
 
   Kirby and Mike had agreed to pick up Wren and Alex for Liz, who was working the late shift at The Ruby.  As Alex and Wren slid into the back seat, Kirby cringed a bit.  He had been around for their relationship, and he didn’t like how close they looked again.  “You girls want us to drop you at The Ruby?”
 
   “Nope, we want to go to the house so we can keep talking about the book.  We want to go back over some of the scenes in the film, too.”  Alex turned to Wren, “Is that ok with you? You’re not ready to call it a night yet, are you?”
 
   Wren smiled.  “No, I’m not.  I’m kind of over The Ruby right now.  Deanie gets tiring.”
 
   Hesitantly, Kirby left them alone and headed home with Mike.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Thirty Six
 
    
 
   Alex and Wren settled in at the kitchen table with a bottle of bourbon.  As Alex rummaged through the cabinets looking for something for them to snack on, Wren asked, “So, do you think the female vampires got away at the end?”
 
   “I think that Dr. Holmwood is right—Stoker certainly set up some great sequel opportunities.”  She found a box of crackers and got out some cheese from the refrigerator and sat at the table with Wren.  “I’m working on a research project with her—the films are part of it, but I’ve also been doing some research on the written texts, too.  The whole idea of the lesbian vampire is interesting.  In Stoker’s case, we have no clue who the women are or why they are there. I suppose they could be spurned lovers of his.  He does indicate to them that he has the capability to love and they know that.”  Here, she flipped to the page in the text in chapter three where Dracula confronts the women as they are about to feed on Harker.   She read the passage aloud, and when she got to the Count’s whispered response to the women of “Yes, I too can love” she felt Wren’s hand on her knee.
 
   She looked up to find Wren’s eyes glistening with tears.  “I know how he feels, Alex.  I just want you to know I realize I screwed up when I let you go.”
 
   “We shouldn’t have this conversation, Wren.  It’s over; we can be friends, but that’s it.”  Even as she said this, Alex felt the heat of Wren’s hand on her leg and thought about how her lips felt against hers.  She was trying to find some way to explain it to Wren so that she’d believe it herself, but she couldn’t come up with anything other than “we shouldn’t” which Wren stopped by kissing her.
 
   Alex was helpless.  She felt completely overcome, unable to resist Wren’s advances.  She could hear Wren whispering in between licks, kisses, and bites and she tried to concentrate and figure out what she was saying, but the physical sensations were too much for her to be able to make out more than snippets.  Alex felt Wren pick her up from the chair and carry her into the bedroom she had always only shared with Liz.  She tried to protest but was unable.  Wren merely laughed at Alex’s feeble protests.
 
   “Poor baby.  You just feel guilty.  Let me make you feel better.”  She ripped the shirt that Alex wore, exposing her small breasts, biting her nipples.  Alex wrapped her hands in Wren’s hair, pressing her face to her, no longer attempting to protest.  Wren fumbled with the button on Alex’s jeans and pulled them off, pressing her fingers into Alex, losing herself in the wet heat of her.  As Alex climaxed, she felt Wren’s mouth on her neck, her teeth tearing into her flesh, and the flow of blood.  Her eyes flew open, and in the doorway of the room she could see, just as she lost consciousness, Liz.
 
   Wren was surprised at how much she had fed on Alex.  She’d been unable to stop herself, and she felt Alex grow slack against her as she lost consciousness.  She was trying to revive her when she realized that she was no longer alone.  She turned toward the doorway, revealing in the light that spilled in from the hall a face half covered in blood and eyes that appeared crazed.  Liz screamed—it was a scream louder than either of them had heard before.  Wren was on her in a flash.
 
   The two women struggled.  Liz was more concerned with getting to Alex than she was anything else, and Wren played it to her advantage.  She pinned Liz on the floor, coming at her from behind as Liz tried to crawl to Alex.  
 
   Wren returned to Alex.  She slapped her, trying to revive her.  With no response, Wren became hysterical.  She sat with Alex’s head in her lap, wiping her face, kissing her.  In the corner of the room, she saw wisps of smoke begin to gather and form into the shape of a woman. 
 
   Olivia. 
 
   “I did it for you!  I was trying to turn her for you so the three of us could be together.  Don’t you see?  She’s Daniela.  I understood that and wanted to bring her to you.”  Wren sobbed and rocked back and forth.  Olivia stared at her without saying a word.  She walked over to Liz, turning her over.  Wren could just barely hear a slight rattle as Liz panted shallowly.  “Help me with Daniela.  Help me, Olivia.”
 
   “You’re a fool.”  Olivia picked up Liz, cradling her against her neck.  She took the pendant from her necklace, making a small cut and pressing Liz’s mouth to the wound.  “Alex isn’t Daniela.  Liz is.  Do you really think that the real Daniela would fall prey to you?”  Liz’s breathing quieted.  Olivia laid her back down on the floor.  “You are not to touch her again, do you understand?”
 
   Wren nodded.  “Yes.  Let me make this up to you, please.  I’ll do whatever you want me to do.”
 
   “Oh, I have no doubt of that.” Olivia walked over to the bed and placed her hands on either side of Wren’s head, lifting her and Alex off the bed slightly as she pulled Wren’s face up to her and stared her directly in the eye.  Wren flinched in pain, but was not able to move beyond that.  Olivia’s face was so close to hers that Wren could feel her breath on her lips as she whispered,  “You seem to not realize that I do still have control.  As far as you are concerned, I was not here.  I’ve never been in this house.  You never met me before tonight.”
 
   Wren attempted to nod, her eyes glassy.  Olivia let go of her, and Wren returned to her rocking back and forth with Alex’s bloody head and neck clutched to her chest.  She muttered under her breath the names Lucy and Mina over and over.  That was how Kirby and Mike found her. 
 
   


 
   
  
 



Prologue
 
    
 
   Liz was released from the hospital the day the Times Picayune ran a special story on Wren.  They reported the story as a case of a love triangle; Wren was heavily medicated now, with her lawyers arguing she’d been diagnosed with borderline personality disorder and shouldn’t be dealt with criminally.  The state thought differently.
 
   Not only had they found Alex, but once they went to Wren’s apartment, they found evidence tying her to Wanda’s death, as well as Ryna’s.  They reported that not only did they find personal effects from each of the women, but that before they started pumping her with Haldol, they had let her journal in her cell.  She had drawn elaborate maps which, when followed, led to the disposal sites for the remains.  There was conjecture that she had killed Tim, as well, given the similarities between the scene where he was found and how they found Sienna.
 
   Liz didn’t remember much from that night beyond asking Sandy to go home early after Kirby called and told her Wren had gone home with Alex after class and the strange, horrible image of Wren’s face smeared with Alex’s blood.  In the hospital, she was semi-conscious for a couple of days and was severely anemic.  Kirby and Mike kept her company and her father came to stay with her for a few days until she was strong enough to go back home with him.  He promised the boys he’d let her return once she had recuperated.  None of the men talked to Liz about the way she cried in her sleep or how they had to take turns watching her as she slept to ensure she didn’t walk out and wander the streets asleep.
 
   Alex’s father agreed that the best place for the memorial service was New Orleans.  Alex had wanted to be cremated, and Liz, Alex’s father, Kirby, and Mike made plans to meet and cast her ashes on the Mississippi next Mardi Gras at the end of the St. Anne’s parade.
 
   Olivia strolled through Jackson Square.  She spent a lot of time now walking through the Quarter and the Garden District, uneasy.  She worried about Liz, knowing that she would be confused about her transformation and awakening into her true self--Daniela, but Olivia could not leave without raising suspicion now.  Even when Liz returned, she’d have to play it safe.  She knew her natural instincts would give her the training she needed until they could be reunited.
 
   Blood always wins.
 
   And Olivia had all the time in the world to wait.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Notes
 
    
 
   This is, of course, a work of fiction.  However, there are some real connections here that bear pointing out.  I also thought some folks might enjoy their own walking tour of places in the book.
 
   There are places in New Orleans that inspired specific places in the book.  The Delphine, for example, is loosely based on my memories of the Audubon Hotel on St. Charles, which in the 1990s was still functioning as a sort of bar and flophouse.  While it was perhaps not quite as much a dive back then as the fictional Delphine is, it was close.  Sometime in the early 2000s, the hotel bar was renovated (sometime close to the same time that Emeril Lagasse opened Delmonico across the street).  That incarnation was short lived.  The hotel is currently being renovated yet again, post-Katrina.  This time, it appears to be part of a planned condominium complex.
 
   The Ruby and the gay bar where Alex tends bar are inspired by Ruby Fruit Jungle (which used to be located on Elysian Fields and moved to Decatur).  Last time I heard, it was no longer a lesbian bar.  Oz and Bourbon Street Pub, however, still thrive on Bourbon.  I’m sure you can find boys on the bar there some nights. 
 
   Some of the locations are real and not disguised in any way.  Irene’s, for instance, as well as Martin Wine Cellar are great spots to visit.  Café Angeli also exists.
 
   The book itself started when I was teaching Dracula many years ago.  As a class, we often had long discussions about why the three women, who are described as “sisters,” are included in the book. To me, they must be more than a mere plot device to add titillation to the text.  Of course, I am not alone in my curiosity and many before me have (and I’m sure many after) have sought to explain their origins.  
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