    THE WICCA- MAN :

    TONGUE-TIED

    Emily Veinglory

    Dedication

    To M.J. Pearson, a real trail blazer.

    Chapter One

    Sean walked  home,  late as  usual,  long after  giving  the  last

lecture of the  day. The Woollington  city skyline was  a deep  purple

behind the university buildings as he ambled down towards town and the

harbor,  indifferent  to  the  familiar   beauty  of  the  view.   The

streetlights were blinking into life as wintry dusk began to fall.  It

was that strange time of day,  the lull between coming home and  going

out casting a  hush over  the empty streets.  There was  a feeling  of

foreboding in the air.

    As he  shuffled down  the  hill from  the university  towards  the

rat-run of lanes and paths that  led to his inner-city apartment,  his

thoughts were taken up by his teaching assistant, Rhea. Every time  he

had to walk through  the narrowest part of  their shared office,  made

narrower by two  steel filing  cabinets, she  was in  there with  him.

There really seemed to  be no way  to get through  from the open  area

where he spoke to  students, to the  corner his workstation  occupied,

without rubbing his groin against the -- objectively speaking,  rather

ample and delicious -- ass of Rhea Colecheck . Very few men would find

that a cause for complaint.

    Sean was a  psychologist; he  knew these things  happened. He  was

around Rhea day after day, a figure of some minor authority (until she

finally worked  out  that  an  untenured  professor  is  the  academic

equivalent of  a disposable  minion). She  had developed  what  might,

rather too aptly, be called a “crush” on him. He could tell her to cut

it out, of course. He could just come out himself, but Sean knew  damn

well he wasn’t going to do anything so overt and utterly embarrassing.

First thing tomorrow he  was going to rupture  the meager fibers  that

passed for  his  abdominals  moving those  overstuffed  damned  filing

cabinets out of  the way,  in the  hope that  removing the  bottleneck

would be  enough of  a  hint for  a bright  girl  like Rhea.  Sunk  in

thought, he took a  wrong turn towards the  esplanade and was most  of

the way down the block before he realized his mistake.

    Suddenly Sean  noticed how  dark it  had become  and that  he  had

strayed into one of the few truly dangerous parts of town. He tried to

look nonchalant as  he retraced  his path, but  in his  old grey  suit

(noticeably worn at the ass and elbows) and square gold spectacles, he

was never going to pass as anything other than a stray sheep in  these

parts. His worst fears  were realized when he  walked straight into  a

dark, solid figure;  a tall  man was  blocking his  retreat. A  rather

muscular and handsome one, he noted reflexively.

    “Sorry,” Sean muttered as he stumbled back. But then he felt it --

this man was a vampire.

    Sean was uniquely positioned to know when a man wasn’t quite  what

he seemed. He was a witch  in full standing, with finely tuned  occult

senses -- when he wasn’t daydreaming and losing his way. Not that that

so-called ‘vampires’ were  magical beings;  it was simply  a name  the

media had attached to a medical condition that had arisen a couple  of

decades ago. But it was apt enough, given the propensity its sufferers

had for mayhem and  blood-motivated muggings. Nor did  it help that  a

practitioner’s blood was considered a particular delicacy. If  offered

the choice of a selection of toothsome, absentminded wandering idiots,

any self-respecting vampire would go for the witch every time.

    “Fee, fie, fo , fum ...”  the swarthy vampire whispered. “I  smell

the blood of a Wiccan man.” He reached out and grabbed Sean’s arm with

a casual but vicelike grip.

    The vampire’s  eyes glowed  like coals  in the  darkness, and  the

street was empty all around them.  Sean had given very little  thought

to what he would do  in a situation like  this. On the rare  occasions

that he  worked  magic,  it  was  the  type  that  required  extensive

preparation and a few tangible props as well. His life was starting to

flash before his eyes, and what a dismal parade of lost  opportunities

it was, from  the time  Johnny Briggs tried  to grope  him behind  the

changing sheds at school, to the  first time he met his current  boss,

Dean McIntyre, and  managed to  inadvertently insult  his mother,  his

God, and his favorite footy team within the space of a single evening.

In gape-mouthed panic, he found a fluid string of words did manage  to

force themselves from between his dry lips.

    “Heed me,  hide  me.  Always  bide with  me.  None  may  harm  me,

sheltered in your love.” Belatedly he recognized what he had incanted.

A unique and powerful binding spell  passed down to him by Granny  Lou

-- the blackest sheep in the family. The Drull binding.

    The look in the  vampire’s eyes faded from  wicked hunger to  dull

adoration. It transformed  his creased and  predatory features into  a

smooth visage that would be more  fitting for an ancient Greek  statue

than an urban predator. Dim  light from the distant streetlamp  limned

his noble nose, glinted  in his glassy  eyes, and made  a halo of  his

glossy hair. Damn, he may be a monster, but he is certainly a handsome

one .

    Sean had a whole new problem -- a tall, dark, handsome vampire who

was now hopelessly spellbound in love with him. He looked up and  down

the empty street and straightened his  jacket. “What the hell do I  do

now?” he muttered.

    “Whatever you want, my love,”  the vampire replied with a  foolish

smile.

    * * * * *

    So of course Sean took the vampire home.

    His apartment  didn’t really  have much  space, not  enough for  a

guest room, not even for a guest coffin. But there wasn’t much else he

could do because the vampire had to bide with him so long as the spell

was in force -- and the  moment Sean released him, the vampire’s  rage

at being enthralled was likely to be murderous. The mysterious disease

that caused the transformation  seemed to drive  the vampires to  band

together and fall under the influence of the most violent and paranoid

of their number. Vampires were always trouble, and he wasn’t sure  how

he was going to get rid of this one.

    The vampire -- Thane -- strolled in and dropped his heavy  leather

jacket over the back of the couch. He surveyed the small space,  every

surface cluttered  with  papers,  dirty dishes,  and  other  ephemera,

before turning his arresting gold-flecked brown eyes back on Sean with

an ingratiating smile that  looked very out of  place on his  handsome

features.

    “You realize you  feel this  way only  because of  a spell?”  Sean

said. A moment later he wished  he hadn’t; it wasn’t really  something

he wanted the buff  monster to have an  epiphany about. It was  widely

rumored in the occult subculture that witches had created the  vampire

race twenty-odd  years  ago for  some  obscure reason  that  even  the

conspiracy nuts had  trouble inventing.  Even if this  was true,  Sean

didn’t know why it  pissed the vamps off  so much -- super-senses  and

strength and the  theoretical possibility of  immortality didn’t  seem

like such a bad  deal to him.  If it was  the impulse control  problem

that bothered them so  much, their intermittent  witch hunts seemed  a

peculiar sort of protest.

    Thane shrugged  blithely  and  continued  to  gaze  at  Sean  with

increasingly nuanced  fascination. It  was  obvious that  the  binding

didn’t blunt his intellect even if  it did enslave his emotions.  Sean

perched on his old armchair, and  Thane lounged on the sofa  opposite.

It was like paying  court to a  tiger -- it  isn’t that tigers  aren’t

beautiful, but  would you  ever want  one in  your living  room?  Sean

looked the vampire up and down, chewing on his thumbnail.

    On closer examination, there was a drawn look on Thane’s face  and

a blend of attractions in his eyes.  Sean had little doubt as to  what

that meant. He sighed. Having let  Thane follow him home, he  supposed

it was also his responsibility to feed him.

    “How much blood do you need?” Sean asked.

    Thane seemed to take that as permission. “A small amount only,” he

said as he knelt before Sean. Reluctantly, Sean leaned forward,  every

muscle of his body  tense. From this distance  he could read the  tiny

lettering on  the  front  of  Thane’s  shirt:  ‘Vampires  give  killer

hickeys’. Given how close you had to  be to read it, it must be  meant

more as an advisory than a joke. It also suggested a flippancy on  the

matter that  only  the  most  merciless of  his  kind  would  display.

Vampires had a lot of quirks, and total obedience to a clan leader was

one of them. Given that their leaders leaned more towards Manson  than

Bambi, on the whole the results were unpleasant, to say the least.

    “You have to do whatever I say,” Sean said with a quavering  voice

that still failed to convey the  depths of his anxiety. “So I  command

you to take no more than you need ...”

    It was ironic really  that in trying to  avoid this situation,  he

was obliged to submit to it. The best he could hope for was that  this

way he would  probably survive the  indignity. Thane put  one hand  on

Sean’s thigh, firmly.  Sean stiffened.  A moment later,  the touch  of

Thane’s lips upon the skin  of his neck was  like ... well, there  was

nothing like  it. It  felt like  a sting  at first,  and he  flinched.

Sean’s flesh, gently  pinioned by  small, curved fangs,  ached --  but

then the ache began to change.  His groin pulsed as pleasure  diffused

through him. He gasped and pushed  Thane back, but clutched at him  at

the same time with curled, convulsed fingers.

    Thane allowed himself to be repelled, although there was no  doubt

he had the strength to resist. As his fangs slid free, Sean suffered a

strange sense  of  loss;  a  tremor  shook  his  whole  body.  In  his

confusion, he could not  even discern which  emotion racked his  body:

fear? desire ? One  part of his body  was anything but confused;  Sean

blushed to feel his cock grow hard and push up against his thigh.

    “Is it always like that?” Sean asked.

    “Always,” Thane  replied with  an enigmatic  smile. “Was  it  your

first time?”

    Sean stood abruptly and turned his back in embarrassment. Vampiric

necking was one area  where he wasn’t a  virgin anymore, at least.  He

staggered into his bedroom. At least he had the consolation that every

test showed vampirism  wasn’t infective on  a person-to-person  basis.

Which was less than reassuring; nobody could explain exactly what  the

vector was, or how the condition was contracted.

    The bedside mirror  reflected his  rumpled appearance  mercilessly

under the  bare, swinging  bulb.  The reflection  of the  living  room

behind him showed  Thane still  sitting there wearing  the benign  but

insolent expression of the cat that truly got the cream and then moved

in with the cow.  Sean closed the door  firmly between them. The  fear

was a  lump in  his guts,  but his  cock was  also a  persistent  lump

distorting the  front  of  his  old  slacks.  He  looked  down  at  it

accusingly, but received  only the  groin’s equivalent of  a shrug  in

reply.

    Beneath his conservative suits, Sean  was young -- well, short  of

forty anyway -- healthy, and not entirely heterosexual, although  he’d

never put those desires into practice. There was nothing  inexplicable

about the force of the simple physical desire that was running through

him, but he refused to give in  to it. Or perhaps there was  something

in the vampire’s  spit that coerced  his lust; he’d  never taken  much

interest in the condition.  It didn’t matter;  even unmixed with  fear

and doubt, it  was an  impulse he had  no interest  in indulging,  let

alone with a spell-bridled beast.

    He toyed with the notion of calling on his spirit animal guardian,

but frankly, Rat  would be most  likely to  tell him to  head back  in

there to get  consummated rather than  just consumed. Rat  was of  the

opinion that his main goal was to get Sean to ‘lighten up’ and ‘get  a

life’ --  not exactly  the kind  of ethereal  wise man  Sean had  been

hoping for when he’d conducted his summoning ritual a few years  back,

and it had been months since he’d even tried to make something  useful

from the connection. Rat was less like a sage and more like marijuana,

and he was the last thing Sean felt he could face right now.

    He heard the springs  creak as Thane settled  down on the sofa  in

the living  room.  Every  part of  Sean  from  the chin  down  was  in

agreement with Rat’s presumptive advice;  he should go back out  there

and take advantage  of having a  gorgeous man as  his absolute  slave.

Sean took  off  his glasses  and  laid them  on  the desk  beside  his

dog-eared diary, then turned  to look at his  wrinkled single bed.  He

sighed and prepared to sleep  alone in it, as  usual. But as his  hand

worked his restive cock, it was Thane he thought of.

    The  way  his  leather  motorbike  jacket  sat  on  his  shoulders

emphasized their masculine breadth, but his worn jeans sat so  loosely

around his narrow waist.  The button above the  fly even turned out  a

little, as if waiting for someone to reach forward and  oh-so-casually

release him.  The short  zipper would  drop down,  and beneath  it  no

undergarments to stand in the way.

    He could  imagine  Thane,  so calm  --  and  altogether  literally

sanguine -- emerging  eagerly from  the denim  confines, flushed  with

freshly taken blood.  Stepping out of  his jeans, he  would push  Sean

down on  the couch,  stiff cock  insistent between  them, silk  thighs

straddling him. Leather jacket  thick and cold  under Sean’s hands  as

Thane spread Sean’s thighs with blithe confidence that he would not be

denied. With a hasty smear of thick saliva, his cock ...

    With a stifled sigh, Sean came perfunctorily, a muted climax  that

brought him back to the cold comfort of unvarnished reality. His  face

flushed as he turned on his side and cowered down beneath his  covers.

If what they said about vampiric  senses was right, nothing he’d  done

would have gone unnoticed by his undead guest.

    * * * * *

    After  three  years  as  a  “temporary”  assistant  professor   at

Elizabeth University , Sean was so set in his morning routine that  he

hardly thought about the  vampire on the sofa  as he went through  his

ablutions. He got himself washed and dressed without really waking up,

let alone  thinking about  his situation.  Thane didn’t  move as  Sean

bustled out past  him, late  as usual. Sean  supposed later,  however,

that the  matter  was still  in  the back  of  his mind,  as  he  left

hurriedly, without his appointment diary.

    He  got  through  the  morning  lecture,  Statistics  for   Social

Scientists, mostly  on autopilot  and made  up the  hour before  lunch

looking through some of his favorite  journals down at the library.  A

few ideas for grant  proposals flitted through  his head, but  nothing

gelled. Probably because, under the thin ice of his usual routine  and

concerns, a whirlpool of panic was boiling away -- but he just  didn’t

know how to face it. Finally, he  went down the old stairway into  the

library stacks, mainly  because it was  the closest he  could come  to

digging a hole and hiding  in it. And if he  went back to his  office,

Rhea and  the  file  cabinets  would  be  there  awaiting  their  next

inevitable conjunction.  He’d planned  to get  in early  and move  the

damned things, but a restive night and distracted mind had put pay  to

those plans.

    He sat  in  the basement,  looking  blankly at  a  dusty  terminal

screen. The computerized book catalogue’s cursor blinked. On, off, on,

off, next to the single old-fashioned green ASCII text: SEARCH? It was

absolutely quiet except for an occasional  moan from the pipes in  the

walls. Nobody came down to stacks  anymore. Most people just used  the

online  journals,  and  those  with  a  vestigial  notion  of  printed

materials tended  to stick  to  stuff published  well after  the  1970

threshold. Anything  older  came down  here,  to stagnate.  Which  was

entirely too apt, that being the year of Sean’s birth.

    He was  in the  right sort  of  company, all  right. Did  the  old

bound-up journals worry like he did, about being taken off the  shelf?

Oh, no, will he  crack my binding,  tear my pages,  find errors in  my

text? As long as my  covers are closed, I  can assume they are  filled

with wisdom.  But  if  they were  ever  opened  ... Not  that  he  was

seriously considering taking advantage of Thane. No, really. Imagining

it, yes.  Fantasizing  about  it, sure.  But  not  really  considering

actually doing it, oh, no. The Drull binding would make it the  occult

equivalent of statutory rape, no  matter what the lascivious  vampire,

and Sean’s own idiotic id, might prefer.

    As a responsible  thrall-owner, even  short term,  he supposed  he

should look into  vampirism -- the  care and feeding,  et cetera.  The

scientific community was well aware  of this new condition, which  had

arisen in  the late  eighties and  been slowly  spreading ever  since,

although sufferers  still numbered  no more  than a  few thousand.  An

early court ruling  prevented anyone  from holding  a vampire  against

their will, and very few chose  to allow themselves to be studied,  so

research proceeded  only very  slowly.  People just  woke up  with  no

memory of  their previous  lives  and with  drastic changes  in  their

personalities and tastes.  In conditions  of near  darkness, signs  of

aging halted, and strength and the acuity of all senses were enhanced;

but UV light  precipitously reversed  these effects.  Their hearts  no

longer beat, their  body temperatures were  barely above ambient,  and

the erratic readings medical equipment could detect were more a source

of confusion than  elucidation. The  blood still  circulated in  their

bodies, but nobody was quite sure how. By any pre-existing definition,

they were  dead, medically  if not  legally. But  vampires were  still

counted as persons.

    Almost without exception, they dropped  out of their former  lives

and gravitated to one of the illicit clans, leaving everything behind.

The vampires were a great  mystery, but every reputable occult  source

agreed it  was nothing  to do  with  magic, just  some new  retro-  or

hantavirus that was  proving very  difficult indeed  to understand.  A

complex medical mystery that Sean knew he was unlikely to unravel in a

few short days.

    And it was almost lunchtime. Sean sighed. What a mess. But he  had

to conclude that  whatever had  made him  resort to  the binding,  his

conscience,  so  far,  was  clear  and  his  virtue  continued  to  be

altogether too inviolable. He had needed to protect his own life,  and

he had  done Thane  no permanent  harm. Yes,  he had  manipulated  and

effectively enslaved him -- but  as soon as he could  see a way to  do

so, he would set the vampire free. In fact, after lunch he would  stop

procrastinating and start researching.

    Bessie over in History could  probably help with that. He’d  never

had much to do with her, but she seemed a nice old lady in her knitted

cardigans and sensible shoes.  She was a real  sorcerer with a PhD  in

colonial history and a covert qualification in circles of  protection.

If anyone  knew a  way  to deal  with this,  it  would be  the  coolly

professional  Bessie  van  de  Weerd  ,  the  first  female   sorcerer

accredited by NASA (National  Accredited Sorcerers’ Association,  that

is). Sean had attempted such  a double qualification himself, but  the

occult portion was never  completed, and the  notes and workings  were

stored in dusty folders under  the bed. No follow-through, Sean.  Just

like your father always said.

    Which was beside the point. All he really needed was for Bessie to

help him out with some new trick to stop Thane from turning on him, so

that he could let  the altogether too handsome  little monster go.  No

doubt off  to kill  countless innocents  -- almost  all vampires  were

murderers. But that ‘almost’  made a lot  of difference. Somebody  was

going to have to catch Thane at it before they were justified in doing

anything about it. Yes, it was only what a man did that could be  held

against him.

    With that thought, Sean thrust his frustrated libido back into its

usual cage and wandered over to the staff club for lunch, stuck in the

rut of habit despite a complete lack  of appetite. He made his way  to

the clubroom to meet  up with Kevin from  Chemistry for the usual  egg

sandwich and a cup of execrable coffee. On this occasion the  sandwich

was soggier than usual, the coffee even more reminiscent of feces, and

the conversation distinguished mainly  by its absence. Kevin  indulged

Sean’s reticence for a few minutes, browsing the student newspaper and

making occasional comments about errors in grammar and punctuation and

the implications for undergraduate literacy as a whole. Then the large

room became strangely hushed. The reason was all too clear.

    Thane was standing in the  doorway, wearing his motorcycle  jacket

over a devil-may-care slouch  and skintight tee.  He looked like  some

leather-man’s wet dream  as he  strode over  to Sean  and dropped  his

appointment diary on the  table in front of  them. At a nearby  table,

Professor Patty Findley-Barker  poured a spoonful  of soup right  down

her ample cleavage  as she  stared at Thane’s  tight, well-worn  jeans

struggling to cover his  muscular thighs. Sean had  to admit he,  too,

wasn’t missing how they fit so well  that he could make a pretty  good

guess which side Thane hung to.

    “Thought you might need this,” Thane said huskily.

    Sean replied curtly, “Ta.”

    Thane leaned over to give Sean’s thigh a casual squeeze. “Don’t be

late home. I don’t often get a chance to cook.”

    Kevin didn’t miss a  second of Thane’s rear  as he sauntered  out.

Then he turned to Sean. “You  old devil,” he said. “Have you  actually

found a young hunk who cooks, or just one who uses obscure but equally

appealing euphemisms?” Despite the light tone, he was obviously a  bit

indignant about not having an insider’s edge on a piece of gossip this

good.

    “It’s not like  that.” Sean  knew absolutely nobody  was going  to

believe that. Indeed, Kevin stayed silently skeptical. If a ...  well,

the closest thing he had to a friend, wasn’t buying it ...

    Sean’s mind was preoccupied  by a few  things, including the  fact

that Thane must have become a vampire very recently if he could go out

in the light of day  and not look any  different. There must still  be

people alive who’d known him as he was before the change. Somehow that

made him seem more real -- more human. Sean wrenched his mind back  to

the present.  He supposed  that he  was now  officially outed  --  and

without even having had gay sex, in the conventional sense.

    Sean knew that Kevin had thought himself the science  department’s

only queer, with Sean  just a woolly enough  liberal to be his  friend

despite it. He cursed his absentmindedness in leaving the diary behind

-- but he cursed Thane more for taking advantage of the oversight. The

spell was more  than doing its  job if Thane  was running errands  and

trying to get people to think they were together.

    “Damn,” Kevin said  in delayed  reaction to the  sight of  Thane’s

departing buttocks  as the  distant elevator  door closed  to  conceal

them.

    A buzz of conversation swelled around the room. Sean felt his ears

prickling  as  a  blush  spread  across  his  face.  Damn  involuntary

peripheral vasodilatation anyway.  He pulled his  cell phone from  his

back pocket and  dialed Bessie’s  number. He had  to get  rid of  that

vampire while he still had some kind of reputation to salvage.

    Voicemail picked up without a ring. “ Professor van de Weerd is on

sabbatical until  October  the twenty-first.  Please  call  Humanities

reception at extension 4202, or leave a message after the tone .”

    That figured. He had three  days to try and  figure it out on  his

own. It wasn’t low self-esteem that made Sean a tad pessimistic  about

that -- it  was the undeniable  empirical fact that  he sucked in  any

kind of crisis. The strategy of never doing anything important  enough

to create one had been working out just fine for him, until now.

    Kevin wasn’t asking any more questions -- at least not out loud --

but his crinkled brow made him look like a bemused bloodhound.

    “Well, um. I’ve got some stuff to do,” Sean stuttered.

    “I just bet  you do,”  Kevin replied  smugly. Oh,  yes, Kevin  was

going to want the full story some time real soon.

    Sean figured he’d better get used to innuendo; he was going to  be

number one on the grapevine charts so  long as a fit vamp was  hanging

around running errands and feeling him up. Another man might  actually

enjoy the  attention. Sean  wasn’t another  man. He  just wouldn’t  be

going to the staffroom until he sorted this all out.

    Who else did he know who  was a pretty good sorcerer? Where  could

he find a good cut-price amulet effective against vampires? EBay? Sean

bustled back to his office, on a mission.

    * * * * *

    It was, by  now, early afternoon  on a Wednesday,  so most of  the

level-five labs would be  full of students finding  new ways to  break

the equipment and  piss off the  tutors who, given  that they  weren’t

paid enough to give  a damn, would inevitably  pass the problem on  to

Rhea. Life had sure been easier  before the cutbacks, when the  T.A.’s

and all their concerns were confined to the third floor. But when  the

overhead charges went up, the  department traded that area to  Biology

in return for splitting the costs of the animal lab.

    Sean opened his office door perfunctorily to find Rhea not at  her

own desk by  the door, but  at his  desk around the  corner, with  the

shallow drawer at  the top  pulled wide open.  The shallow,  allegedly

locked drawer in which he kept his small workplace altar. It wasn’t  a

lot to look at, really. A  square mirror tile anchored with  elemental

symbols --  a  feather,  a  candle,  a shot  glass  of  water,  and  a

terracotta shard. A jade  rat figurine sat near  the centre next to  a

tangle of colored string and a card, face down, that belonged with the

pack of Rider-Waite tarot  cards pushed to the  back. Could that  pass

for normal drawer clutter? And hell,  he really should have spoken  to

Rat by now  -- as a  spirit guide he  wasn’t much use,  but he  really

hated to be left out of things.

    Rhea was in the process of lifting the card; it had come from  the

centre of his spread a few days ago and hadn’t made much sense at  the

time, so he’d laid it down to contemplate for a while. Rhea looked  up

from the Death  card to Sean’s  face. It had  been Death covering  the

Crossroads crossed by the Priestess, he recalled. Major arcana , every

one, and on a reading just after  the new moon. He really should  have

paid more  attention to  that, but  ‘nothing important  will  actually

happen’ had seemed like a good bet  when it came to his life up  until

yesterday.

    She gestured with her other hand,  the one holding the drawer  key

Sean had hidden not-so-cunningly in the tray of his potted fern. “I am

so annoyed with you,” she snapped.

    Sean gaped. He closed the  office door very carefully and  stepped

towards her. “ You’re annoyed?” he said. “With me? ”

    “I always knew  there was more  to you,” she  began. “Well,  quite

frankly, there had to be. But to find that you are a pagan, Dr. Watkin

, an actual practicing  pagan, and I hadn’t  the slightest idea.”  She

advanced on him, waving  the card, and they  met -- predictably --  at

the filing cabinets. “Well,” she pressed. “That shows that even  after

working together for over a  year, you don’t have  any trust in me  at

all.”

    Her full lips pouted. Up close there was no denying that Rhea  was

model perfect, somewhat super-sized, but in all the right areas. As  a

bright, beautiful  woman, she  hadn’t been  short of  offers when  she

started looking for work to support herself after her PhD  scholarship

ran out  the usual  two-point-five years  into a  three- or  four-year

endeavor. She’d told  Sean she had  chosen his teaching  assistantship

because he was the only professor  who addressed her face rather  than

her cleavage. Apparently either she was having some second thoughts on

that one, or the girl just liked a challenge.

    She was now  officially standing well  within his personal  space.

The corner of the  cabinet poked into Sean’s  shoulder as he tried  to

edge away without being too obvious.  His mother had taught him to  be

far too polite for modern society.

    “I was thinking of moving these cabinets,” he said, indifferent to

the non sequitur.

    “Great idea.  Then you’ll  be able  to see  me at  my desk,  while

you’re sitting at  yours.” Rhea looked  noticeably less annoyed.  “And

you can stop pretending you’re trying to get me my own office, because

I am quite happy here. And before you brush this whole thing off, I do

want to say that you shouldn’t feel you need to hide anything from me.

I mean, sure,  I’m Christian and  you’re pagan; I’m  black and  you’re

white  --  that’s  just  all  part  of  what  makes  our  relationship

interesting.”

    Our what?

    Rhea leaned in  close enough that  Sean was acutely  aware of  the

contact her soft  breasts were making  with his chest.  Thanks to  her

platform boots and his average-at-best  height, they were pretty  much

eye to eye as she added, “So  is there anything else you want to  tell

me?”

    I’m gay!

    As Sean struggled with the realization that he must not have  said

that aloud, she leaned in and planted  her lips on his, then tried  to

pry his frozen teeth apart with her apparently rather muscular tongue.

Sean was dimly aware of Maggie, the department administrator, throwing

open the door  and saying, “It  is true  what Patty is  say--? Uh,  my

mistake.”

    By the time he pushed Rhea away, Maggie had backed off and all but

run off down  the corridor, leaving  the door just  open enough for  a

couple of gawking graduate students to get an eyeful. Sean pressed the

door shut again and turned to Rhea.

    “We have  a professional  relationship, and  that is  all. Do  you

understand me, Rhea?”

    “Of  course,  Sean,”  Rhea  replied  contritely  but  with  sudden

informality. “I should  never have  done that --  without locking  the

door first. We do need to think of the proprieties, after all.”

    “That’s not what I ...” Goddammit , you were close enough to me to

count as outer wear. How could  you not notice the utter  indifference

of my cock to that unprovoked attack?!

    The door  swung open  again.  It was  Derek,  one of  the  tutors,

looking flustered. “One of the students has been bitten by a lab  rat!

I told them  -- I did  tell them, like  you said --  not to put  their

fingers through the  bars.” Even  as he addressed  Rhea, Derek’s  eyes

seemed to be glued to Sean  with unusual fascination. Sean could  only

wonder which rumor had made it to the fourth floor first. Maggie had a

shorter distance  to travel,  but the  staffroom incident  had a  head

start on the timeline.

    Rhea intercepted Derek calmly  and started to  steer him down  the

hall. “Now, have you asked them  if they’ve had a tetanus shot  within

the last eight years?” She looked  over her shoulder just long  enough

to smile flirtatiously  and wink  before they  disappeared around  the

corner.

    It wasn’t  until  he went  to  the  toilet an  hour  later,  after

conducting three student consultations, that Sean saw the plum-colored

lipstick smeared across his face.

    * * * * *

    Sean spent most of  the afternoon and early  evening staring at  a

blank spot  on  his  office  wall  -- broken  by  a  spell  of  highly

ineffective meditative visualization  that kept  transforming into  an

undead edition of the gay Kama  Sutra. He updated the grades  database

and waited to straighten things out with Rhea, except that she  didn’t

come back to  the office for  the rest  of the day.  Tomorrow was  her

first turn at lecturing to the full class, so she must have gone  home

early to prepare.  He was both  annoyed and relieved  to postpone  the

increasingly inevitable scene he would have to make to get through her

delusions.

    He dined out, if you could  call pasta at a grungy café  ‘dining’.

And as much as he tried to convince himself he was deliberately  doing

the opposite  of  what  Thane  asked,  he  knew  it  was  really  just

cowardice. The longer he delayed going  home, the more his head  ached

with what promised to  be the mother of  all headaches. His  all-round

reputation was starting to spiral down the drain, and he couldn’t come

up with a  single coherent  plan to avoid  the final  gurgle. He  even

considered finally summoning  Rat, his spirit  animal, but was  almost

afraid to know what that might reveal.

    Finally, well after dark, he went home -- and found the  apartment

empty. In the absence of hemlock, Sean took three aspirins and went to

bed, firmly shutting the  door into the living  room behind him.  With

the covers pulled over his head, he felt his mind dive into sleep like

a terrified animal retreating to its den. He could only pray that  the

morning brought some kind of inspiration. Or perhaps he would be lucky

enough to just die in his sleep instead.

    He awoke  reluctantly  from  a  confused dream  in  which  a  huge

plum-colored fish was trying to eat him alive, to discover it was dark

and quiet and Thane was standing at the foot of the bed.

    Naked.

    The vampire’s skin  was dusky, absorbing  the sickly yellow  light

from the  reading lamp  beside Sean’s  bed like  blotting paper.  Sean

looked, and just kept  looking. To be completely  frank, Thane took  a

lot of looking at -- and there was a  lot of him to look at. He was  a

good six  feet tall,  with a  lean frame  hung from  broad  shoulders,

tapering to slim hips and distinguished  by a smooth, proud cock  that

definitely  broke  with  the   traditional  understatement  of   Greek

statuary.

    He looked  like a  fantasy brought  to life,  with the  one  minor

problem that he was actually a corpse animated by a poorly  understood

disease. Sean tried to hang on to that thought. Once a man turned,  he

died. That  was  the  ‘amnesiac  haemophagic  syndrome’  that  medical

science was slowly discovering; anything  else was an illusion.  Thane

had become infected  and lost all  memory of his  former life; he  had

been born again with a new  personality. Often it happened so  swiftly

and smoothly the  person simply  disappeared. Somebody  out there  was

probably still wondering what  had happened to  their son, friend,  or

even husband or father, and if they were lucky, they would never  find

out.

    “It’s the binding,” Sean said. “You must know that. It just  makes

you think that you like me.”

    His voice trembled as  he spoke, partly from  fear and yet  partly

from simple lust. The two impulses  curdled in his stomach and  formed

an unlikely fusion of excitement. Thane leaned forward slowly and  put

his hands on the mattress. He began crawling up the bed towards  Sean.

It was an assured gesture, like some  big cat about to seize its  prey

and drag it up some gnarled tree,  yet in a way that didn’t make  that

seem like such a bad prospect.

    “I don’t care,” Thane said. “What is  real for me is real for  me,

whether it’s Cupid’s arrow, fate, genetics, or bad advice from a magic

eight-ball. It just does not matter to me. I know what I feel, I  know

what I want, and I can smell what you want.”

    His voice was  husky with  desire and shivered  down Sean’s  spine

like an auditory aphrodisiac. “Aren’t there people missing you?”  Sean

said as he shrank back against the bedstead. “Vampire family, friends,

jealous lovers -- you know,  anyone who I can  expect to hunt me  down

and kill me for what I’ve done to you?”

    “Nobody that’ll miss  me,” Thane said.  “I drifted in  with a  few

others. I was a lackey, a follower of no importance. They’ll not  miss

me, and that’s just as well.  I’ll not be leaving you. Now  everything

has changed -- and I don’t care why  or how, I like it. I mean to  see

that you like it, too.”

    “It’s just a sp-spell,” Sean stuttered as he pulled the covers  up

to his chin like some prudish old maid. “It matters to me. It would be

the black arts, to ...  use you. To use my  arts to ...” He  struggled

his way back towards conscience like  a drowning man fighting for  the

surface of the water but not quite sure where to find it.

    Thane kissed his mouth with a moist exhalation. Sean cringed away,

but Thane’s firm lips pursued him, pressing down with firm insistence.

Thane slid  gently downwards,  his warm  breath scudding  over  Sean’s

skin, and then kissed his neck. Sean shuddered. Thane’s bite from  the

previous night had  already marked him;  Thane’s touch was  synonymous

with pleasure.  Without  conscious thought,  Sean’s  fingers  loosened

their grip, and he shivered in anticipation.

    Thane pulled the  blankets down  slowly. Sean was  wearing a  robe

beneath; the belt  had slipped to  bare his skin.  Thane’s lips  moved

down to Sean’s clavicle, his chest.  Thane kissed his left nipple  and

brushed it with his teeth.

    “Thane ...”

    But Thane  only pulled  the blanket  further down.  Sean put  both

hands on Thane’s chest to push him away, but it was a feeble  gesture.

Thane took Sean’s left hand in  his right. He held it with  effortless

strength. He bent and ran his tongue along the inside of Sean’s wrist,

and then he bit. Sean watched the teeth sink into his frail skin, with

a slightly  detached  fascination. From  such  a slight  contact,  the

sensation spiraled outwards, amplified by  every sinew and nerve.  His

felt his breath catch, and his whole chest seemed to constrict. It was

rather like vertigo. It was rather like ...

    Sean moaned. It was rather like falling in love. It hardly  seemed

possible, given what Thane was, how  little he knew about the  vampire

and how much of that was no  reason for joy. Perhaps only a few  years

or months ago, Thane  had been a  young man anyone  would be proud  to

make a life with.  Now he was  just a revenant in  an occult cage.  An

animal who only thought he knew  what he wanted. Rationally Sean  knew

this all, and yet ...

    Sean remembered how many  times some smug couple  had told him  he

would know true love when  he finally felt it.  Well, he felt it  now,

and Thane  didn’t seem  to have  any qualms  at all  about using  what

advantages he was given.

    Sean leaned  back, sliding  down  almost flat  on the  bed.  Thane

pushed the  blankets aside  and stooped  down over  him. Thane’s  lips

continued on their inexorable path. He pushed back Sean’s robe as  his

lips wandered down Sean’s torso and stomach. Sean made a last abortive

attempt to  push him  away, but  as Thane  reached his  penis, he  was

defeated.

    His cock  slid inside  Thane’s mouth  smoothly, and  he was  lost.

Thane sought nothing  for himself.  His taut lips  encircled Sean  and

stroked hard and wet along his length, almost hard enough to hurt.

    Sean had  seen blowjobs  in bashfully  rented porn  tapes but  had

never found a girl (well,  perhaps until recently) who would  consider

giving him one,  let alone a  guy. No scripted  moan or  yellow-backed

novel’s purple prose even began to capture the feeling. Thane bent  to

his task with ruthless efficiency as  Sean reached up and grabbed  the

bars of the  headboard. His back  arched as he  felt his hips  shudder

with incipient climax. For a moment he struggled. “No ...”

    All of a sudden he wanted to hold on to this moment, make it last.

But it was already too late.  A sudden orgasm ripped from his  stomach

and shot out wetly. Sean’s vision dimmed for a moment before it dawned

on him to be embarrassed at such a premature conclusion.

    Thane curled protectively against his  side, one heavy arm  across

Sean’s chest.

    “You’ve got a bit of time  to get used to this,” Thane  whispered.

“So relax. We have all the time in the world.”

    The irony was that Sean had rather assumed that he was the one  in

charge of what was going on  with his so-called thrall. But there’s  a

saying about riding a tiger -- you really can’t afford to fall off. As

Sean  lay  in  the  unfamiliar   comfort  of  a  close  embrace,   the

implications ran through his  mind like a tangled  skein of very  dark

threads indeed.

    Chapter Two

    The next morning,  Sean snuck  out past the  vampire now  sleeping

snugly in Sean’s narrow  bed. He was very  careful to take his  diary,

phone, and every  other thing that  he might conceivably  need. As  he

reached for the  doorknob, he heard  a droll voice  call out from  the

bedroom, “ What, no kiss goodbye?”

    Sean slipped out and shut the door firmly behind him without  even

looking back. There was something  disquieting in the patient tone  of

Thane’s voice. Like  everything was already  settled in the  vampire’s

head and he was just waiting for Sean to get used to it.

    A long day dragged by as he slogged through arcane tomes trying to

do his own  research on protections  and realizing, reluctantly,  that

there was no way he  would master that new  discipline in a few  days.

Real occult practitioners  were rare enough,  and most were  competent

only in one small area. Sean, to  the extent he was a competent  witch

at all, was a master of mass suggestion. He had no idea how to  narrow

the focus of a working to one specific man.

    It did not help that an interminable stream of students barged  in

to ask  last-minute questions  about  a final  exam they  should  have

started studying for weeks ago.

    “Dr. Watkin , is this going to be in the test?”

    “Dr. Watkin , can I hand in this essay three weeks late? I had  to

go skiing while the powder was still good.”

    “Dr. Watkin  , is  the vein  on your  temple meant  to throb  like

that?”

    Rhea also rushed in and out, making him promise not to attend  her

lecture because it would make her  far too (giggle) nervous. The  fact

that this infatuation of hers was  making a sensible woman act like  a

Barbie-girl was  altogether  too depressing.  The  fact that,  by  not

pulling her  up on  every  aside and  innuendo,  he was  letting  this

stupidity go on  was just  par for his  cowardly course,  but no  less

depressing for that.

    And through  it  all,  flashes  came to  his  mind,  fragments  of

sensation, pain, sex, surrender. In  between them, Sean realized  that

he had almost no idea of what Thane was really like as a ... person. A

person? Damned if last night didn’t feel right. Surely there’s more to

Thane   than   some   Hollywood    monster   or   poorly    understood

pseudoscientific curse. Or  is that just  me trying to  make sex  into

love -- trying to change reality to suit my libido?

    He began to walk home, rather reluctantly, at the end of the  day.

He turned  onto  a cobbled-over  road,  just  a few  blocks  from  his

apartment. There were shops  on each side,  and clusters of  customers

and loiterers filled the  small area. Sitting  and sprawling across  a

larger concrete planter was a group of  young goths . But there was  a

way they  moved, a  quality to  their skin,  dullness in  their  eyes.

Vampires, no doubt freshly out with the dusk.

    One of the girls,  in a red retro  dress, caught him looking.  She

stood, erect and tense  like some animal spotting  its prey. Sean  was

torn between the desire to  get away and the  fear that it would  only

draw her attention more. She strolled over to him, and everything from

the smoothness  of her  gait  to her  faint  Mona Lisa  smile  spelled

trouble. A few of  the others straggled after  her. Sean glanced  from

side to side, wondering what made them fix on him all of a sudden.

    She leaned her head to one side. “Not so much a witch as a what  ,

isn’t it?”

    Ah, the joy of interrogative pronouns  . Maybe it was because  she

looked more like  an overconfident  undergrad than a  creature of  the

night, but her insult  freed Sean’s tongue. He  just hoped to  bluster

through and get away.

    “At least I do as I wish,” he said. “Not playing follow the leader

like you all are.”

    “Oh, yeah, you  have a  problem with the  elder,” one  of the  men

said. He was a tall but skinny guy dressed all in black and  strangely

didn’t look half as threatening as his posture suggested he thought he

was. They couldn’t really do too much out in public only three  blocks

from the police station, surely?

    “The elder has got  a whole lot  of you together  in one place.  A

whole flock. It draws attention. It’s not a good idea.”

    The girl cut in with her  affected lisping voice. “I think  you’ll

find the word is pack, or maybe murder. That’s the word, isn’t it, for

cats?”

    “Crows, actually,”  Sean corrected,  feeling more  certain of  his

ground, but he  could see  the rest of  them were  starting to  circle

around him. “Cats are  a clowder or, more  aptly here, a clutter;  for

house cats the collective noun is ‘nuisance’. And your elder is  going

to get the lot of you drowned in a sack if he keeps drawing  attention

to you like this. You need to find someone better to follow.”

    He turned  and stepped  quickly away  from them  through the  only

small gap left for him.

    “Like who, eh, like y--” the man said.

    Glancing back, he saw  the girl had grabbed  her companion by  the

arm, curtailing his comment. There was a sharp, suspicious look in her

eyes as she whispered  something to him.  Although quietly pleased  at

his bravado, Sean still hurried to get  out of their sight as soon  as

possible. He  kept  checking  back  until he  was  sure  they  weren’t

following.

    As he walked  down the hill,  his heart was  thumping, and at  the

thought of going  back to  Thane, it didn’t  slow down  any. In  fact,

sweat was pooling in every  crease of his body by  the time he got  in

the elevator of  his apartment building.  His hand shook  as he  swung

open the door  to his  apartment to  find, dum  de dum  ... nothing  .

Unless you counted  the fact that  the place was  tidy; every  surface

gleamed, free of clutter, and there was no sign of Thane. Sean drifted

around the place, wondering how he had come across quite such a nicely

domestic undead  thrall. Oh,  he’d  make somebody  a lovely  wife,  he

would.

    A few hours later Sean was lying on the sofa staring accusingly at

the ceiling when Thane came home  bearing at least a month’s worth  of

groceries in two dangling clusters of flimsy supermarket bags.

    “I told  my  lot  to let  things  be,”  Thane said  as  he  packed

everything away in the tiny kitchen.

    “You told them  about the  spell!” Sean  sprang to  his feet  with

alarm. The last thing he needed  was to give those vampire thugs  some

concrete reason to take  after him. That  girl could undoubtedly  tear

him limb from limb, even without any help from her little band.

    Thane smiled.  “Now,  I don’t  think  that would  keep  you  safe.

Besides, I’m not in the habit  of explaining myself even to them.  The

elder, well, I had to do as he said. But I’m not his concern now,  and

I don’t think it will bother him much. I was less than a glowing asset

to his rule -- more a thorn in his wrinkly hide.”

    Thane stepped back into the living room, gave Sean an  up-and-down

look, and smiled  in that crooked  way he had.  There was obviously  a

story behind Thane’s  brief assessment of  his own shortcomings.  Sean

supposed he  ought  to  find  out  everything  he  could  about  these

vampires, but rather than pursue it, he fled to his bedroom-cum-study.

Just looking at Thane made his cock stir and his brain wind down  into

mute monomaniacal lust.

    “I  have  some,  ah,  ‘stuff’  to  do  tonight,”  Sean   ad-libbed

brilliantly as he exited the living room.

    He had the  nasty feeling that  he really needed  to dig down  and

find whatever he had  that passed for  guts, but he  would need to  be

backed just a little further into the corner for that to sound like  a

real possibility.

    He did everything  he could to  take his mind  off Thane, who  now

seemed to be cooking  with the TV  turned up loud  enough for Sean  to

hear from the study.  Except it was dark  enough now that Thane  could

probably hear TVs playing in the building across the road, so maybe he

was just making some kind of point. Sean prayed that Thane would leave

him be and yet furtively hoped he  would do anything but. After a  few

minutes of quiet pacing and staring out the window, he sat down at his

narrow desk.

    In the next  few hours  he made  great inroads  into marking  term

essays, but every  time he  paused for  a moment,  his thoughts  swung

towards Thane like the needle of a compass towards true north. He  was

reading every sentence of every essay three of four times just to  get

his lust-obsessed cerebrum to register its meaning at all. Other parts

of his anatomy sent increasingly vehement updates to confirm they were

fully functioning and ready for action. Sean shifted awkwardly in  his

chair. He was at his wit’s end.

    His first thoughts had been almost entirely of  self-preservation,

but now the real issue  became rather clearer to  him. As a Wiccan  he

knew that it might just be accepted to use the spell to save  himself,

but not to turn  that slavery to his  advantage. His mind wandered  to

what had happened in  his small bed  last night. It  had been ...  His

breath shook with excitement just to remember it. He had not  ventured

to act upon his desires for so long,  and now he had made the leap  in

the  worst  conceivable  way.  If   he  balanced  everything  he   had

experienced in his life so far up against that single and rather brief

encounter, he wasn’t entirely sure which way the balance would tip.

    In  a  way  it  was   typical  of  Sean’s  self-confessed   sexual

slow-wittedness. It had taken him the  first twenty years of his  life

to fully realize why girls did not excite him all that much. Even then

he had persisted stupidly  with a line  of bemused girlfriends  before

one of them had  told him to come  to terms with just  how far to  the

right-hand side of the  Kinsey scale he truly  was. After that he  was

honest enough with himself,  and a complete coward  about the rest  of

the world. He had never ventured  into those places that gay men  met;

the very idea terrified him.  So, way to be  a late bloomer: his  very

own vampiric love slave. It would be funny if it weren’t so horrible.

    He felt the  urge to  call up  Laura. She was  a friend  of a  few

years, and he’d always felt she could’ve been a closer friend if  he’d

really reached out  to her. Laura  was a fellow  witch in their  small

coven and the  only member who  knew how he  had struggled with  being

Wiccan . She knew  about Sean’s harsh Catholic  upbringing and how  it

still cast a long shadow on his life, but he hadn’t even told her that

he was gay.  Sean kept his  work and  Wiccan lives far  apart and  his

private life so deep in the closet that it had a Narnian zip code.

    Sean evaded Thane’s invitation to dine with the excuse that he was

not hungry -- receiving little more than an indulgent but  exasperated

sigh in response. By ten the text was swimming before his eyes. But if

he went to  bed, he  was sure  that his  sin would  be compounded  yet

again. Sean sighed and laid his  glasses aside. A repressed fool  with

an immortal thrall and an uneasy  conscience -- ah, how the gods  must

be laughing now.

    Thane looked in on  him. “I’m making  you uncomfortable,” he  said

solemnly. “I’ll go out.”

    There was the simple compulsion of the binding again -- Thane  had

to do what he could to make Sean happy. Sean felt his heart  crumpling

up. He could  see his  own haggard  reflection in  the blank  computer

monitor before him, mousy  hair in ragged tufts,  plain face not  much

helped by rough shaving and vigorous eyebrows. On his bolder days he’d

say it was a strong face, the  sort a young wizard should have. But  a

strong face did little to hide the craven heart within. Sean shut  his

eyes and heard the  front door open and  close again. Desperately,  he

looked for  some  solution,  but  there  was  nothing  but  bricked-up

doorways every way that he turned.

    He could almost have been a  wizard. Sean had studied hard how  to

sway the minds of  men and women. Wizards  and sorcerers both saw  the

occult just as a  kind of technology, no  different to electricity  or

computer software. His studies had  drifted towards grand spells  that

worked on the scale of towns and communities. He told himself that  it

was innate respect for the existing  balance that made him drift  into

Wiccan circles.  That  even were  it  wise  to have  such  power,  the

consequences of wielding it were unconscionable. But deep down he knew

it was fear, fear of the voice  that had come out of the darkness  the

one time he tried to work true sorcery.

    He had experimented for an  occult PhD that he’d never  completed,

had tried to make a whole city  believe a person was dead. He’d  spent

two days near invisible with the whole of Woollington convinced they’d

buried him the prior week. The lack of marked distress or mourning was

the first nasty surprise,  but on the third  day he had an  experience

that he’d struggled hard to forget ever since. A dark hand reached out

for  him,  squeezing  his  chest,  and  a  mocking  voice   proclaimed

triumphantly, “The dead are mine.” Convulsing as his vision fogged and

tight pain  burned up  his right  side, Sean  had accidentally  pulled

loose some of the string on his symbolic net and had broken the spell.

Perceptions sprang back to their native state, erasing all memories of

the spell.  And Sean,  previously  a foggy  atheist-leaning  agnostic,

suddenly realized that overt magic trespassed in areas mortal men were

not meant to go.

    So Sean had sunk into  obscurity as an observer, always  reluctant

to act when  actions, in the  modern world, worked  for ill a  hundred

times more often than for good, no matter what the intention. Sean was

simply not a doer. He had a sneaking feeling that might just be  about

to change -- and  probably with no better  outcome than before.  Maybe

whatever it was in the darkness was destined to claim him in the  end,

regardless.

    * * * * *

    Sean had a pretty good  idea of what he needed  to do, but it  was

Bessie who had the skills. He just  had to get through two more  days,

until she got back.  All he needed  to do was keep  his head down  and

hope the coven  wouldn’t notice. They  would take a  very dim view  of

coercive spells of  any sort. An  it harm  none . They  didn’t have  a

self-preservation clause in  their book --  and even if  they did,  it

wouldn’t cover  him  for four  days  post-peril. Their  rather  strict

adherence to their codes  of conduct meant he  couldn’t even think  of

going to them for help. Which was a damn shame because he knew he  was

a poor, academic sort  of Wiccan , and  advice from a practitioner  at

any level would have gone a long way right then.

    As plans went, ‘wait  for Bessie’ was pretty  pitiful, but it  was

enough to  allow Sean  to  sleep fitfully,  and  he dropped  off  into

oblivion somewhere on the wrong side of midnight , still alone in  the

house. He struggled with  dark dreams: Thane’s  face loomed over  his,

cold as  a mask.  Death  came with  his  lover’s eyes,  sparking  with

crimson hatred. Sean felt  no urge to flee.  Only dimly aware that  he

was dreaming, he stepped forward into Thane’s embrace. The dream  felt

real. Too real.

    He awoke with a start from a deep sleep and a Fuselian  nightmare,

to a heavy  weight on  his chest, definitely  no longer  alone. For  a

moment he  was merely  irritated with  Thane’s forwardness.  Then  the

bedside lamp  snapped on,  and he  looked into  the eyes  of a  savage

stranger. Any complacency in the face  of death evaporated in its  all

too immediate presence.

    Oh, this  was a  vampire  certainly, but  not Thane.  Chalky  skin

stretched over high cheeks and crinkled around deep black eyes. Breath

reminiscent of rotting tuna reeked from the man’s mouth as,  macabrely

, he smiled. Great hooked teeth showed behind his taut, dry lips;  the

vampire was ready to feed. Sean felt his legs tremble, and his bladder

released. He had never felt such deep, instantaneous terror. His whole

body shook.

    The gaunt-faced man had  Sean pinned down,  and he only  belatedly

noticed the pale, black-haired girl that  stood beside the bed --  the

same one he  had seen on  the street.  She watched calmly  and with  a

certain knowing smile, wearing the same wispy scarlet slip of a dress.

It was the girl who had turned on the lamp as she leaned over to  peer

down at  Sean’s face.  Her expression  suggested she  was not  greatly

impressed by what she saw, but it was devoid of any particular anger.

    “I smelt Thane  on him,” she  said. “And all  over this place.  On

this bed.”

    “Whatever you’ve done to young  Thane,” the elder said, “undo  it.

Witch .”

    He put more  disdain into the  word than Sean  would have  thought

possible. It was hatred devoid of  any respect, like a man might  have

for wounded livestock, fit only to be destroyed. Part of Sean would be

happy to do whatever  this monster said, if  only to have the  binding

free to  use  on his  attacker  instead.  Although the  thought  of  a

besotted elder vampire about the house ...

    “Thane has to  be here for  me to  undo the spell,”  Sean said  as

reasonably as he could  whilst hardly able to  draw breath. His  voice

came out as little more than a squeak, and he prayed he could just buy

a little time. After all, what he was saying was entirely true.

    “I guess that if you killed the witch, that would do it,” the girl

said helpfully.

    This, unfortunately, was also true. The elder laughed. Sean  tried

to think of  some other working  that he could  use without ritual  or

grand gestures -- and  came up with  nothing. Given a  week or two  to

prepare, he  could make  the  better part  of  the city  forget  their

mother’s name, or give every woman within miles the urge to eat  lemon

sorbet, but since encountering  what he thought of  as the god of  the

shadows, Sean  had not  paid much  attention to  the narrowly  focused

glamours that  could  make  any  individual  do  anything,  let  alone

anything useful .  Like any  ardent academic, Sean  had deflected  his

interest into patterns and possibilities. The theoretical structure of

magic and what it told you  about the world still interested Sean.  He

just wasn’t the sort of man who wanted to actually wield that kind  of

power anymore.  If  it  wasn’t for  Granny’s  unsolicited  input,  I’d

already be dead .

    Sean tried to cobble together a feeling of how to work a quick and

dirty glamour just to hold them off long enough for him to escape. But

the situation didn’t lend itself to complex and arcane thought.

    The elder  leaned over  him,  gaping mouth  smelling like  a  fish

market, and Sean lost any grasp  he had on rational thought and  tried

futilely to struggle, but he could hardly move. He tried to shout  and

barely emitted a feeble squawk as fingers like iron bands squeezed the

air from his lungs. With one  final gulp, he managed to whisper,  “The

binding makes him protect me, so if I die, it might have a bad  effect

on him, a recoil.”

    Even he had to  admit that he  was a terrible  liar, and the  very

attempt seemed  to  irritate  the  elder  vampire.  The  girl  laughed

shrilly, but it seemed as much  from nervousness as amusement, as  the

elder struck,  biting  down  on Sean’s  shoulder  deep  and  bruising,

piercing, hard.

    Sean screamed then, with fear so great he felt the sound came more

from his stomach  than his  lungs. He  shouted and  did everything  he

could, which amounted to little more than throwing his head from  side

to side. Hark to the great witch-man now, little more than a beast  to

the slaughter . Damp covers twisted around his legs. Sean flailed  his

arms, feeling one wrist caught and cut. He distantly surmised that the

girl did not intend to be left out of the feast.

    Sean felt detached from his body, even from the pain. He ceased to

struggle, as escape became a blatant impossibility. The sting was only

pain this time, pain that grew until it drowned his mind. By the  time

the elder stepped back from  him, he felt cold,  too weak to move,  He

barely saw the elder make some gesture to the girl as he left. And she

stood standing  over him  like a  human incarnation  of the  sword  of

Damocles. A feeling too weak to be panic washed over him, but his body

could manage no more than a feeble jerk in response, fear fading  only

as awareness fled.

    His last thought surprised  him. It was a  comfort that Thane,  at

least, would be free.

    * * * * *

    Sean drifted into a state of dim discomfort, not really aware that

he was alive. He was cold, but  dreaded even trying to move. A  slight

sound brought him up towards the unwelcome embrace of consciousness.

    Were they still there? He willed his body to move, but it remained

frigid and still. Only with creaking reluctance did his fingers clench

slightly, with an associated wet tearing sensation in his left  wrist.

In the  blackness  behind  his flickering  eyelids,  he  struggled  to

remember. He  felt  a  surface  against  his  back,  too  soft  to  be

floorboards. The world focused  slowly, as if even  his eyes were  too

tired to see. A figure loomed over him, and Sean flinched, raising his

hands to fend off --

    But it  was Thane  that leaned  over him,  a strangely  comforting

presence. Sean was lying on his own  bed, and pain lay in every  limb.

His heart stuttered and steadied. If Thane was here, then he was safe.

In such a short time  he had come to trust  a man, a creature  really,

that he barely knew.

    “I came back just in time,” Thane said, placing his hand carefully

on Sean’s forehead.

    Sean was surprised that  his immediate response  was to wonder  if

his survival really was for the best. Perhaps death at the hands of  a

monster was the  most merciful escape  his dilemma offered,  certainly

the surest release for Thane. At least it avoided harm to others,  the

thing any true Wiccan should care about the most.

    But he recognized this mood. He stumbled into depression from time

to  time,  when   surrender  seemed  the   easiest  solution  to   any

tribulation. It was too cowardly a  thought, and Sean pushed it  away.

He had dithered too long, and it was well past time he acted, that  he

lived properly according to his beliefs. Harm none . But was that even

possible now, that none would be harmed in the midst of this tangle?

    “They aren’t dead?” Sean asked with dread. He looked weakly to the

side and saw nothing  but his familiar,  unkempt room. Everything  was

just as he had left it, without the slightest sign of a struggle. Only

his covers had been  changed for fresh sheets  still scented from  the

dryer and the old wooden chair pulled over so that Thane could sit  by

the side of the bed. The Venetian blinds let in slits of predawn  grey

to show how the night had bled away.

    Thane smoothed back Sean’s hair.  “No more dead than they  started

out,” he said. “They were a bit too quick for me, and my main  concern

was you, not them.”

    “But an elder ... How could you possibly?”

    “Loving someone deeply  gives you  courage,” Thane  said and  then

sighed. “But actually the elder had already gone, and the girl  didn’t

make an issue of  it. She just  left. She’s a  thinker, that one.  You

never know what she’s up to.” Thane settled back in the chair. “It  is

strange, you know. I suddenly know what it’s like to care for someone.

I was so lost, and I didn’t even know it, so heartless. I killed  even

when it was not needed. Other people  were not even real to me  except

for what I could take  from them. I could never  go back to that.  Not

now that  I  have you,  someone  who does  not  wish death  even  upon

vampires who tried to kill him.”

    Sean looked up at Thane;  the vampire’s eyes were deeply  shadowed

beneath somber, slanted brows. This rather added a wrinkle to  things.

Sean had been assuming that the best thing for Thane would be  release

from the spell, but what if that  was not the case? The Drull  binding

had changed Thane,  seeming to  imbue him with  deeper feelings,  even

with a  conscience. It  sounded as  if he  would even  choose to  stay

bespelled , and whose choice was that, after all? Who was to say  Sean

had the right to change Thane back to what he was without even asking?

And yet how could Thane really be making a sincere choice whilst still

affected?

    Thane kissed Sean quite chastely on the cheek. “You’ll be weak for

a few days,” he said. “But  I don’t think you’ll need hospital.  Bites

such as these, deep but clean, they heal and do not take infection.”

    Thane seemed  coolly  familiar  with  how  the  damage  a  vampire

inflicted could be  borne. It was  a chilling window  into his  former

life, but even this was balanced with tenderness.

    “Don’t worry about anything  now. Just rest,”  Thane urged. “I  am

sorry that I misjudged the other vampires’ mood, but we can talk about

what we need to do, tomorrow.”

    Sean struggled to assimilate the flurry  of peril and pain he  had

undergone, to see  some way forward.  He felt ashamed  that he had  no

words; his mind drifted on eddies of confusion.

    “We do need to talk,” Sean whispered.

    “We do,” Thane agreed as he pulled the cover up over Sean’s chest.

“Tomorrow.”

    Sean watched Thane slip from the room, with muted regret. He would

have felt safer if he could still see Thane, but closing his eyes,  he

could hear quiet movements  in the living room.  Sean raised his  hand

but stayed it before he touched the source of the ache at the base  of

his throat. Right now he didn’t really want to know how bad it was.

    He would  have to  find  a way  to  understand what  Thane  really

wanted, what the real, essential  Thane would freely choose. And  that

is what he would do.

    * * * * *

    Thane called in  sick on Sean’s  behalf early in  the morning.  He

also called  Laura at  home  to say  that Sean  would  not be  at  the

convocation scheduled  for that  night. It  was a  relief to  have  an

excuse, under the circumstances.

    Thane dropped the exams into the department. They were all marked,

but the remaining grades still had to be entered into the database  by

the end of the day. There were a  few more exams to come in, and  then

Sean would have no onerous duties for several weeks. At least  nothing

Rhea couldn’t handle.  She could do  the data entry,  and Thane  might

give her  something  to  think  about when  it  came  to  her  amorous

intentions.

    When Thane  returned,  he chided  Sean  to eat,  but  settled  for

brewing tea from herbs  out of Sean’s jars;  there wasn’t anything  as

prosaic as a teabag to be found in the place. Sean made him bring each

one through to make sure he didn’t mix in one of the poisonous  herbs.

It was a Stepford Wives sort  of experience, except that in this  case

Sean knew full well  what kind of creature  lurked below this  smooth,

domesticated appearance. In his weakened state, there was very  little

that he could do but wait and hope to Hecate that something would come

to him, some way out of the spider’s parlor (or to get the spider  out

of his).

    At about 5:30 p.m.  the doorbell rang. Sean  frowned. No one  ever

came to his place; he never invited them, and his few friends were too

courteous to push the matter, although they sometimes joked about  his

inhospitable ways.  Thane  answered  the  door,  and  Sean  heard  the

startling sound of both  Kevin’s and Laura’s  voices from the  cramped

hallway. His worlds were  colliding with a  vengeance; they must  both

have been worried by  whatever excuse Thane had  given and decided  to

drop by.

    He  could  hear  a  muttered  conference  between  Thane  and  his

visitors.

    “... got beaten  up,” Thane  explained as he  showed them  through

without hesitation.

    Kevin’s face creased with concern when he saw Sean, but his  voice

was still light. “Gay-bashing?” he asked.

    “Witch-bashing, more like,” Laura said with a frown.

    And that  pretty much  got the  whole thing  over with,  as  their

mutually surprised expressions proved. Sean was out, and out, at least

where  the  two  people  he  could  probably  called  ‘friends’   were

concerned. He really didn’t have the strength for this, and Laura  was

glancing back at Thane in a way that suggested she had just worked out

that the overgrown  houseboy was  a vampire.  That was  a whole  other

level of complication; Sean distracted her as best he could.

    “Hi, Kevin, this is Laura. We’re both witches; she’s in my  coven.

Hi, Laura, this is Kevin from work, and yes, I’m gay. I guess you gave

me a few chances to mention that, but, well ...”

    They both  stared at  him  blankly for  a moment,  processing  the

information.

    “Dark horse, aren’t you,” Kevin said. “Any chance of a cup of that

tea?”

    It was  a blessed  relief to  discover how  truly trustworthy  and

sensible Kevin was,  even though  they had never  been exactly  close;

Sean had to concede  that was entirely down  to him, after all.  Kevin

went out to help Thane in the kitchen, giving Sean just long enough to

whisper to Laura, “Yes, he is a vampire. I used an old family  binding

spell on him and suffered a  visit from some other vampires who  don’t

like it.”

    “So it wasn’t him?”

    “Thane? Hardly!”

    “Talking about me?” Thane asked archly. He and Kevin had come back

with tea and biscuits, and there was soon a makeshift tea party spread

over Sean’s desk and the lower part  of his bed. Thane sat on the  bed

with easy intimacy. Kevin was on the chair, and Laura perched upon the

desk.

    “A witch and a  behaviorist,” Kevin said,  eyeing the more  ornate

home altar Sean kept on the top  of his bookshelf. “How do you  manage

that?”

    “Oh, don’t get  him started  on that,”  Laura said.  “I know  more

about radical behaviorism than I ever wanted to. But I do feel a  fool

for all those times I tried to set you up with my female friends.  Why

didn’t you tell me? I have male  friends, too, you know. Some of  them

are very nice.”

    “You needn’t  bother now,”  Thane  said in  a  tone that  was  not

entirely in jest.

    “So you two are ...” Kevin asked.

    Sean said, “No, not really.”

    Thane said, “Yes.”

    Sean met his eyes. “Thane, it bloody well isn’t going to work out.

For reasons you well know.”

    Thane shrugged and smiled in that way a person does when they  are

blindly ignoring you. Kevin and  Laura exchanged glances. Sean  closed

his eyes and prayed for  the earth to swallow him  up. He knew he  was

being horribly impolite, but he couldn’t  stand the way the circle  of

this cozy, but false, domesticity was expanding. Apparently his pained

expression reminded everyone that they shouldn’t be bothering a man in

his state. Sean heard Laura stand and felt her fingers briefly on  his

shoulder.

    “You  should  rest,  and  I  must   get  to  the  grove  for   the

convocation,” Laura said.  “Kevin, I  saw you  came in  your own  car.

Perhaps you could give me a lift up to the gardens?”

    “Oh, certainly,” Kevin said, clearly thrilled at having the chance

to talk with her. “We’ll pop by tomorrow, I imagine,” he said.  “Maybe

you’ll be up to a proper chat then.”

    Thane let them out. Sean called out belatedly, “Laura, don’t  tell

them ...”  before running  out of  words  that he  wanted any  of  the

neighbors to overhear. “ Damn .”

    He shuddered at the  thought of the  conversation Laura and  Kevin

would be having on the way, let alone what Laura might let slip to the

almighty bloody Opal, coven crone and pagan puritan. Thane returned to

tidy up and dim the lights. Sean  was just dozing off when Thane  came

back and  settled on  the  edge of  the bed.  Sore  as Sean  felt,  he

certainly was  going to  be sharing  the bed  -- that  temptation,  at

least, was  out  of reach.  Sean  opened his  eyes  and gave  Thane  a

glowering look. Then he thought better of it.

    “I appreciate that you saved me, that you’re looking after me.”

    “It’s a just  the spell,  surely,” Thane mocked  gently. “Not  any

virtue of mine.”

    He stripped  off  his  clothes  and slid  under  the  covers  with

exceeding care, occupying no more than a few inches at the edge of the

mattress but sliding his arm carefully, supportively under Sean’s head

in place of the slumped pillow.  The darkened bedroom was restful  and

still, not broken even by a lover’s breath.

    Chapter Three

    Dawn broke, or at least Sean’s consciousness collided with it,  to

the electronic bray of the landline.  The phone’s ring was set,  quiet

deliberately, just a little bit too  loud for even the laziest of  men

to ignore.  Sean fumbled  forward and  found his  reach blocked  by  a

well-defined pectoral muscle  and the  protests of  his own  lacerated

wrist.

    “Are you sure  you need  to get  that?” Thane  sighed and  reached

backwards,  answering  the   phone  himself  with   a  propriety   and

non-specific “Yes?” Then, “Just a moment.”

    Sean lay back down with the  cold plastic receiver pressed to  his

ear.

    “Was that it?  ” asked  the distinctively piercing  voice of  Opal

English, current crone of the coven and she-who-must-be-obeyed beneath

the outwardly egalitarian  creed they  followed. Her  voice, like  the

phone, was always pitched to be too piercing to ignore, perhaps as  an

innate countermeasure of her disagreeable personality and inability to

say anything worth listening to.

    “You have something to say, Opal?”

    “Word came to the convocation that you have used coercive magics ,

black spells , and as such are  not eligible to be one of our  number.

Our coven has no desire to  shelter such as you improperly within  the

accord.”

    Something deep in Sean’s gut curdled. “Does the condemned man  get

to speak in his own defense?”

    “We  have  called  an  emergency  meeting.  I  do  hope  that  you

appreciate that  our members  are giving  up their  precious  Saturday

afternoon to deal with this matter with full rigor, when there  really

is no valid defense for your actions.”

    Gods forbid  that my  world falling  apart should  interfere  with

repotting the petunias or walking the dog . Sean screwed his eyes shut

and wondered why the hell Laura hadn’t at least given him some warning

he was under the vulture queen’s  all too beady eye. Any  practitioner

who wasn’t in a recognized coven was  pretty much fair game. It was  a

loose association of all of the groups within the accord that  policed

and protected their members and  left anyone they declared outside  to

fend for themselves against  the more vicious  elements of the  occult

subculture.

    “I guess I’ll be going with ‘self-defense’,” he muttered. Maybe it

will cover me for crone- icide , too .

    “You do know that  we never held with  that convenient codicil  of

the Lucien creed, young man. And deep  in my heart I knew you did  not

have the moral fiber to abide by the holy rule as it stands. But  make

what excuses you  wish. We’ll meet  at my  domicile by noon  , if  you

please. Do not bring that creature with you.”

    It was a  relative pleasure  to hear the  drone of  the dial  tone

after the  fingernails-on-blackboard  cadences of  Opal  English,  the

woman who put the ‘b’ in witch.

    “Oh, I am so screwed,” Sean muttered.

    “Your wish is my command,” purred Thane.

    Sean  pried   his  eyes   open.  Thane’s   expression   suggested,

fortunately, that he was joking. Sean didn’t feel up to anything  more

than a brisk yawn and the arduous task of turning over to sleep on his

other side  -- albeit  at the  risk  of turning  his back,  and  other

portions of his dorsal anatomy, on Thane. But he did need to find some

way to stay in the accord, or  he would have more to worry about  than

an amorous revenant.

    Thane retrieved the receiver and set it back on the phone, only to

have it start ringing  again immediately. Thane  held the receiver  to

his ear, and a voice could be heard buzzing from the other end.

    “Hello, Laura, this is Thane,” he replied tersely. “And I  believe

Sean is already up to speed on  that, thank you. Do you have  anything

of use to add?”

    Well,  even  though  being  defended   by  one’s  love  slave   is

predictable, it is also surprisingly gratifying .

    And shortly thereafter Thane hung up the phone.

    Sean sighed and said, “At  the rate it’s going  to take me to  get

dressed and out the door, I had better start now.”

    Thane was modeling himself  upon the proverbial immovable  object.

“You need to rest, Sean.  If you want to get  out of this bed,  you’ll

have to climb over me.”

    And it didn’t sound like that option would be distressing to  him,

either.  But  the  spell  gave  Sean  a  handle  and  an  irresistible

compulsion to use it. Perhaps on a good day, he would have  hesitated,

but this did not qualify.

    “Look, Thane, if my coven declares I am not in good standing  with

them, things rapidly  will become  very difficult  for me,  even in  a

group  as  eclectic  and   ostensibly  free-spirited  as  the   Wiccan

practitioners. I start to lose access to the support and  co-operation

of the  followers of  the rede  , and  pretty soon  somebody’s got  me

staked out as a juicy sacrifice for their demon-of-the-month club.”

    “The rede ?”

    “‘ An it harm none, do as  you will’. That’s the rede . It’s  more

like a piece good  of advice, really, a  guideline, but Opal tends  to

hold it as a firmer sort of  rule. She is very resistant to any  later

amendments and  no doubt  thrilled  to have  a  chance to  deploy  her

hard-line attitude to  the fullest  extent. Opal  has a  lot of  ideas

about  what  people   should  do   and  the  willpower   to  get   the

woollier-minded -- which is most of the rest of the coven -- to follow

her lead.”

    “So you have to go and argue with an old woman?”

    “An old woman  who has  the power to  issue a  little occult  memo

declaring me to be a black witch. And that would make me very  unhappy

indeed. Do you understand?”

    Thane regarded him rather mournfully. “I understand that you  feel

the need to jerk the leash. Very well, let’s get up.”

    “I didn’t ... hell. Fuck.” Thanks for the guilt trip, Thane .

    Thane pushed  back  the covers  and  slipped from  the  bed.  Sean

considered his own body a  work in not a  great deal of progress.  Not

fat but not fit, and now  artfully embellished not only by bruises  of

every hue but splashes  of encrusted blood. The  sight of it  eclipsed

his pique at Thane.

    “Let’s start with the shower,”  Thane said, apparently willing  to

enable even though he didn’t agree. He leaned over and helped Sean up,

supporting him as he staggered stiffly to the small bathroom.

    “Thane, are you seriously intending to get in the shower with  me?

It’s on the small side.”

    Thane just guided him over the threshold and stepped in after  him

so they stood face to face. “Just think of it as training for when you

come to stay at my place.”

    “Oh, very  droll. Your  former associates  seem to  be willing  to

hurry me on my way.”

    Thane pulled the shower nozzle off on its flexible hose and set it

carefully to tepid, low pressure. With  enormous care, he picked up  a

flannel and cleaned around the puckered punctures on Sean’s  shoulder.

Sean peered obliquely at the wound;  deep rather than wide, it wept  a

yellowish fluid. He closed his eyes and swore silently. One more  look

at that and he’d faint.

    Thane continued his work fussily,  moving down the body. And  Sean

was lulled by the gentle rasping  contact, like the tongue of a  giant

cat. Eventually it trailed down to the area of his groin.

    “Thane ...”

    “Just making sure you’re nice and clean.”

    But Thane had dispensed  with the flannel. Sean  could feel as  it

dropped down beside his foot. It  was the soft crease of Thane’s  palm

that slipped  under Sean’s  circumcised cock.  His thumb  pulled  down

gently, teasing over the sensitive head.

    Sean reached out instinctively, grasping at Thane’s firmly muscled

body. “Thane, you don’t have to ...”

    “What makes you think I don’t want to?”

    Thane was infinitely gentle, coaxing Sean’s cock to firm until  it

pressed nearly upright in the  tight space between their damp  bodies.

Thane leaned  in even  further, pressing  Sean back  against the  cool

Formica of the shower stall. He ran the water down over Sean’s cock as

he worked it  slowly, pausing to  stroke the head  with the  calloused

ball of his  thumb, then  cupping and firmly  massaging Sean’s  balls.

Finally Thane leaned in, pressing Sean’s cock against his flat stomach

with the  palm  of his  hand.  Thane worked  his  own body  in  small,

vertical movements, and just  as Sean was on  the brink of coming,  he

felt Thane’s  thick cock  pressing up  between his  legs. The  vampire

certainly wasn’t indifferent,  though what he  was attracted to  right

now was a little hard to imagine.

    Sean came,  pushing his  head  back, little  more than  a  shudder

releasing the ache in his balls. And with disbelief, it was only a few

moments later  that he  felt Thane  make one  muted thrust  again  the

tender seam between Sean’s balls and ass, and his cock wilt away.

    A vampire love slave who gets off from giving me a hand job. Maybe

being a black witch is worth it .

    Sean pushed the thought from his mind forcefully, leaning his head

forward to rest against Thane’s shoulder, ridiculous, ambiguous  tears

in his eyes.  The shower basin  was filling with  lukewarm water,  the

shower head lying forgotten and the flannel blocking the drain.  Thane

just held  him,  the touch  of  skin  on skin  comforting,  like  some

forgotten memory  of  the womb.  Thane  seemed content  to  hold  him,

waiting for some sign ...

    Then through slitted eyes he saw himself reflected in the mirrored

front of  the bathroom  cabinet. His  first thought  was, Hey  ,  that

anti-misting spray really does  work! Then a  full grotesquery of  the

sight sank in.

    Thane’s muscular back  tapered to tight,  high buttocks. His  skin

was a natural tanned shade, although it seemed unlikely he spent  much

time in the sun these days. Just  Sean’s side and hand could be  seen,

pallid, slack, and soft. Bruised and  wet, he looked like little  more

than human roadkill . There was no way Thane would be with him, except

through compulsion.  Sure,  he was  a  monster,  but he  was  also  an

attractive man with people of his own kind that wanted him back. If he

was released, even for a moment,  he would go. If you love  something,

let it free  . But  practicalities aside, as  Sean clung  to Thane  he

wasn’t sure he had it in him to give this up.

    Sean shuddered and closed his  eyes. Which was hardly a  long-term

solution.

    * * * * *

    Thane declared  that catching  the bus,  followed by  a  ten-block

uphill walk,  was not  a reasonable  option and  vanished with  Sean’s

wallet. He returned about an hour later, leaving limited time to  make

the meeting.

    “Now, don’t freak out,” Thane said.

    “What!”

    Thane sighed. “Well, at  least that saved us  some time. You  went

from zero to freaked out in well under two seconds.”

    “Just tell me what you mean before I become completely neurotic!”

    Thane crouched down beside the couch and put his hand casually  on

Sean’s knee. “Love, you’re so freaked out you’re sweating, and, so far

as you know, about nothing at all. I think neurotic is already a  very

small dot in the rearview mirror.” He  had to raise his hand in  order

to demonstrate just how small the dot was.

    “Thane,” Sean said  with exaggerated calm.  “Tell. Me. What.  You.

Have. Done.”

    “I went to get a  rental car. Now, it  turns out they didn’t  have

much in, so they offered  us a limousine for  the price of an  economy

car. It’s a good idea really because  the back seat is deeper and  the

chassis is wider. I’ll take  down a pillow, and  you can relax on  the

backseat. Because you know you really shouldn’t be out of bed at all.”

    “Thane, I’m  going to  convince my  coven that  I am  not a  black

witch, being chauffeur-driven  to the  meeting, in a  limousine, by  a

vampire . So much for first impressions. It’s black, isn’t it?”

    “Oh, you know  what they say:  It’s always darkest  before the  --

Actually, for my kind that saying doesn’t --”

    “The car, Thane, it’s black?”

    “Yes, Sean, dearest, the car is black. It matches at least one  of

your eyes. Now, if you really insist on doing this, we had better go.”

    He supported Sean and  stayed close by his  side as they  shuffled

out of the apartment and down the stairs to where the vamp-mobile  was

parked on a double yellow.

    “Do you have a license, Thane?”

    “Yes.”

    Even on short acquaintance,  Sean knew a  brief and solemn  answer

was cause for concern, but he couldn’t muster the energy to pursue the

matter. He let himself be helped  down the stairs and coaxed into  the

wide backseat of the gleaming behemoth.  His head rested on a  freshly

laundered pillow, and the smell of fresh linen soothed his mind. There

was a faint smell of  lemons, and he was struck  by a mental image  of

Thane in his leathers and  shades choosing between lavender fresh  and

citrus breeze in the detergent aisle. He had to admit he really didn’t

have a handle on Thane yet -- what he was, let alone what he was meant

to be.

    Never mind that right now. Arguments, I need arguments to convince

these women to support me rather than shove me out into the cold .

    But as the  car swayed and  hummed along the  city street, all  he

felt was mild motion  sickness, and no useful  thoughts floated up  to

the surface of his mind. Finally the car idled to a stop. Sean  peered

at his watch ... A few minutes late, to boot.

    Opal was holding court, settled in her usual velvet armchair  with

the dozen or so  members of the coven  perched about her staid  living

room in a rough circle. Sean went in alone and found himself  standing

on the rug with no clear place to sit.

    He looked from face to face,  most of the witches not meeting  his

eyes. Knowing the  odds were against  him, he tried  to make his  best

defense at least ... well, offensive  wasn’t really what he was  going

for, but by the look of Opal’s pursed lips, that was what he achieved.

    “So, now that I’m in dire need of your help, I find myself,  what,

on trial? This is hardly a warm reception.”

    “You use the arts to enslave another. That is not ‘harm none ’.”

    Sean  faced  Opal.  He  hated  confrontation;  his  heart  thudded

achingly hard within his  chest, and he heard  a tremor in his  voice.

But the words he needed  came to him, at least.  “Trust you to take  a

body of law so pithy  that eight small words sum  it up, and to  throw

six of those words away,”  he snapped. “‘ An it  harm none, do as  you

will’. Fine. And if some harm is  inevitable, as is so often the  case

in life, is it so terrible I  choose to bend a vampire’s will to  save

my life? With your help, he can  be freed again. With no lasting  harm

to anyone.”

    He glared around, but once again only Opal would look at him,  her

small  eyes  glinting  with  outrage.  “I  will  have  none  of   that

lily-livered revisionism in this coven. True Wiccans harm none. It  is

that pacifism that sets us apart  from the rest of this  gods-forsaken

world. If  you cannot  abide by  that, you  need not  stay within  our

number.”

    Sean kept his voice carefully quiet to contrast with Opal’s shrill

rebuke. “Are you giving  me that choice? Do  you presume to speak  for

everyone here?”

    He looked at each of the coven members in turn, but they would not

meet his  eyes, not  even  Laura. Only  Opal’s pug-faced  Persian  cat

looked  back  at  him  with  its  habitual  expression  of  disdainful

indifference.

    “I did the best I could,” he  said in a voice less steady than  he

would have liked. “With your help,  the least possible harm can  still

be achieved.”

    He reached out to the coven as a whole. Opal struggled to her feet

like an  overweight heifer.  It  had been  a foregone  conclusion,  he

realized. His time would  have been better spent  trying to find  some

other group to sign him on before the word got out.

    “Our coven is founded on a  simple understanding that our role  in

this world is to be part of a harmonious natural order,” she said with

patronizing faux  pity. “Not  to enforce  our will  on others  or  our

natural world. I had hoped that even you, as a man, a professor, could

take part  in this  understanding. But  at the  first temptation,  you

revealed yourself to  be a pollutant  in our spiritual  grove. For  if

there was any truth in your protestations, you would not have  stooped

to making use of the creature you enslaved, as I know you have.”

    And the glint in Opal’s  eye made it clear  what she had seen.  He

had long suspected Opal’s  scrying glass was  largely an extension  of

her busybody ways. But it was true, wasn’t it? And denial or  rebuttal

froze on his tongue. She seemed  to take his silence as a  concession,

content to leave  the full meaning  of accusation between  the two  of

them -- and keep her prying ways on the down low.

    “I call  on  my sisters,”  Opal  proclaimed, “to  issue  a  formal

proclamation excluding you from the green  accord. May we have a  show

of hands?”

    That was clearly intended as a rhetorical question.

    The green accord  was a list  to which all  the recognized  covens

contributed. Anyone not so listed was deemed a black witch and was  to

be shunned. To the  best of Sean’s knowledge,  although many had  been

refused the  protection of  membership, no  one for  many decades  had

actually been removed from the accord. Perhaps objectively, it did not

matter all that much. But each  hand that inched upwards under  Opal’s

beady glare was like a stab wound.

    There were  few  places where  he  had ever  felt  welcome.  After

leaving the church, being cast out of his own family, failing to  find

a tenured position ... there was  really only one place that had  ever

welcomed him in  -- the Spindle  Coven, pleased for  so many years  to

have the novelty  of a  practicing male  witch in  their midst.  Their

ethos of pacifism had  not only accepted his  passive approach to  the

art, but valorized it.  Now he saw  how craven he  had been to  accept

their warm, but ultimately shallow, embrace.

    Only Laura  hesitated. Her  eyes flicked  between Opal  and  Sean.

“It’s all right, Laura,”  Sean said. “I understand.”  He did not  mean

that he understood Opal’s  reasons, but that he  knew Laura, like  he,

depended heavily upon the coven as her only family.

    “But it’s not,  is it?” Laura  said. She bent,  picked up her  old

denim tote bag, and stood, turning to address the others. “When I left

my husband, I thought I understood  the creed here. To never, ever  do

anything to a person without their consent, not even healing, nothing.

But when you  turn that respect  for autonomy into  a command that  we

should allow ourselves to be victims, not even defending our own lives

-- I cannot support it. So I  ask you ladies to take down your  hands.

To realize that  each of us,  man or woman,  has the right  not to  be

harmed ourselves . It is easy to say only acts that do no harm may  be

performed. But  sometimes  there  is  no  harmless  path,  and  we  as

individuals, and as groups, must take responsibility for our  actions.

Not always following the frankly patriarchal nonsense of strict  laws,

but just doing the best we can. Take down your hands, and together  we

can help Sean, and  Thane, and maybe  all the people  in the city  now

that so many vampires seem to have come into our midst.”

    It was a heartfelt plea, and Sean really thought for a moment that

it might sway  them. But each  lady’s eyes flickered  to Opal’s  face,

which remained crumpled in disgust, and dropped back to the floor. The

hands stayed up.

    “Well, then,” Laura snapped.  “I had the  strength to leave  Frank

when he became a tyrant; he thought he was doing the right thing, too.

I can leave you, as well. You can shout from the windows that I am the

wicked bloody witch of the west. But  I am not the one who deserted  a

friend in need.”

    Laura grabbed Sean’s arm and steered him from the room.

    Outside, Thane  was leaning  on the  hood of  the car,  smoking  a

cigarette, looking  like a  cross  between the  Marlboro man  and  the

Batman. His usual slick leather  jacket over scuffed blue jeans  leant

him a slightly dated air of macho cool.

    “Tell me you  didn’t sell  your soul to  the devil  for a  stretch

limo,” Laura said.  “Because that would  really take the  edge off  my

righteous indignation.”

    “It’s a rental.”

    “What, your soul?”

    “Yeah, I needed it back by Sunday. Those holy-water burn marks are

a bitch.” Sean laughed. “Are you sure about this, Laura?”

    “We’ll call around and find another  group. We better get on  with

it, though.  Opal will  have the  word out  faster than  the speed  of

spite.”

    Sean grunted noncommittally. Groups in some other tradition  would

usually  turn  them  away  as  a  matter  of  course  --  the  druids,

neo-shamans, Hedonians  ,  true  paths, and  wizards.  Especially  the

wizards, as he  had defected from  them to become  Wiccan . The  other

Wiccan covens in town were strictly female, which was fine for  Laura.

The eclectic groups were mainly cranks, crooks, and crazies, none with

members who  were  considered  real  practitioners  rather  than  just

hopeful believers. Their word would not weigh up against Opal, who was

an uber bee- yotch but also a powerful far- scryer . Which is to  say,

a magic busybody who could see anyone, pretty much anywhere.

    Thane came around and opened the back door for them with a bow  of

servitude that Sean could tell was sardonic, but Laura looked  worried

about. She  didn’t seem  totally sure  she was  betting on  the  right

horse. But she  climbed in and  slid over, letting  Sean fold  himself

cautiously into the backseat.

    “Home, James,” he said. “ Laura’s, that is. She has some calls  to

make. You always got  on well with Jen  from the Motherpeace Coven,  I

thought,” he added to her.

    “So what about you?”

    He eased  back carefully  as the  car began  to move.  The  shaped

upholstery pushed against  his shoulder, and  it seemed impossible  to

find a comfortable  position. Laura  was obliging enough  to give  the

vampire her address -- something of a vote of confidence, perhaps?

    “I’m still thinking about it,”  Sean said. “Maybe being cast  into

the outer darkness isn’t so bad. Plenty of people aren’t listed in the

accord.”

    “But they  never  asked  to  be, Sean.  They  are  the  grey,  the

uninvolved -- or  the black,  who can  look after  themselves or  have

their own groups. You know that practitioners on their own tend to not

last long. You don’t know what will happen without the decree, but the

less-wholesome cabals and  circles are  bound to take  an interest  in

you.”

    “I think  they’d lose  interest pretty  quickly, too,”  Sean  said

dismissively. “Even as demon bait, I’m not that high wattage.”

    Laura leaned her arm along the  back of the seat. “Anyone who  has

been in circle with you  knows that you have the  power to do a  great

deal,” she said, articulating her  words very clearly, as if  speaking

to a rather  dim infant.  “Nobody in the  Spindle comes  close to  you

except for Opal, and hers is a passive power.”

    “Whereas mine is  just a  passive personality,” Sean  said with  a

sigh. “It amounts to the same thing.”

    “Not if one of that lot who’ll use magic in self-interest, someone

like Bridget, with her happy band of occult hedonists, thinks she  can

control and use you. No one would mistake you for a tyrant, Sean,  but

you could be a very  effective weapon to one who  is, or wants to  be.

Especially if they are prepared to make you use that power in you, the

power that for whatever reason you choose to leave untouched. I  don’t

judge you for that; it’s your choice. But you must see what a powerful

tool your powers could become in the wrong hands.”

    “Bridget is a pretty powerful tool all on her own.”

    “This isn’t funny. There’s  a reason why those  with the power  to

truly practice are in groups. It isn’t to mark us out as black, white,

grey, or paisley in  our beliefs. It’s because  someone who knows  how

magic works and gets  their hand on  a pliable, powerful  practitioner

can become very powerful themselves. It is the fact that others  would

look out for us that stops us from being divided and conquered by  the

most ruthless elements of the subculture.  You have it in you to  sway

people’s minds,  Sean. Have  you ever  really thought  about how  that

could be used?”

    Sean raised  his hands.  “I’ll talk  to the  sorcerers,” he  said.

“They won’t be put off by Opal’s edict.”

    “That’s because  they’re  already blacker  than  Satan’s  asshole.

They’re just very good at hiding it.”

    “Oh, come on. They’re just a darkish shade of grey. They have good

ties to the universities and will be inclined to take me, and  they’re

too smart to use the art overtly and unbalance the system.”

    “Unless they’re absolutely sure they’ll end up on top.”

    “Laura, the sorcerers are a bunch of professors and grad students.

World domination may be  on the to-do list,  but only after  finishing

their theses,  their websites,  and their  Renaissance-fair  costumes.

They don’t give  enough of a  damn about  the real world  to ever  get

around to taking it over. Most of them would rather get their name  on

a third-rate academic textbook than rule over a new world order.”

    “This from a man with a  bookshelf full of role-playing games  and

Celtic music CDs.”

    “Exactly. I’ll fit right in.”

    Laura looked unhappy, but placated. “I still think you should  try

the neo-shamans. They  have a  more pragmatic approach,  and you  have

that  guardian  thing   that  almost  ate   Opal’s  cat.  Isn’t   that

shamanistic?”

    “Oh, please, he  would never have  eaten that cat;  it isn’t  much

more than an enormous dust-bunny anyway, no meat on it at all. And the

shamans are locked in with the great wolf spirit as their teacher, and

he doesn’t share. My  six-foot glowing rat guide  tends to freak  them

out, let alone his advice, which is more wise-ass than wise. You  call

Jen, tell her I got  you in a lot of  trouble. She hates me enough  to

take you just for that. I’ll keep the dog-squad as a backup idea.”

    “I’ll make you a  deal,” Laura said. “I’ll  look up Jen if  you’ll

make some kind of arrangement before Opal gets that proclamation  out.

Then we can meet for dinner at  my place and sort something out  about

Mr. Tall-Dark-and-  Fangsome  here.”  Almost on  cue  they  pulled  up

outside Laura’s faux Victorian cottage with the prim herb knot  garden

out front. “I’ll expect you both by nine.”

    “We’ll be there,” Thane replied as he pulled the handbrake on.

    “Will we?” Sean said tersely.

    Thane leaned back over the driver’s seat. “Would you disappoint  a

lady?”

    “It’s been known to happen.”

    Thane’s face broke into a crooked smile that was rather too jagged

to be winsome.

    “By nine,” Laura said. “And I expect you to have sorted  something

out. Forgive me, Sean,  but you are  not the loner  sort. You need  to

hook up with another herd.”

    She stepped  out of  the car  and  headed into  the house  with  a

backward look and wave.  “What the hell does  that mean,” Sean  mused.

“I’ve spent most of my life alone.”

    “She doesn’t mean alone,” Thane  said. “She means a loner,  shades

and an Uzi, answers to no  man, takes care of himself, human  predator

-- the Rutger Hauer type. Now lay your head down on that pillow.  It’s

time you went home and sampled my chicken noodle soup.”

    Sean stayed sitting up. He might not be the cold-eyed action hero,

but it was well past  time he stopped being  just a victim waiting  to

happen. Laura was right; Thane was just the inevitable consequence  of

living his life like a wounded gazelle. There was no need to let  Opal

and the black practitioners take over  where he left off. Sean  pulled

out his cell  phone and tried  Bessie’s number again.  She wasn’t  due

back until Monday, but there was a fair chance, it being Sunday,  that

she was already back in town.

    Chapter Four

    “Sean, you are not ... steady. I will come with you.”

    Sean didn’t feel unsteady; he felt downright hysterical. “Thane, I

have explained. Opal may not be concerned, but vampires do seem to  be

coming to town. If you could just  find out why, I suspect this  whole

mess would become a whole lot clearer.” And at least I’d know for sure

that I’m screwed, and who by .

    Thane leaned  over.  His  fingers were  square-ended,  strong  and

masculine; they touched Sean’s cheek so gently it was little more than

the idea of  a touch. His  entreaty did not  require words. His  every

gesture treasured  Sean and  pleaded with  him. If  only the  feelings

behind it were real.

    “It’s you who  will need  to be  careful, Thane,”  Sean said.  His

voice trailed off somewhat  as he looked into  those dark, deeply  set

eyes. “We know the vampires are on to the fact that I used the art  on

you. They will be suspicious  of you. Just see  what you can find  out

without getting yourself into any trouble. In the meantime, I’ll  just

be visiting an old lady, a history professor. Give an hour or so,  and

then you can make that soup you so insist upon.”

    He felt an ungracious urge to push for Thane’s obedience, and what

stopped him was not so much  respect for Thane’s autonomy as fear  the

leash would  break.  Where would  he  be then?  What  was he  now,  in

depending upon enslavement and pretending to call it love?

    “I’m sure there is nothing in it,” Thane said. “And I don’t  think

you should be borrowing us more trouble, when we have enough  already.

But if you insist  upon it, I’ll  be back here in  an hour. Keep  that

cell phone on.”

    Thane drew away  stiffly, checking  the road as  Sean stepped  out

onto the  pavement.  The  history department  fronted  onto  the  main

street. Looking up, he could just  see a shadowy figure in the  window

of Bessie’s office. He stepped across to the main entrance and  swiped

his security card.  The door clicked  open to the  dark, empty  foyer.

Glancing back, he saw the limousine slide quietly away.

    For a moment the cavernous entrance area seemed expectant, full of

invisible eyes. But Sean  pushed that paranoid  notion aside. What  he

really needed  was about  a  pint of  espresso,  but in  its  absence,

willpower was going to have to do -- and perhaps a little supernatural

help. It was well past time he called on Rat. He thrust one hand  into

his pocket and wrapped his fingers around his jade fetish. He felt  an

unusually strong shiver of impatient energy.

    The rat spirit embodied  the qualities of  his species. It  wasn’t

exactly the type of spirit guide  he’d been expecting all those  years

ago when he quested for guidance, but Rat had helped him out from time

to  time.  And  Rat  seemed  quite  certain  Sean  was  his  follower,

regardless of what Sean might have to say on the matter.

    “I’ll need your cunning, old  teacher. It’s certainly a quality  I

lack, of late.”

    Sean felt no reply, but as a guardian, Rat was fickle. Still, even

the faint impression  of his  presence was reassuring  as Sean  headed

over to the  elevators. He hoped  it wasn’t just  his imagination  but

that the  spirit animal  was  truly watching  over  him right  now.  A

security guard was coming  out of the elevator;  it was old Carl,  who

worked the evenings and swing shift on weekends.

    “Hey, Doc,” Carl said.  “Haven’t seen much of  you lately. Let  me

give you a piece of advice.” The  old guy raised his stubby finger  to

emphasize his point. “No point coming  in weekends and slaving on  any

job. They don’t care. You know all the security staff got their notice

on Friday; they’re  going to be  putting the job  out to  contractors.

Bancroft Security underbid our salaries  by over twenty percent,  they

say.”

    “Carl, I’m so --”

    But Carl wasn’t waiting around for commiserations.  “Contractors!”

he exclaimed as he  continued his usual patrol  route. It seemed  like

his outrage wasn’t going  to stop him  doing his job  the same way  he

always had, right up to the  last day. Sean watched him go,  wondering

how he’d missed  that piece  of business at  those interminable  staff

meetings. It couldn’t have been done without consultation, surely?

    Still, in a way it must be nice to have that kind of ... momentum.

Maybe that’s why so many people seem  to get from day to day with  the

ease of a rolling wheel, bodies  in motion tending to stay in  motion.

Whereas I feel like I’m  losing my balance every  time I take a  step.

Like an old shuffling man who  could be crippled just from falling  to

the ground.

    Thinking of Thane’s face, suddenly less handsome when he smiled to

reveal his vampire fangs, Sean punched the elevator button. The  doors

slid open, and he headed up to Bessie’s floor. If he needed to impress

Bessie to gain entrance to her coterie, that’s what he would do.  Then

he could turn his attention to doing whatever it was that was best for

his accidental thrall.

    He had described Bessie to Thane  just as “an old lady”. That  was

true to the extent that the Venus de Milo was just a broken statue  or

the Mona Lisa was just a picture of  a balding bint . Being old and  a

lady was a part of Bessie’s  power, not something that diminished  it.

It truly was fortunate that academic  sorcerers like her did not  want

to  take  over  the  world,  or  they  would  already  have  done  so,

hand-knitted cardigan and all. In fact  he felt a slight chill at  the

notion that they  might have  already done so  and chosen  not to  let

anybody know -- except  that a world run  by the sorcerers would  have

better-funded universities.

    Don’t be intimidated. Today is the first  day of my life as a  man

of action , he told himself sternly. Here we go .

    Her office door  stood slightly ajar.  He tapped on  the door  and

pushed it open.  Bessie was still  standing by the  window. Her  tall,

rail-thin frame was a  stark silhouette in front  of the wide  window,

with her white flyaway hair twisted into its usual bun.

    “One hears ...” she said. For a moment it seemed that proclamation

would stand alone  as a general  truth. But then  she continued,  “...

that you have upset  the herb-wives and  harridans of Opal’s  knitting

circle.” She turned to him with an understanding smile. Her pale  blue

eyes fixed on  him in  a way that  suggested that  last statement  was

intended to serve as a question.

    Bloody hell. What would Rutger Hauer do? Did he ever have to  deal

with a magical granny?

    Sean decided to take the time to think it over rather than  gabble

like a fool  searching for some  immediate answer. He  looked out  the

wide window with its view of the street and the row of ugly  seventies

office blocks across the road.  Finally he replied, “Choosing  between

staying in Club Spindle  and becoming an hors  d’oeuvre for a  vampire

...” He shrugged,  deliberately keeping  his body loose.  He tried  to

match her jocular tone.  “It wasn’t exactly a  conundrum. But it  does

leave me looking a little conspicuous,  right at the moment.” Then  he

looked across at here. “I don’t like to draw attention.”

    That’s good, Sean. Now  shut the fuck up.  Shut up, and you  might

get out of this without being shown up for the big geek-fraud that you

are .

    He was feeling a little short of breath and tried to cover a  gasp

with a sigh. Then,  wonder of wonders, she  gave a sympathetic nod  of

her head and indicated the chair in front of her desk. But Sean almost

didn’t dare sit down for fear of not being able to get up again.

    “So many of my students fail  to appreciate that wards and  spells

and sigils are very rarely the best way to hide or protect  anything.”

She seemed so warm and almost congratulatory. “Especially from  people

like us. But I am curious as to why you say this, right at the moment.

Do you think something is in the air?”

    As Sean had not taken a  seat, she stepped closer and then  leaned

back casually against her desk. She made a vaguely dismissive  gesture

with her long,  frail-looking fingers. But  there was something  about

her manner  that suddenly  made  Sean suspect  that there  was  indeed

something very specific going on, and that she knew all about it.  But

if he said  anything at  all specific, she  would know  he didn’t  ...

know. In any case, Dr.  van der Weerd might not  be quite the kind  of

lady he had always assumed.

    Well done, Dr. Machiavelli. So how does that help you? He’d spoken

exactly once, and he was already confused and befuddled. He thought he

had come to  find an ally  or even protector,  but with every  passing

moment he trusted the ostensibly amiable woman less and less.

    “Oh, you  know,”  he bluffed.  “Vampire  throngs, laying  off  the

building security, the pricking of my thumbs ...”

    “I wasn’t aware you had any foretelling ability,” Bessie said with

interest. “It is primarily the manipulation of beliefs at a  community

level. That was your  thing. I understand it  is easier, working  with

groups.”

    Sean felt a familiar  annoyance. Why did  every professor have  to

find some way to downplay other  disciplines? He chose to just  answer

the implied question. “I don’t. I’m sure  you know as well as any  how

rare foretelling  is.  I just  have  some common  sense.”  Maybe  this

hard-ass thing  wasn’t so  hard after  all; he’d  actually managed  to

sound patronizing there!

    “And  that’s  even  rarer.”  She  said  that  with  the  overblown

congratulatory tone of  an adult praising  a child’s  finger-painting.

“One of my colleagues  off in engineering does,  you know. Of a  sort;

these things are never totally  reliable.” Bessie took a step  towards

him. “He told me that you were going to have a very important role  in

my plans. So I am so pleased you have chosen to make this approach.  I

just know that a promising young man like you could make so much  more

of himself,  if  he  chose  to.  I am  sure  the  sorcerers  would  be

interested in considering you as one  of our number -- if, of  course,

you were willing  to do a  little something  for us. So  tell me,  Dr.

Watkins, do you think you would be willing to make that investment  in

us?”

    Watkin ,  Sean mentally  corrected.  He got  very sick  of  people

adding the ‘s’ to his  name, and it helped him  keep a casual tone  to

his voice. “It would depend on exactly what you would require. But  as

you quite  correctly imply,  I am  in need  of assistance,  a  coterie

willing to sponsor me  and keep my  name on the  accord. Because if  I

drop off it, I can expect visitors like Bridget and her merry band  of

pseudo-Satanists or that lot from the pier who are trying to bring  on

the end times. I’ve got a little something I’m working on, and I could

do without the interruptions. Now, if there is something I can do  for

you in return, you would just need to ask.”

    Bessie was  still  watching him  like  a benign  vulture  watching

twitching road-kill, but Sean was pretty sure he hadn’t totally cocked

it up yet. He actually felt like he was beginning to get a feeling for

the rather  more ruthless  creature that  lurked behind  her  matronly

appearance.

    “So, who  has been  calling  on you  so  far?” Bessie  asked  with

concern, indicating her own neckline with one hand.

    Looking down, Sean saw the edge of his bandage was showing,  where

his shirt gaped  open. It  was stained  red with  his blood;  fainting

seemed like a really bad strategic choice right then, but the sight of

blood wasn’t helping any. He hoped his body would oblige by  realizing

that.

    “Elder vampire,” he said tersely.

    Bessie leaned back, an  assessing look in her  eyes. “We will,  of

course, be so  happy to count  you as a  member so long  as you  prove

capable of  completing a  small  task for  us.  One that  your  occult

supervisor seems to think you would be capable of. We need you to make

a building disappear.”

    His response just kind of slipped out. “I think, perhaps, you  are

mistaking me for David Blaine?”

    “Do not patronize  me, young  man” Bessie chided.  “You know  very

well what  I  mean.  The  sorcerers  of  this  university  have  taken

possession of a university building,  a house that was purchased  from

the council when it fell vacant.  We wish people to come to  disregard

its existence. We wish the mailman  to walk past it convinced that  no

such number exists,  for no person  other than those  we choose to  be

able to fix  their mind  upon its  existence, let  alone approach  and

enter it. Can you do that?” She smiled encouragingly as she waited for

his response. But apparently she tired of waiting rather quickly,  and

she added in a sotto voce, “Because if you can’t, I shall not only see

to it your  name is  removed from  the accord,  but sow  the seeds  of

rumors that the bloody sacrifice of your conscious person would please

every god and demon in existence, open the doors between worlds, bring

on the end  times, and make  some very nice  sushi.” She continued  to

smile in a winsome old lady sort of way throughout her little speech.

    “Well, when you put it like  that ...” Taken aback, Sean  steadied

himself as surreptitiously  as he  could by  placing a  hand upon  her

broad mahogany  desk. “I  would need  to see  the place.  And I  would

expect you  to see  to  your part  of the  bargain  whilst I  make  my

preparations and build the ritual, which may take some time.”

    Sean felt a chill. His early  work in mass manipulation of  public

perception had convinced him that he had the ability, but cost him the

inclination to exercise it.  His mind shied  away from revisiting  the

memory again. And since will was as  great a part of magic as  talent,

who knew whether he could do as she asked? He had little choice but to

suggest as much.

    Bessie walked briskly around her  desk. She scrawled a short  note

on the top sheet  of a block  of Post-it notes and  ripped it off.  “I

just knew that a  clever lad like you  would understand. You may  meet

one of our  number at this  address tomorrow,” she  said. “You  should

make what arrangements you must with him. And I shall be most happy to

ensure your name stays on the green accord.” She passed him the  note,

looking into his face as she added, “Of course, if you do not, I shall

derive significant satisfaction  out of  giving you  reason to  regret

wasting my time.”

    She walked away, shuffling in orthopedic shoes, and sat stiffly in

the shabby office chair behind  her desk, as proudly  as if it were  a

throne, turning her attention to the  laptop that sat ready. It was  a

clear dismissal, and Sean had no desire to prolong the discussion. The

discord between  her appearance  and  manner was  more than  a  little

disquieting. The note showed an address  and a time, ten a.m. He  went

to the door and  let himself out. His  cell phone gave the  irritating

bleep of a battery  on the last  of its charge,  and he could  totally

relate with that  as he  headed down the  hallway with  no clear  idea

where he was going.

    So the old lady wants  you to boogum her  house , said a  familiar

voice. You can do it, boy .

    Sean stepped into the building’s barely used stairwell. “Rat,”  he

said with more weariness that reverence. “That is easy enough for  you

to say.”

    I would have had rather more to say if you had called on me,  boy.

Do you think any of the other spirit guides would appear to a follower

who did not even bother to  invoke them properly? Would Wolf do  that,

or Bear or Eagle? No,  they get sage smoke,  dances, and mandalas .  I

get a passing thought in an elevator. And after years of your timorous

ways, you should be grateful I bother with you at all.

    “I do  apologize,”  Sean  said, seating  himself  wearily  on  the

stairs. “But I was not entirely sure how you could assist.”

    Let’s see, surviving  through a  tight spot  when every  predatory

beast wants to kill you. You are aware what a rat’s life is all about,

right? We’re vermin -- not as bad as untenured lecturers, I admit, but

still subject to some pretty serious persecution .

    “Then do forgive me,  great spirit . What  would you advise me  to

do?”

    Have you considered digging a hole and hiding in it?

    Sean sighed and  leaned his cheek  against the cool  metal of  the

banister. His skin itched, his head ached, and a wet trickle of  blood

ran from  his  wound and  down  over his  stomach.  There was  a  soft

creaking noise behind him.

    “Dr. Watkin  ,” Rhea  said  tentatively. “What  are you  doing  in

here?”

    Sean squeezed his  eyes shut.  Just what I  need .  “Sitting in  a

disused stairwell,  talking  to  myself,  Rhea.  It’s  just  a  little

insanity, par for the course with psych lecturers.”

    “So you aren’t talking to the giant glowing rat?”

    Sean craned his neck  very carefully to see  Rhea standing on  the

landing, and the translucent form of Rat the spirit guide perched on a

slightly higher  step about  halfway between  them. Rhea  could  quite

clearly see the human-sized  rat and stared at  him with a mixture  of

fascination and horror.

    Or , Rat added  smugly, you can do  what any sensible animal  does

and turn to your friends and allies. Anyone with a reason to stick  by

you and an interest in seeing you prevail.

    And with that last advice,  he softly and suddenly vanished  away,

leaving Sean  wondering just  what the  hell he  was meant  to say  to

explain that.

    He had almost an hour to try, and closeted back in their office he

made the attempt. Perhaps  it was the strain  of trying to fence  with

Dame Bessie, or a just a failure of imagination, but he opted for  the

truth. Giving that this encompassed the existence of literal magic,  a

scientifically explicable form of vampirism,  and a deity in the  form

of a rodent, it took  some time. After the hour  was up, they went  to

wait in the foyer,  continuing their detente  in hushed tones.  Almost

two hours went by,  and Thane still wasn’t  there. It was starting  to

get dark; Sean checked his watch for the hundredth time.

    “Damn. I’m going  to have  to do  something very  stupid now,”  he

said.

    “Opposed to keeping a pet vampire and lying to a profess-  orcerer

?”

    “It’s nice to see that the ‘Horatio’ conversation hasn’t  affected

your oh-so-refreshing lack of respect for me.”

    “The what, what?”

    Sean stood with a  groan. “The ‘more things  on heaven and  earth’

talk. It does tend to  come up from time to  time, not so much for  me

but for practitioners in general.”

    “And you think I don’t respect you.”

    “If I’d  been  as  dogged  in  pursuit  of  you,  with  so  little

encouragement,  I’d  be  classified   somewhere  between  lecher   and

stalker.” Exhaustion was  an interesting  way to get  to honesty,  and

this was a goddamn stupid time to do it, but there it was. Well,  what

do you know, now that Rhea had actually given up on chasing him,  he’d

finally got around  to tell  her to stop?  Well done.  Next he  should

catch the  geography  department  up on  the  whole  earth-being-round

thing.

    Rhea raised one sharp  little eyebrow. “Well,  you didn’t tell  me

you were gay.”

    “No, I didn’t.  Make sure you  have them put  it on my  tombstone.

Because now I have  to go talk  to the elder  vampire about what  he’s

done with Thane.  I wouldn’t want  the rest  of the world  to miss  my

outing.”

    “I’ll come with you.”

    Sean ignored the innuendo  his brain wanted to  make of that,  but

either way: “That would be a very bad idea.”

    “Well, I can’t just get all this dumped on me and then go home  to

eat ramen noodles and watch Doctor Who  . And besides, if it’s a  dumb

idea for me to go, I’m pretty sure it isn’t brilliant for you, without

some kind of plan.”

    Sean leaned back  against the  wall. “You  should go  and give  my

apologies to Laura. I  doubt I’m going  to make it to  her place as  I

arranged. And if the vampires are really getting this out of  control,

then she can at least try and get  the word out. But I can’t just  sit

around and hope for the best with Thane missing.”

    “But this is the big elder vampire dude who would have killed  you

if Thane hadn’t stopped him somehow.  And you’re just going to go  see

him and, what, ask for your  boyfriend back nicely? You think you  can

take something that took Thane? I’ve  seen him, you know -- undead  or

not, the boy is seriously buff.”

    “Okay, so I’ll pick up a few things first. Garlic, cross, Uzi ...”

    “You’ve already explained to  me that all  that Van Helsing  stuff

won’t work.  So  why  not drop  the  wise-ass  act and  come  up  with

something that will. I mean, shouldn’t  you go, like, during the  day,

when he’s weaker?”

    “Who knows what he will have done  to Thane by then. I can’t  take

the chance.”

    “Okay, so tell me, where does this elder guy hang out?”

    Shit. “I’ll find him by ...”  Shit! “I’ll have to talk to  Laura.”

He patted his  pockets. His  wallet was still  in Thane’s  possession,

probably in the limo, which  for all he knew  was burning down by  the

dock, or  funding a  little neo-  goth -punk  shopping spree  for  the

elder’s incarnadine sidekick. “Can  you lend me  cab fare? It’ll  take

all night to get to her place  on the buses.” Rhea looked pretty  damn

skeptical as she rifled through her purse. “Oh, and can I borrow  your

office key again to get to the phone?”

    “Look, Dr. Watkin , like most grown-up people I have a cell  phone

and you can use it, but I am coming along with you.”

    Sean was beginning  to get the  feeling Rhea still  though he  was

hopelessly inept, just  in more  disciplines than  she’d realized.  He

couldn’t be  bothered explaining  that his  cell phone’s  battery  had

expired and he wasn’t quite the  great hairy troglodyte she seemed  to

assume.

    “Great, now I have a sidekick,” he muttered.

    She  snatched  back  the  phone.  “I  am  not  anyone’s  sidekick.

Especially because  you  know  those black  sidekicks  always  end  up

getting killed.”

    “Not in Lethal Weapon  ,” Sean said, trying  to wrest it off  her.

“Okay, fine, I take it back. And you can head home to those noodles.”

    But there was  a look in  her eye. Rhea  Colecheck had just  dealt

herself in, and it didn’t seem there was much he could do about it.

    * * * * *

    They all sat around Laura’s kitchen table. Rhea, of course;  Sean;

and Kevin, who probably had  them all under covert surveillance  after

being left out of  the good gossip for  so long. That delayed  matters

somewhat as they went through  the Horatio talk again, with  footnotes

from Rhea.

    “Magic, real  magic?” Kevin  said,  again. From  his head  to  his

loafers, he looked the very picture of a skeptic.

    “Oh, for God’s sake,” Rhea said.  “Show him the glowing rat  thing

so we can get on with this.”

    “I hardly think --” Sean said, indignant on the spirit’s behalf.

    But Rat, being his contrary self,  appeared at the fourth side  of

the table. That’s a novel dowsing method , he remarked.

    “What was  that  you  were  just  telling  me  about  sage  smoke,

invocations, and ritual dances?” Sean  snapped. “Or, for that  matter,

appearing only to the faithful and chosen.”

    We just say that  to make you  feel special and  keep you guys  in

line .

    “Please, can we just get on with that? Anything could be happening

to Thane while we’re pissing around with kitchenware.” Sean  fidgeted,

feeling almost ready to  rush in like  a true action  man, if only  he

could find out where to go. He  just hoped that Thane was managing  to

look after himself  okay. The very  thought that he  might be hurt  or

already ... Sean’s heart lurched.

    “Positive vibrations,”  Laura  said, preoccupied  with  her  work.

“Please.  And  less  just  straight-out  vibrations.  This  thing   is

delicate.” In front of her was  a shallow dish made of copper,  filled

with a shallow pool of sanctified  oil -- canola oil, as it  happened,

and only very recently sanctified -- and upon it floated a single hair

Sean had scavenged from  his bed. It  was the only  one he could  find

that was  too  dark to  be  his own.  Black  and wiry,  the  hair  was

definitely Thane’s, and a  little too curly to  be from his head.  But

Laura had  just  said, “All  the  better; with  men,  connections  are

generally stronger at that level than the cerebral.” She’d trimmed the

end and dipped it in wax, then attached it lightly to the sharp end of

a thumbtack that sat in the centre of the dish.

    “It’s not the  easiest thing to  carry about,” Laura  said as  she

watched the hair orient itself. “But it is the most accurate method  I

know. Only works when both parties are magic-workers.”

    “But Thane’s not a witch; he’s  a vamp. It’s just a disease.  It’s

not occult.”

    “It’s not ... Well, I just assumed. It seems to be working.”

    “I hope it is.”

    “Can’t the rat thing, um,” Kevin interjected in a quavering voice.

“Just, um, tell you where your guy is?”

    “Honored Rat  is  a spirit,  not  a  god,” Sean  said.  “He’s  not

omniscient.”

    He does, however, know more than  all the monkeys in the room  put

together . Rat sniffed. Enough to know the hair has got it right .

    “You what?”  But  Rat  was  gone. “Great,  now  I’ve  offended  my

guardian spirit. Just when a little protection would have been handy.”

    “Perhaps,” Kevin offered quietly, “you  should have asked him  for

advice.”

    “Thank you, Captain Obvious,” Sean  replied tersely. “But I  don’t

have time for ritual appeasement right now.  What I need is a car  and

someone to drive it.”

    “You can’t drive?” Rhea exclaimed  in tones normally reserved  for

the diagnosis of a venereal disease.

    “I can’t drive,  I can’t keep  my guardian spirit  happy, I  can’t

stay in a coven, I can’t get a boyfriend without using black magic,  I

can’t get tenure, and  I can’t get soup  crackers out of those  little

packets without  breaking them  into a  million pieces.  But I  really

don’t have time to talk about all that right now. So who has a car and

wants to do a little magical vampire hunting?”

    And to his immense surprise, all they did was get their jackets on

and head out back of the house with alacrity.

    “Great,” Sean muttered. “Now I have a posse.”

    Rhea gave him a look that said she wasn’t any more down with  that

than being a sidekick.

    In return for getting  things moving, Sean  guessed he would  just

have to put up  with everyone coming along.  Laura kept charge of  the

dowsing bowl. Sean had got hold of a few of his own things as well, in

the hope that if he was called on to work a spell, this time he  might

be a little better prepared. He had  a bunch of his PhD files  hastily

thrown into an old briefcase, most of the workings material from  back

in his doctoral days,  in the hope he  could improvise something  from

that if things got dire.

    Kevin drove, and Laura took the front seat of Kevin’s old  Mercury

Mystique, leaving Sean  and Rhea to  share the back  with a couple  of

stacks of unmarked chemistry exams.

    “Those grades  are meant  to be  in  by now,”  Rhea said  in  mild

reproof.

    “It’s after dark, and we’re looking for a powerful vampire,” Kevin

said with a degree of disbelief. “Pissing off the dean isn’t  actually

my main concern right now.”

    “You don’t have to do this,” Sean said.

    “Fuck it,” Kevin  replied as  he put the  car in  gear. “I  always

wanted to be a Scooby.”

    “Gently, please,” Laura said, cradling the bowl in her palms. They

headed along the road, following Laura’s directions.

    Sean pawed through his case. The main materials were balls of wool

in many  colors,  markers,  and  paper.  Nothing  really  amenable  to

improvisation beyond the  base spell.  “I don’t suppose  anyone has  a

gun,” he  said.  “Baseball  bat,  pocketknife  ...  sharpened  pencil,

anything.” Professors in the hood. We’d be lucky to take down a  stray

dog, let alone a vampire mob .

    “Isn’t there something that works on vampires?” Rhea asked.

    “Not that anyone knows.  The mythical stuff  has pretty much  been

tried to no effect. Sunlight is fine because it neutralizes the  extra

strength  and  speed,  but  it   just  makes  them  their  real   age.

Unfortunately, most only turned a few years ago. There are a few  from

twenty years back, but that still isn’t going to make them dust in the

light of day.”

    “Left,” Laura interjected.

    “It can’t be left again,” Kevin complained. “It was left the  last

three times, and we’ve already gone up this street the other way.”

    “Left,” Laura repeated  curtly, and  Kevin sighed  and turned  the

wheel. “Stop!” she called out, and with a lurch they pulled up to  the

curb. The oil splashed out of the dish into the dashboard.

    “ Gesundheit ,” Sean said wearily.

    “Just imagine  what forensics  would make  of that,”  Kevin  said,

peering at the small hair that  was clearly visible springing up  from

the  smooth  plastic   surface  of  the   dash,  highlighted  by   the

streetlight. As  they  watched,  it  swiveled  in  the  oil,  pointing

directly at the gateway at the front  of the nearest house. A view  of

the building was  blocked by  a large  rod-metal gate  with a  freshly

painted sign upon it. He couldn’t see it clearly, backlit as it was by

the house’s security lights,  but the main capitals  of B and S  could

just be seen.

    “Bloody hell.” Sean pulled the  crumpled Post-it from his  pocket.

“It’s the house.”

    “So sayeth the hair,” Kevin intoned.

    “No, I mean it’s the house. The one Bessie wants me to boogum .”

    They all looked  at him  blankly, Laura  wiping her  hands on  her

shirt and Rhea  doing her  best ‘methinks this  man may  be an  idiot’

eyebrow.

    “The one she wants people not to notice,” Sean said slowly.  “It’s

this house.”

    “So what  do we  do?”  Kevin asked,  apparently getting  into  the

spirit of things. “We could split up. Cause a distraction and break in

through the back.”

    Laura’s cell phone went off, and  she thrust it to her ear.  “This

isn’t a -- What?” She  held up her hand to  shush everyone in the  car

and listened. “Okay,  Jess. Thanks for  letting me know.  No, I  don’t

think so. I have another idea.”

    She flipped  the phone  closed. “Opal  is pushing  our  delisting.

It’ll probably be  done by tomorrow.  And there’s some  kind of  crazy

rumor going around that has some very nasty people interested in  both

of us.”

    Sean took a deep  breath. What the hell  did this mean? They’d  be

off the accord  in hours, and  Laura hadn’t found  another group  yet,

despite her promise. And here, this house ... the sorcerers had Thane?

There was no  way he could  face them  all down, but  if they  weren’t

expecting him ’til  tomorrow, then there  might be only  a few  people

here, without  all their  own occult  precautions in  place yet.  They

thought he worked alone,  and would have no  reason to think he  could

dowse or scry for Thane.  He chewed his thumbnail, trying  desperately

to come up with  a plan. Then, looking  past Kevin’s and Laura’s  pale

faces, turned to  him from the  front seats,  he saw a  group of  dark

shapes coming up the road.

    “Jesus Christ.”

    “I beg your pardon,” Laura said, rather shocked.

    “Catholic upbringing, Laura, and  Wicca has no good  blasphemies.”

He pointed one finger.  “And that is certainly  a bunch of people  who

rose from dead. We have to get the hell out of here.”

    The vampires were walking up the  road with the pale elder in  the

lead and his younger cronies  close behind. There was something  about

their  movements,  graceless  and  shambling,  but  almost   perfectly

synchronized. The girl was there, and  her crony, the tall young  man,

still all in black.

    “Or ... this is  my way in. They’re  being compelled to come  here

for some reason. It seems unlikely they just happen to be shambling up

this of all streets, so  they could well be  going into the house.  It

must be the sorcerers who’ve brought  the vampires to town. They  have

some kind of use for them.”

    Scrabbling in his case, he pulled out a braided length of red  and

black wool. He opened the case, the inner surface of which was painted

with complex occult  circuits representing  the entire  town and  pins

that string was wound around.  “This is a little  out of date, but  it

looks intact and it might still work.  It’s meant to make a person  --

to make everyone in town --  believe that someone is dead.” He  thrust

hanks of  wool and  markers  into his  pockets  and stuffed  the  rest

hastily into the foot well. “And as vampires are physiologically  dead

and widely believed to be undead, that might just be enough to get  me

into the house without anyone knowing.”

    “I’d go with you,”  Laura said. “But  I’ve got an  idea. A way  to

keep us in the accord, but I have to do it right now.”

    “There’s only one  focal amulet  anyway,” Sean  said. “Kevin,  you

have to take her, go with her. If you don’t want to think I’m dead and

buried, you better take these.”

    He handed  out the  nullifying amulets  and took  the mourn  bead,

which functioned as the focus, the amulet for the spell so long as  it

was in contact  with human skin.  He just barely  heard Laura  saying,

“Sean, I  really don’t  think --”  before  he got  the door  open  and

stepped out  onto  the  street,  narrowly evading  Rhea,  who  made  a

last-minute grab to delay him.

    He had to get into the house. Easing into the stream of  shuffling

vampires, he  moved through  the  front gates  as they  creaked  open.

Shoulder to shoulder with about a  dozen vampires, he stayed with  the

group, trying to get where  he would be hard to  see, and moved up  to

the front of the house with them.

    But why was he going into the house? He struggled to remember. But

it didn’t matter. It  called him; it was  the smell of sweetness,  the

promise of  rest,  the  hope  of redemption,  and  as  he  passed  the

threshold, he felt such peace and satisfaction. They were guided  down

stairs into a spacious basement. It was right; it was the right  place

to be.  Never  had he  felt  such an  absence  of care,  such  gentle,

absolute contentment. No  longer even aware  of his own  name, he  lay

down on the dirt floor and slept.

    * * * * *

    Sean woke suddenly, lying on his back with his arms flung out.  It

was pitch black, and  other, cold bodies  piled about him.  Stretching

his fingers slightly, he felt the  mourn bead on the ground under  his

knuckles, and  a wave  a  drowsiness immediately  began to  swamp  his

thoughts. He pulled back  convulsively, sitting up.  The air was  warm

and close. Pulling an old, crumpled receipt from his pocket, he groped

carefully to pick up the bead, wrapped it, and shoved it in his pocket

without touching it.

    He sat for a while, thinking,  strangely calm. Some kind of  spell

had brought the  vampires to  town; another, stronger  one had  pulled

them to this house -- which Bessie  wanted him to come to tomorrow  to

camouflage. But what on  earth would she and  her cronies want with  a

whole flock of the undead in an invisible house?

    In any case, he knew one thing. Physiological death was the  basis

of the  spell’s  action, rather  than  any specific  fetish  or  focus

relating  to  individual  people.  And  Thane  was  probably  in  here

somewhere, having been caught  rather earlier because  he was so  much

closer when the calling began.

    “Rat,” Sean whispered. “Please, I beg you, could you cast a little

light here?”

    I’m not allowed to intervene. Only advise in a general capacity .

    “You’ve never told  me that  before. I  though you  guys could  do

whatever you wanted?”

    Why do you think Wolf, Eagle, and so on are always making with the

vague, rhyming  prophecies?  You  monkeys  have to  work  it  out  for

yourselves. And if I didn’t mention it, that’s probably because you’ve

never done anything that could  possibly require intervention. I  must

say, you really have stepped it up a bit lately. You could do to  pace

yourself a bit, you know? Boyfriend one week, nemesis the next ...

    “Rat, bloody hell, just tell me what  you advise me to do. I  have

to find out if Thane is in here.”

    I advise you to  start groping vampires. You  must know what  your

boy feels like by  now. And spend  the time it  takes working out  how

you’re going to escape from here with one hundred and ninety-something

pounds of undead weight.

    Crawling, he found  the wall, then  started systematically  moving

around the edge. Maybe as one of  the first to arrive, Thane might  be

near the wall. He flinched at every  touch of cloth or hair or  clammy

skin.

    Hurry .

    “Is that you intervening, honorable Rat?”

    It’s advice. I suggest you take it .

    Flustered, he started to grapple over the motionless bodies;  none

of them  responded.  Finally  he  hit  something  smooth  --  leather!

Reaching around, he felt jeans,  soft shirt, broad chest, strong  jaw.

Thane, surely. A wave of relief so absolute it was debilitating rushed

over him. He ran his fingers over Thane’s slack, stubbled features and

felt sure he recognized the contours of that strong brow and  straight

nose. For a moment he just bowed his head, clutching the still form in

front of him.  But then  he dimly realized  the meaning  of a  distant

shuffling sound.

    He had just  enough time  to hit the  ground as  the door  cracked

open, spilling  in light.  He froze,  tucking himself  behind  Thane’s

supine body.

    “Look,” said a male  voice. “First there  were those guys  fooling

around out front.  Now the  wards say  there’s someone  on the  house.

Someone alive.”

    Sean cursed silently.  He dared not  touch the bead  and risk  not

waking up again. The room glared as the light was flicked on.

    “Uh-huh,” the guy said. And Sean  realized he was speaking on  the

phone.

    He might just be here in the house on his own. Sean stayed  still,

his face pressed against Thane’s back. After what seemed like forever,

the door closed again, but the light stayed on. He could just hear the

guy’s voice as he retreated. “Yeah, uh-huh.”

    After a minute or two, Sean sat up. His heart was pounding, and he

felt about ready to faint. He had to get upstairs to get out, and  Rat

was right -- it  would be a  lot easier if  Thane was ambulatory.  But

doing that required a confrontation with  the big guy with the  phone,

alerting the  sorcerers and  waking up  the vampires.  The only  other

option was to somehow make Thane not be dead.

    Leaning back  against Thane’s  body, he  gingerly pulled  out  the

bead. Improvising was sure not  his strong point. But desperate  times

...

    Pulling out  his marker,  he  leaned down  and very  slowly,  very

carefully started to amend the glyph. His fingers were shaking so much

that the bead was  as likely to  try and make  human awareness --  the

force behind any spell -- count Thane  as a Shriner or an aardvark  as

count him to be alive. The glyph was smudged and uneven, but he prayed

the web was still open and the work was good enough.

    He opened Thane’s  palm, pinning  the hand down  and pressing  the

bead onto it.  For a moment  he tried  to avoid touching  it but  then

realized, hell, he was alive. If the damn thing was working, it didn’t

matter if he  touched it. For  the length of  several breaths, in  and

out, nothing happened.

    But them Thane’s  thickly lashed  eyes quivered  and opened.  Sean

waited, yearned,  for them  to  fix on  him  with some  expression  of

pleasure, but Thane barely seemed to focus on him at all.

    “Don’t move,” Sean  said. “You see  this thing in  your hand?  You

have to hold on to it, carefully, without smudging the marks on it.”

    Thane blinked, peered from side to side, closed his hand, and  sat

up.

    “Where the hell am I?” he asked in a strange quavering voice.

    The door swung open again, abruptly.

    “Nowhere quite as drastic  as hell, young  man,” said Bessie  with

apparent sympathy. She looked a little  mussed and out of breath,  but

otherwise her usual Betty Crockerly  self, complete with one of  those

dresses with matching belts that only ladies of a certain age are seen

to wear. It didn’t take long for her contradictory nature to appear as

she added quietly, “But  that could be arranged.”  There were not  one

but two large, stern-looking men crowded into the hallway behind  her,

just to add to the menacing effect.

    Sean stood up and brushed himself  off. “I considered it a  little

presumptuous of  you to  take  possession of  Thane  here, on  whom  I

clearly have prior claim.”

    “What the hell are you freaks talking about?” Thane said. “My name

is Michael, Michael MacKay. And I am getting the hell out of here.”

    He walked towards Bessie, but stopped very suddenly short when one

of the bruisers pulled a shiny little pistol from beneath his  jacket.

All of this was casting a  new light on the fusty academic  sorcerers.

But Sean was more preoccupied with Thane’s sudden transformation.  The

only way he could suddenly be  another person was if the mourn  bead’s

reversal, in  making him  alive, made  him the  man he  was before  he

turned. The implications of that  were great enough to preoccupy  Sean

even under the barrel of a gun. It meant almost everything he had been

assuming was wrong.

    “Oh, my dear, dear boy,” Bessie said, directing her words to Sean.

“Get up here, and don’t dither. We have so much to do.” Then to Thane,

“And I don’t know what  you’re up to, but  you are staying down  here.

It’s for your own safety, after all.” She turned to one of her lackeys

and asked in a ‘clean-up in aisle three’ tone of voice, “Why isn’t the

spell working on him properly?”

    The man with the  pistol got some  cinematic kind of  satisfaction

from, well, one would have to call it ‘brandishing’ the gun at  Thane,

who took a reflexive step back, raising and opening his hands. But  it

seemed he didn’t  have an  answer. The  mourn bead  fell from  Thane’s

fingers as he stumbled on a slumbering vampire.

    “Oh, my God,  are they  dead?” Thane exclaimed  shrilly. But  even

before the  bead  hit the  ground,  he  was swaying.  He  crumpled  in

precipitous sleep.

    Sean was shaken. What  the hell had his  spell done to Thane?  But

then it clicked. Upon contracting vampirism, a person’s memories  were

wiped clean, their whole personality reordered and reshaped. But  what

if the person they had been was still in there, somewhere,  preserved?

It was a sickening thought.

    Bessie raised  her brows,  not  missing a  thing  and not  at  all

perturbed. “Your handiwork, Dr.  Watkin ?” she asked.  “It is good  to

see you have some kind  of ability. It is  lamentably rare in the  new

generation of practitioners. So many aspire to talent, but so few  are

willing to put in those long hours of study needed to develop whatever

gift they might have been blessed with. I suppose I shall just have to

consider you early for our little appointment. Now, come along, do.”

    Bessie stood aside, as did,  after a moment’s hesitation, her  two

assistants. He recognized the less obviously armed one as a tutor from

the  medieval  history  course.  Cute  guy,  rather  brawny  for  that

department -- which was very much beside the point.

    “I’m  not  going  without  Thane,”  he  said,  folding  his   arms

stubbornly.

    “Yes, well, quite the entourage you seem to have developed all the

sudden,” Bessie remarked.  “But your little  playmate is staying  down

here. As of tonight, any vampire in this city belongs to us. No, wait.

Perhaps we can oblige you, as we obviously wish to.” She turned to the

tutor. “Give me one of the command  amulets. We may as well conduct  a

test run here, and all the better if it accommodates the wishes of our

honored guest.”

    The man passed  her a  simple metal  disc suspended  on a  knotted

piece of string. Bessie took  one step forward. She grimaced,  lifting

Thane’s head by a hank of hair, and shoved the string around his neck.

As she stepped back, Thane began to move groggily. Sean stumbled  over

the lax body  of the girl  in the red  dress to get  to his side.  But

kneeling and looking Thane over, he  saw Thane’s eyes were fogged  and

showed no recognition of him.

    Thane seemed dazed and disoriented. Sean squeezed his arm,  trying

to communicate what reassurance he could.

    “Come upstairs,  if  you  please,”  Bessie  said  with  a  shooing

gesture. “Both of you.”

    Thane obeyed groggily, but it seemed that he met Sean’s eyes for a

moment and gave an almost imperceptible nod. Sean felt a furious  leap

of hope at  even that  most muted  reconnection. Thane  was with  him,

shackled by yet  another layer  of the occult,  but with  him all  the

same. He had to get them both out of this.

    Bessie gestured for one of her men  to pick up the bead, which  he

did gingerly. They all filed up  the stairs to the kitchen, where  two

women waited,  both  professors  he vaguely  recognized  as  from  the

neighboring humanities  faculty,  and  one of  them  balanced  an  old

shotgun across her arm while the other held a bulky device that looked

suspiciously like a Taser . And what they were keeping an eye on was a

figure gagged and bound with duct tape to a kitchen chair.

    “ Mfmurph ,”  said Rhea,  perhaps by  way of  warning, or  perhaps

apology. He just hoped  Kevin and Laura  had got the  hell out of  the

area.

    The rest of the  sorcerers’ party came up  behind them and  closed

the door. The  room was quite  sealed off except  for the  uncurtained

windows. But  short  of  throwing  a bound  woman  and  a  potentially

uncooperative vampire  out  a closed  window,  hefting one  over  each

shoulder, and  making a  clean break,  escape did  not seem  to be  an

option. Thane was standing back behind him now, and Sean dared not  be

so obvious as to turn to him.

    “So now,” Bessie said, “you are going to tell me how you woke this

one up. Then you  are going to get  started on the obfuscating  spell,

and then you and I  will get on marvelously,  I am sure. Although  you

really do have no business whatsoever interfering with the business of

my cabal.”

    Sean could  resist  no longer;  his  gaze flicked  to  Thane.  The

vampire stood relaxed, facing Bessie passively, betraying nothing. Was

he just playing along, or had the sorcerer’s amulet seized control  of

his will?  It was  Bessie’s academic  occult versus  Granny Lou’s  old

grimoire , and he had no  idea which would come out ahead.  Brilliant.

Hook an alpha-male  vampire boyfriend  and still  have to  do all  the

dealing with elderly supervillains myself.

    “Cabal, eh?” Sean mused. It wasn’t exactly a green accord sort  of

term. “Before  I get  on  to that,  why don’t  you  tell me  what  the

sorcerers want with a basement full  of vampires? Because I’m not  the

only one  likely  to notice  them  all disappearing  off  the  street.

Admittedly the only other ones to notice might be the police when they

have more spare time of an evening, but all the same ...”

    Bessie looked at  him sharply. “Why,  I thought you  knew. If  you

didn’t take this one to interfere  with our plans, then why?” And  she

did seem, somehow, genuinely interested.

    Fuck, so much for the Rutger  Hauer strategy. Time to try  sucking

up . Sean turned to look at Thane. He laughed, aiming for fearless and

hitting a little closer  to hysterical. “Come on,  look at him,”  Sean

said. “Surely even you guys  know enough psychology to understand  the

appeal for the  lonely ‘bachelor gay’  like me. And  look, you’ve  got

plenty. I’m happy to help you out,  join up, even -- but there has  to

be a perk or two involved.”

    Bessie watched, perhaps forgetting  herself in surveying him  with

such a cool, dissecting gaze. Her array of geek minions glared at  him

with clear hatred.

    “All right,” she finally said. “If you tell me how you got in, and

you give us the details on the spell you used to free this one and  to

make this place vanish, then you can  keep him. Fair trade, and we  go

out separate ways.”

    “You ca--” one of the women interjected.

    One look silenced her. Mary  ... something. He vaguely  remembered

her from last graduation. She did some kind of modern European history

and was a ‘  kenner ’ of  negligible power. That  is, someone who  can

tell things about objects just by  touching them. Now that he  thought

about it, a pretty large proportion of the history department were  at

least nominally sorcerers. A  larger concentration than anywhere  else

on campus. Was that a coincidence, or was Bessie collecting them?

    She was backing  out of  offering to list  him on  the accord,  it

seemed, but there  were more  urgent matters  at hand.  He just  hoped

Laura was coming  up with something  to cover them  on that front.  He

felt vaguely  dissatisfied  at leaving  the  other vampires  at  their

mercy, but there was  a great temptation to  just do what they  wanted

and get Thane and Rhea the hell out of Dodge.

    “I believe  you said  you had  spoken to  my supervisor  about  my

thesis work,” Sean ventured

    “Professor Jennings. His main opinion of  you was that you were  a

-- What was his typically colorful  term? Pussy, I think. Wizards  can

be so uncouth, don’t you find? But besides that, he did seem to  think

you had come up with a viable method for making people believe a given

person was dead. Just believe, not really make them dead.” She gave  a

dismissive snort.

    “Magic is belief,”  Sean said  patiently. That  was something  the

sorcerous  texts  didn’t  much   acknowledge.  “To  the  extent   that

everything we know about the world is  just belief. And if a thing  is

believed by the  person who casts  a spell, the  spell will always  be

obedient to that belief. What we believe is reality.”

    “Postmodern bullshit,”  Mary muttered.  For people  who worked  in

humanities, they sure had a hard-science approach to the occult.

    “You used it  to be  dead, and  so you  came in  with the  others.

Because Jerry’s calling was  most easily focused  simply on the  dead,

vampires being the only dead able to respond to the directives given.”

    “And then, opposites being the  most closely related parts of  any

spectrum, I reversed  my spell to  get Thane out.  But that’s when  it

became clear that there are layers of magic here, and layers of  magic

means interaction, means things are bound to go wrong.”

    Bessie shook her head. “The control spell and the dispersal  spell

are different valences. They will not interfere.”

    “And the spell that makes these people vampires?”

    Bessie’s face was frozen in a distant, musing expression, like she

was wondering if she’d left the gas on, but she was still listening to

him. “It is a condition, medical. Everyone is aware of that.”

    Sean pointed  to Thane.  “A modification  of my  working made  him

alive. And in doing so, he actually ceased to be Thane and became  the

man I presume he was before the change, this Michael. That means  this

so-called  haemophagic   syndrome   is   occult.   A   massive   open,

attention-grabbing spell counter to everything the accord is meant  to

enforce. And that means you are laying  a spell on top of another,  an

inherently unstable proposition when the lowermost spell is not  known

or understood.”

    Bessie continued to watch him, holding a finger to her lips as she

thought. “And the extent of this perception-of-life spell of yours?”

    He hadn’t thought  of that; the  old lady was  sharp. “No  further

than the  city limits.  Whoever decided  to make  these creatures,  or

whatever power  source supports  their existence,  it’s in  this  very

town. You are kidnapping the  creations of someone very powerful,  and

very local.”

    “You have cast  a rather  new light on  things,” Bessie  conceded.

“You obviously have it  in you to be  somewhat clever, when not  being

utterly foolish. But now you would be wise to do as I first asked, and

be grateful for  the mercy. Mary,  here, who I  gather is already  not

fond of you, will take you into the loft to lay a spell, and you  will

have it done before nine this morning.”

    “Release Rhea first. This does not concern her,” Sean said.

    “So she can run off and find yet more people to get underfoot?”

    “Look, Bessie, it’s just  this. Why would I  lay the dispersal  so

you can use a vampire army to do whatever, and you can do whatever you

want to my friends and associates here?”

    Mary laughed. Bessie shushed her.

    “Is this the bit where  I tell you all  my evil plans?” she  said.

“Very well, it will probably serve  to settle your mind. We started  a

security company. Now we have  workers who are perfectly obedient  and

don’t require salaries. The money we  make will fund our own  personal

research projects, a little  more floor space on  campus, and our  own

institute here  for occult  studies. It  became clear  to us  that  we

simply could not get by on the resources the university provides,  not

for our cover careers, let alone our sorcery. So there you are. Finish

your occult PhD, and we might  even consider you for membership.  Once

you are done, you can all go. You can even take your pet with you -- I

understand how the young do form  these attachments. Our evil plan  is

nothing more sinister  than to  seize the resources  we were  promised

upon being granted tenure. Taking nothing more than what is ours, than

what we need to do  our research properly. It  is all for the  greater

good, you must agree.”

    Under the manic gleam of her stare, Sean decided not to argue  any

further, except, “Okay, but Rhea goes with me.”

    * * * * *

    The floor of the loft was unfinished chipboard, smooth and  blank.

Sean asked for and was supplied with blueprints for the house and  the

property, tacks,  markers, and  a couple  of reference  books for  the

glyphs. He chewed the  nub of his thumbnail,  wondering what the  hell

they were  doing with  Thane down  in the  kitchen. With  the  command

amulet on him,  he might not  be able  to defend himself  at all.  The

irony of Sean’s fears was not  lost on him. Perhaps the elder  thought

the same about  me. Just  how many  times can I  let the  poor man  be

passed from master to master? How can  I be sure the best one to  hold

him is me?

    Mary watched over him  and Rhea grimly. Rhea  sat back up  against

the corner of the cramped room, untied but with her duct tape gag left

on.

    “Don’t touch  that,” Mary  said, hefting  the heavy  Taser in  her

hand. “This  is kit  for  the new  security  guards. Pull  the  little

trigger, and wire  shoots out and  gives you one  hell of an  electric

shock. Very painful, I’m told, but not fatal. So there’s no reason for

me not do it,  just for the  hell of it.  So you keep  the gag on  and

don’t do anything, and you --” She waved the broad barrel at Sean. “--

get going, and hope I don’t decide to  try it out on you. I’ve got  no

reason not to.”

    Sean was  tapping  in  tacks  to  lay  the  pattern,  one  he  was

improvising  desperately  as   he  went.  “I   imagine  it  would   be

debilitating enough that  I couldn’t  draw the  glyphs correctly,  and

then you could go and explain to  Herr Bessie why she doesn’t get  her

dispersal spell by nine.”

    Mary huffed, but her lack of reply seemed like a concession.  Sean

got to work, there hardly seeming to be enough time to carry out  such

a complex preparation. Especially as he was trying to conceal a second

working within it.

    He kept thinking of the vampires down in the basement. He couldn’t

let them  be  taken  as  slaves.  Thane  had  made  him  realize  that

everything he  thought  he knew  about  vampires was  just  rumor  and

prejudice. He just couldn’t let  Bessie get away with this.  Gradually

his mind slipped  into the old  patterns where words  were gone,  just

shapes and patterns  reaching out in  all directions, passing  through

the two dimensions  of the loft  floor. He felt  the matter of  belief

fold and  flex under  his will  even before  the diagramming  gave  it

proper shape. Something to make people disregard the house, believe it

was gone. But he left a few open connections so that the energy  drawn

into the pattern would be released rather than stored and put to  use.

Just minor differences.

    Mary kept leaning over, pressing her fingers to the threads to ken

what he  was doing.  She  looked grudgingly  satisfied, but  Sean  was

pretty sure she  was bluffing; the  working was complex  enough to  go

over her head. After  a while, Bessie  came up to  check on him,  even

crouching to carefully inspect his work, apparently satisfied by  what

she saw.  Only  after she  had  gone did  he  make another  series  of

adjustments.

    It was dawn when he made the moves that, like the crucial folds in

complex origami, gave the spell its basic form. From there it was only

a matter of  systematic detail and  repetition. Effectively the  house

was dying in the minds of all who were capable of thinking about it or

looking at it. Although similar to  the old spell he had created,  its

scope was far  broader, reaching if  it must around  the globe to  all

human minds. The increase in scope was not particularly difficult,  as

people at greater distances were  also proportionately less likely  to

concern themselves with a specific address half a world away.  Sealing

the extent of the spell,  fixing its form, he  felt the energy of  his

body escaping through the fingertips he pressed to the complex  strung

and drawn mandala . But he wasn’t  sure it had worked until the  final

twist and knot.

    The  crucial  difference:  the  spell  drew  its  power  not  from

practically all the earth,  but only from any  magic worker who  dwelt

inside it. It was pulling on him  now; the others must be feeling  it,

too. In  effect,  the house  was  a magical  vampire.  Mary  shivered,

pulling her jacket over her. Then there was a clatter on the stairs.

    Bessie burst in, stepping aside  to let Thane enter. “Seize  him,”

she said.

    Thane stepped up  quite dispassionately  and grabbed  Sean by  the

arm. But somehow Sean knew he was  trying to fight it. His whole  body

was  bulging  with  muscles  that   seemed  to  be  fighting   against

themselves.

    “You cannot believe this is  a sensible plan,” Bessie snapped.  “I

need only kick aside this pattern, delay  my other plans for a day  or

two. But I suggest  you fix this  so it doesn’t drain  us. Do it  now.

Thane, give him some motivation.”

    Sean had no choice but to gamble that the Drull binding was  still

somehow in  force. Thane  reached for  his throat.  “No, don’t,”  Sean

croaked. “You have  to stop them,  Thane. Get Bessie  and Mary out  of

this  room.”  And  partway  through  the  motion,  Thane’s  expression

softened and he  turned. In  lightning-fast motions,  he reached  both

Mary and Bessie and flung them out the hatch to clatter down into  the

living room. It was fortunate enough that they went in that order,  as

Mary’s ample frame broke Bessie’s fall,  albeit with a loud ‘ ooph  ’.

Thane slammed shut the hatch and closed the lock.

    “Thane?”

    “At your service,” the  vampire replied with a  grin. “So hang  in

there; you’re doing great.  Now, what’s the plan?  What was the  crazy

granny talking about?”

    Bessie’s voice came dimly up through the floor. “Open this door!”

    And Sean watched  in horror  as Thane  jerked to  obey. It  seemed

their commands and his binding were both still effective. He leapt  at

Thane, fumbling and finding the string of the sorcerers’ amulet.  Rhea

leapt to  help  them, but  the  latch was  drawn  back and  the  hatch

starting to open as he dragged the amulet off and threw it aside.

    “Shut it, shut the door!” he yelled.

    Pinching a couple of fingers, they all pushed together and got  it

closed again. A whoosh hit  the door, and a  sound of burning. One  of

Bessie’s followers’ elemental magics ,  no doubt, but that one  wasn’t

going to do the trick. The spell was a significant one, and  releasing

the power it gathered rather than energizing the pattern, it would  be

effectively insatiable.  Drawing on  half  a dozen  practitioners,  it

would exhaust them very quickly. And Sean hadn’t been feeling too good

to begin with.

    With a sigh, Sean sank to his knees. Rhea ripped off her tape  gag

with an emphatic expletive.

    “Sean, what  the  hell  is  going on?  What’s  wrong?”  she  said,

kneeling by him.

    Thane stayed braced across the hatch. “What’s going on, Sean?”  he

echoed. “What are you doing, and how can we help?” He reached out  one

hand to Sean, but Sean didn’t have the strength to take it.

    “They wanted  a spell  to  make the  house vanish,”  he  explained

wearily. “I gave them that, but with a little vampire-inspired twist.”

He laughed quietly.

    There was frantic conversation downstairs. “It will get you before

it gets us!” Bessie  shouted up at  him as the  others pounded on  the

door and tried  to break  through the ceiling.  Looking up,  he saw  a

sprinkler system in the eves. All she had to do was realize that,  use

her lackey’s fiery ability  or just a handy  lighter to set them  off,

and smudge the working.

    Sean closed his eyes  and prayed for panic  to blind them. It  was

surely beginning to swamp his own mind.

    Thane leaned over him. “That thing you made on the floor, what  is

it doing?”

    “It’s drawing power from all the practitioners on the property and

releasing it.”

    “And when it’s released all the power?”

    “We die.”

    Thane looked over  the pattern  at him,  his face  creased into  a

sudden frown. “I can fight them. I  can beat them,” he said. “I  can’t

let this thing  get you  as well  as them.”  He was  clearly within  a

moment of stepping forward and ripping up the pattern.

    “No! Thane,  the  weapons they  have  can certainly  kill  me  and

probably you. And even  if we get  away, there are  the others in  the

basement, left  at  their mercy.  Trust  me, this  can  work.  They’re

academic sorcerers,  middle-class and  used to  comfort. They’ll  cave

long before  the draining  is actually  dangerous. We  have time.  The

bluff will work.”

    A gunshot rang  out, and then  another, but there  must have  been

some solid rafters under  the chipboard. It  was quieter beneath  them

after that. There were faint sounds, curses and footsteps at the front

of the house. Thane stepped away  from the hatch; he seemed to  waver,

stepping over to  Sean. The  ordinary touch  of his  hand, falling  on

Sean’s shoulder, gave Sean immense strength.

    In a strange vivid flash, he remembered what Thane had said  after

the elder had  attacked him  in the apartment.  Loving someone  deeply

gives you courage . It was Lao Tzu; he’d heard it once, way back as  a

bored undergrad in a philosophy class, but now he heard it clearly  in

his mind. Not just the part, but  the line that came before it:  Being

deeply loved by someone gives you strength .

    Sean’s vision was fogging,  but he found it  was not difficult  to

stand and walk over to the pattern.

    “Make sure they’re off the  property. Outside the gate,” he  said.

“Please, Thane. All of them must be outside the property line.”

    “If this thing is going to hurt you, I’m going to break it,” Thane

said tersely.

    “No, make sure they’re off, and I can fix it. I have ... a  little

time yet.” He  turned to Thane  and smiled. He  felt a strange,  still

feeling deep inside. “I know my limits. But I also know my  strengths.

I’m fine. A few more minutes will be no problem.”

    Thane took him at his word,  flinging open the hatch and  trotting

swiftly down into and across the now empty room below.

    Sean found  the loose  thread  with a  trembling hand.  He  leaned

forward on his hands and  knees and held the  thread next to the  pin,

waiting. There was a shout and a  scuffle, but he couldn’t tell if  it

was far off, or just being drowned out by the buzzing in his ears.  He

waited, and waited.

    Rhea peered out the hatch,  watching for Thane’s return. “Hang  in

there,” she said. Then a relieved, “Here he comes.”

    Finally Thane vaulted up next to  him, “I threw the last one  over

the fence myself. It was still dark  enough to get a good loft on  the

bitch. Do it. For God’s sake, shut this thing down.”

    “Not shut  it  down,  just fix  it.  That’s  why they  had  to  be

outside.” He tied off the knot  that released the power, then the  one

that drew  specifically on  denizens  of the  property. Within  a  few

moments, the draw faded to a much  lower level and spread out to  pull

from the ambient energy of the region, reversing the funnel effect.

    “She Tasered me,” Thane said with annoyance, shaking out his  arms

and hands. But he didn’t seem hurt, just annoyed.

    “Now we see how well this works,” Sean said.

    Thane had to help him get to his feet and all but carried him down

from the loft.  His cool  touch was  like an  anchor in  a world  that

barely seemed real anymore. From the great big second-story window  in

the room below, they could see the party of sorcerers standing on  the

pavement across  the  road,  looking about  with  consternation.  They

started to wander along  the street, craning  their heads and  arguing

amongst themselves. But it did seem that from their point of view, the

house had disappeared.

    “They’ll probably  work  a way  around  it in  time,”  Sean  said,

leaning on Thane for support. “But until then, we have a bulkhead. And

I have a basement full of vampires. I suppose I had better decide what

to do about that.” Figures. In trying to get rid of one vampire, I end

up with a dozen more .

    “I think you  should talk to  them,” Thane said.  “Now that  those

sorcerers are pissed off,  you’re going to need  allies.” He kept  his

arm protectively about Sean, as if  unwilling to let him go. Sean  was

in no mood to complain about that; he could barely keep his feet.  But

Thane was right  -- the  vampires needed to  be dealt  with. And  then

there was the matter of the accord leaving not only him but also Laura

as vulnerable solitary practitioners.

    It was a peculiar little  convocation. The vampires milled  around

in the basement as he addressed  them from the stairs, explaining  the

situation.

    Partway through, the  elder cut  across him.  “Someone seize  this

mewling witch. He has made a perfect lair for our use.”

    The tall, gaunt  young man stepped  towards him, and  some of  the

others glared. But Sean fancied it was not just Thane by his side that

made the man hesitate.

    The girl stepped forward and spoke. “This witch warned us that the

elder was  placing us  in danger,”  she said,  looking around  at  the

others. “You all heard me, as  his lieutenant, question the wisdom  of

coming to this place.”

    “I told you, didn’t  I?” Sean said ,  seizing the opening she  was

giving him.  “You  are  following  the  wrong  leader.  He  makes  bad

decisions and does little more than benefit from the effort of others.

You can do better than that ...”

    “My name is Scarlet.”

    “Suits you.”

    The girl smiled. The elder stepped forward, but she turned on  him

even before Thane started to move forward.

    “Brown, Shill, we are  done, I think, with  the elder. Hold on  to

him.”

    The elder’s face creased with anger, and combined with the  memory

of his attack, it made Sean step back. But it seemed the girl had some

influence; her two cronies, the tall man and the big punk, seized him.

    “Put him out,” she said.

    And despite his  protests and threats,  they took him  out of  the

house. Trailing up the stairs, the entire company saw him put out onto

the street with a shove.

    The girl turned to Sean. “The era of our so-called elder is  over,

and ours begins.  This is the  age of  Scarlet, and I  will count  the

house as yours and you  our nominal leader, in  return for the use  of

this house. It is a unique resource only to the extent that you are.”

    “I was not planning on using  the house indefinitely. It does  not

belong to me. Nor do I see how I can lead vampires.”

    She laughed. “Come  on. If nobody  else can find  the place,  it’s

clearly yours. And by its nature, it’s a place of safety as we, all of

us, age and become more susceptible to the daylight. They will  follow

me; I will follow you.  It is necessary to give  us a leader who  will

think , who  will give these  people a  way to live  rather than  just

someone who gets off on having  followers. Who can use the magic  that

we have seen can so easily enslave us. I’ve been thinking about  this,

and it is the only way to make this work, to keep my -- our --  people

safe.”

    Sean leaned upon the windowsill. “I will not be part of crime,” he

said. “Your  people harming  others. Even  theft. Although  the  house

belongs to the  university properly,  really. But  a little  hypocrisy

must be accepted in any leader, I suppose.”

    His head was  spinning, but  all through  it Thane  stayed by  his

side, a solid, supportive presence.

    “You provide the  house, and I  will make sure  the cats are  kept

under control,” Scarlet promised without apparent reservations. “I  am

acting as your kingmaker for the  very reason that you will provide  a

steadying influence, a more normal life.”

    She was too damned overconfident. Thane leaned in, perhaps sensing

how  Sean  rejected  this  idea  out  of  hand.  “Consider  the  offer

seriously, Sean. The vampires can be a power base, a group to  protect

you against being dropped from the  accord. If they accept this  woman

as the new elder, they will obey her. If she will follow you, she will

enforce your  methods and  morality throughout  the group.  They  can,

between them, support the cost of the house, protect it and you.”

    Thane’s eyes flicked from Sean to Scarlet. “I know her,” he  said.

“She has been angling partly for the elder’s favor and partly for  his

position for  years. And  she is  very capable,  for all  that she  is

young. The two of you together could achieve a great deal. And if  she

double-crossed you,  she would  have to  deal with  me.” That  last  a

promise of his own, delivered more to Scarlet than Sean.

    Sean looked between them, and in the great living room, the  other

vampires, young  men for  the  most part,  looked  on. Some  men  have

greatness thrust upon them . Well, what  could he do but try and  make

it work? These were Thane’s people, and regardless of that, they  were

clearly people  -- ones  who  some kind  of magic-worker  had  cruelly

manipulated.

    “They’d work?” Sean said of them. “Contribute, I don’t know, rent,

and protect everyone in the house from any threat?”

    “It is  the  lair  for all  of  us,  your house,  and  my  people.

Together,” Scarlet said. She still looked like a pretty hostile  young

woman, but maybe  that was just  her habitual expression.  It was  not

truly in Sean’s  heart to  trust her yet,  but she  was certainly  the

enemy of his enemy. Sean felt a  weak wash of panic; he was wading  in

cultural mores he did not understand.  But he looked to Thane and  saw

encouragement, support, faith -- a different kind of promise. Standing

straight again, he faced her.

    “That  white-haired  bitch  tried  to  make  us  slaves,”  Scarlet

pressed, and  for the  first  time he  saw  that she  clearly  wanted,

needed,  his  cooperation,  for  whatever  reason.  That  much  seemed

sincere. “And now she’s after you. That’s a beginning. We’ve each  got

half the  solution --  the house,  the people.  We can  make it  work.

You’ve got the magic; we’ve got the muscle.”

    The tall guy  broke in.  “Why don’t we  just take  the house  from

him?”

    Which was rather what Sean had been wondering, but Scarlet  strode

over to  the man  and slapped  him hard  across the  face. “The  house

doesn’t matter. It’s the magic. He  broke the magic that made us  come

here and sleep --  magic the elder didn’t  even know was happening  to

us. He makes the magic that hides this house, and he can take it away.

But the old woman  can fix him  good just because  she’s got guns  and

people. So we need  each other here.  The only way  we’re going to  be

okay is if  we are together  now. His  people. Us. The  house and  the

magic. I don’t know how to make it any clearer for you idiots. And  if

he says we gotta do it inside the law, we’ll do it. Each one of you is

going to get a job and put money  in. And he’s gonna help us work  out

what this is all about. What made us wake up different people, and who

did it.”

    There were mutters of agreement, and eyes turned to him.

    “Very well,” Sean said. “We will have a lot to discuss. But you’re

right. I  do want  to know  what happened  and why  the vampires  were

created, because it was done  deliberately, using occult methods.  And

...” He looked to Thane. “And I do think if someone is using magic  in

this way, this scale, they will draw outside attention eventually. The

whole point of the accord is to ensure nobody draws attention into our

world, and whoever  this person is,  they’re flouting that  intention.

They’re very dangerous. And the  vampires deserve to know who’s  doing

this to them and why.”

    “He’s right,” the big  guy with the mohawk  called out, and  there

was general agreement in the room. “I want to know what the hell  this

is all about.  And we need  one of their  lot , a  witch, to get  that

truth for us.”

    Scarlet all  but  swelled  up with  satisfaction  at  the  result.

“Right, then,” she said. “Let us begin.”

    She began to assign tasks, with one eye to Sean for his agreement.

Some were assigned to seek employment, others to investigate the house

and begin to make it habitable. Pooling resources to stock up on food,

bedding, and other necessities quickly revealed that Sean was the only

one with more than a few dollars to his name.

    Drained by his rampant spell,  sleepless and aching, he still  had

to adapt the  command amulets to  a new function,  allowing people  to

venture out and still be able to find their way back to the house. And

because these devices could easily be  stolen, that meant a guard  had

to be placed on the property to ensure only one of their number gained

entry.

    It was a sudden and giddying change. Thane arranged the connection

of the power and phone. It  was quickly apparent that Sean would  need

to set up the sale  of his apartment as  rapidly as possible to  cover

the initial costs of a stolen house and bevy of vampires. His mind was

crowded with pressing fears and concerns, and he still had to work out

what had happened to Laura and Kevin.

    Chapter Five

    Sean managed to track everyone  down using Rhea’s cell phone,  and

they assembled,  somewhat nervously,  at a  diner downtown.  Sean  got

Thane to go back to the house to keep an eye on things, but  succeeded

only when  the  others  promised  to escort  him  back  to  the  house

personally. He understood the slight  panic in Thane’s eyes. They  had

almost been separated, perhaps forever,  and their enemies were  still

out there. But he tried to make light of it.

    “I don’t trust  your Scarlet yet,  Thane. Please, I  need to  know

someone is on the  inside, that the house  is secure. That someone  is

watching those vampires who truly knows that I don’t want anyone to be

hurt, for any  reason. Not even  the sorcerers they’re  so angry  with

right now.”

    Finally he managed to send Thane on his way.

    “You’d think I was a six-year-old inclined to get lost on the  way

home,” Sean  muttered as  he slipped  into the  booth the  others  had

already claimed.

    “Or perhaps that  you’d recently  severely pissed off  a cabal  of

sorcerers,” Laura replied.

    Sean peered around  the booth, but  was reasonably satisfied  that

they could not be  overheard. He began pouring  himself coffee from  a

serving thermos into a  cup that was standing  ready. He was going  to

need a gallon or two just to get through the day. But Laura stayed his

hand. She pulled a  paper packet from  her tote bag  and tipped out  a

smattering of dried leaves  into his cup, then  poured hot water  from

the other jug over the top.  Sean accepted the tisane tentatively.  It

smelled strongly of  astragalus and fennel.  Healing herbs, and  there

was no doubt he could use that.

    “So  this   is  my   solution,”  Laura   said,  pulling   out   an

archaic-looking roll of paper. “Our own coven. It protects our  status

until arrangements can be made to peer evaluate the legitimacy of  our

group. Kevin has already signed up, so with your and Rhea’s signature,

we’ll have the minimum number required.” She passed the contract  over

the debris  of a  breakfast in  progress. “I  had to  get a  few  very

important witches out of bed in the  middle of the night to make  this

work.”

    “I don’t mean to be rude,”  Sean said, his eyes skimming over  the

arcane text, “but do Rhea and Kevin count?”

    “Any coven, cabal, or convocation may have up to fifty percent  of

their members as believers  but not practitioners,  and you know  Opal

has a few  more than that  in her  lot, especially now  we have  gone.

Perhaps we should turn her in?” Laura grinned evilly at the thought.

    Sean sighed, looking to Kevin and Rhea. “Both of you would be well

advised to stay out of this.  There is really no telling what’s  going

to happen in the next few days.”

    “Are you kidding?” Rhea said, reaching for the papers. “This is by

far the coolest thing that has ever happened to me. It’s a part of the

world I never knew existed,  and I am not to  going to just walk  away

from it.”

    Well, Sean was by now pretty  well versed in the pointlessness  of

arguing with Rhea. He  cast a look  at Kevin, who  was tucking into  a

plate full of eggs benedict . “I’m with her,” Kevin said with a  vague

gesture of his fork. “And I want to live in the invisible house.  I’ll

pay you the same  rent I do now  just to not have  to put up with  any

more junk mail.”

    “I really  don’t  think  you understand  the  seriousness  of  the

situation.”

    Laura just offered him a ballpoint pen. “I think you underestimate

us, Sean.”

    “But there’s  no  telling  how dangerous  the  vampires  will  be,

whether Scarlet can control them, whether she’ll really follow me, and

whether they, even with the best of attentions, can adapt. We need  to

find a source of blood  for them that doesn’t  get anyone hurt --  and

rather quickly. We need get some income into the house, also  quickly.

And I have to sit down with every occult reference I can lay my  hands

on and find some way to keep us all safe if the sorcerers decide to go

all in on getting their place back.”

    “I’ve already offered you some money,” Kevin said sanguinely. “And

I have plenty more. Nothing much fun to spend it on, before now.”

    “I’ve kept a few hundred undergrads  and a gaggle of tutors  under

control all year,” Rhea  said. “How hard can  vampires be? And I  know

plenty about living on  the cheap and getting  part-time work in  this

city, under the table, if needs be.”

    And then Laura. “And you’re going  to damn well need me, Sean.  So

it’s settled. All we need is a name.”

    “What about the Big Magic  Rat Coven?” Kevin said flippantly.  “We

could make him an honorary member.”

    * * * * *

    And indeed the  new coven members  seemed most enthusiastic  about

the whole  endeavor, despite  the clear  and immediate  danger of  the

sorcerers outside the  gates and the  vampires within. Sean  developed

the distinct impression  that while  he had  assumed he  was the  only

person who struggled with a feeling of purposelessness and loneliness,

each of his friends had latched on to the idea and mission of the  new

coven with conspicuous alacrity.

    While he had Laura’s car available, they began to move some things

from Sean’s place to the house. Something of a commitment, given  that

if the spell failed, he would  be found squatting, fully installed  in

what was essentially university property.  So they parked and got  out

with boxes, bags, and, in Rhea’s case, a potted fig tree.

    He let them demonstrate  to their satisfaction  that there was  no

house missing  from the  street and  no place  to insert  one,  before

handing out the amulets.  This revealed the iron  gate from which  the

commercial sign had already been pulled down. The large young man with

the mohawk was sitting out on the front porch with his feet up on  the

balustrade. He waved at them cheerfully.

    They were about  to open  the gate when  McIntyre, the  psychology

dean, turned the corner of the  block. Sean gaped, wondering just  how

he fit into the milling  conspiracies. McIntyre waved and crossed  the

street.

    “Dr. Watkins,” he said by way of greeting.

    “Professor McIntyre. You know Rhea,  and perhaps Dr. Kevin  Carter

from chemistry,  and  this  is  Laura Horton.”  Sean  felt  his  smile

freezing somewhat on his face.

    “Moving house?” McIntyre inquired with amusement.

    “Dr. Wat kin is moving in with his partner,” Rhea said cheerfully.

“We are, um, helping.”

    They all cast guilty glances  at the house he presumably  couldn’t

see, and hovered ambiguously near the car.

    “Yes, that does ... I mean, I had heard that you two ...” McIntyre

said with an eye on Rhea.

    “Oh, that.” Rhea shifted the potted plant to sit under one hand so

she could see  the dean properly.  “That was  just a joke  that got  a

little out of  hand. Dr.  Watkin and  I happen  to agree  on which  is

actually the fairer sex .”

    She gave him a big wink and a pat on the side of the arm with  her

free hand. McIntyre seemed to relax.

    “Perhaps I can give you a hand?” he offered amiably.

    “Oh, no, it’s all right,” Sean said. “But thanks.”

    “Well, okay, then.  I’ll see  you after  the break.”  After a  few

steps, he turned back. “There may be a position coming up, you know --

tenure track. I’ll be sure to keep you in the loop.”

    “I’d appreciate that.”

    As McIntyre headed  off down  the street,  Sean hurriedly  ushered

everyone through the gate. “Who’d have thought it,” he muttered.  “But

that’s actually the last thing on my mind.”

    * * * * *

    The only way to  really get some  time alone was to  go up to  the

loft. After all, he’d thrown the  spell together in a state of  panic,

and now they were  all depending on it.  He exhaustively traced  every

line and  strand.  He  repaired every  weakness  and  added  redundant

structures. As  an afterthought,  he brought  up a  plastic  furniture

cover and stapled it  down around the pattern  to protect it from  any

tampering.

    When it  was done,  he sat  on  the floor,  his back  against  the

insulation rolled along  the walls.  Now the vampires  were under  new

management, it was safe to release  the binding. The solution had,  it

seemed, presented itself.  Thane wouldn’t have  any reason to  respond

with violence.

    It was cowardice that made him avoid Thane. If Sean saw him again,

even for a moment, he knew he wouldn’t have the strength to do this --

to do what was  right. It was  a horrible cliché, but  it was true.  I

love him, so I have to set him free .

    Of course, it meant he was going to lose Thane. Without the  Drull

binding, his interest in  Sean would fade away,  and he would be  just

another of Scarlet’s followers.

    Clenching his  hands together,  Sean sighed.  It was  cold in  the

loft. “It is better to have loved and lost,” he told himself. “Even if

it was fake in the first place.

    “Leave me. I release thee. You need  not abide with me. No more  a

concern for you -- not worthy of your love.”

    He sat there for a long time,  feeling the cold all around him  as

the darkness started to  fade. Finally he went  down the stairs,  past

the living room, to the kitchen. The room was warm and moist, and  the

whole crew minus Thane and a couple of the other vamps were in  there,

seated around the room on chair, tables, and the counter.

    “...  small  amounts  of  blood  every  few  days,”  Scarlet   was

explaining to  Kevin, who  was actually  taking notes.  “And with  the

supplies we found in the refrigerators out back, we have some time  to

work something out.”

    “Hey, Doc,” Rhea said, still  apparently groping for the best  way

to address him. He sure hoped that one didn’t stick.

    “I’m all in,”  Sean said. “Is  there somewhere I  can put my  head

down?”

    “We gave you the  bedroom on the first  floor at the back,”  Laura

said. “Perhaps you ought to  eat something first. I’m making  macaroni

and cheese.”

    “No, I’m good. Thanks.”

    He found the room they meant. It was about the size of his  entire

apartment, with a  big bed below  the window. He  had a brief  thought

that he  should move  it because  Thane wouldn’t  like that.  Then  he

realized that it soon wouldn’t matter.

    He closed the curtains and  stripped off his clothes stiffly.  The

adhesive bandage over his  shoulder was stained  with rings of  brown,

dried blood. He peeled  it off carefully.  The skin underneath  looked

pallid, but the bite marks were  clean and healing swiftly. He  turned

off the light, set his  glasses on the table,  and slid into the  bed.

Physically, he actually felt stronger now,  but he was more than  done

with this day. He just wanted to close his eyes and shut it out for  a

while. The house already  had that feeling of  a place that was  never

going to calm down, so now was as  good a time as any to shut  himself

away and try to catch up on his backlog of unconsciousness.

    He felt  a little  like  he was  sitting in  the  first car  of  a

roller-coaster and the  ride was about  to start. It  would have  been

good to have someone on the seat next to him. He could still hear  the

others laughing,  grappling  with  their problems  already  --  making

plans. He should be there, but he couldn’t muster the strength. It had

been a long time since he’d slept; tomorrow would be soon enough.  But

in the back of his mind, he was afraid of a dark god appearing in  his

dreams.

    A whisper of sound made his eyes spring open. Some instinct in the

back his head  was still  expecting danger  from every  angle. It  was

Thane. Even a silhouette, further foggy with his glasses on the table,

was enough to make Sean’s heart ache. Thane stood there just a minute,

poised on the threshold.

    After a suspended moment, he  stepped inside. Sean lay, curled  on

his side, watching. Thane walked over, silent, ambiguous, and crouched

by the side of the bed right in front of Sean. He reached out one hand

and laid it on Sean’s cheek.

    “I did feel it when you released the binding,” Thane said.

    “I understand,”  Sean said.  The compulsion  was gone.  There  was

nothing between them now but Sean’s own lingering infatuation. It felt

real enough  to hurt,  though. It  felt like  love. It  felt like  the

moment before a broken heart.

    “I don’t think you  do.” Thane leaned in  and kissed him,  softly,

their lips crossing each other.

    “Thane, you don’t have to --”

    “It didn’t change anything. I have to think that love, real  love,

isn’t something you can just unmake. Lose it, sure, destroy it, people

do that every day. But just make it as if it was never there -- that’s

just not possible.  I’m keeping  this, Sean --  keeping this  feeling.

What about you? When are you going to believe you deserve it?”

    It didn’t seem possible. Sean searched Thane’s dark eyes and found

nothing there but sincerity. Thane’s hand stroked down his neck, under

the blanket, but Sean  felt cold and made  no move. Somehow it  seemed

like this must be some immense,  horrible joke. How could love  caused

by a spell endure when that spell was gone, like some kind of romantic

jelly mold? Even if  it did, it might  be some temporary effect,  some

deceptive momentum.

    “What is  it?  Why  don’t  you  believe  me?”  Thane  watched  him

implacably, patiently.

    “Thane, you’re a beautiful and, by whatever means, powerful  young

man. What would you see in me?”

    “Apart from the fact that it’s for  me to know that, and feel  it,

and -- if you  have any faith in  me -- you to  believe me? You are  a

good man. You  came to see  something more than  a monster, a  medical

curiosity, in me. And, look, a professor, a witch, a leader of a clan,

and a member of what  I think will prove to  be a powerful coven --  a

good man. You need to see yourself as I do, just for a moment.”  Thane

looked down at him. “You’re not really hearing me, I think. It’s  been

a busy few  days for both  of us. Just  move over there.  You want  me

here; I want to be here. What more is there to know?”

    “Oh, gods, Thane.  What is there  to know? So  many things that  I

feel them pressing  down on me  like I’m being  crushed by rocks,  and

people just keep adding more to the pile. I mean, for a moment in  the

basement, you were actually someone else,  Thane. I don’t think I  can

just leave  that  alone.  It’s the  beginning  of  understanding  what

happens with your ... condition. The person you were might still be in

there, somewhere.”

    Sean’s disordered thoughts  straggled to an  uncertain close.  His

head was a mass of ends sticking out in all directions.

    “You’re the kind of person that needs to understand things,  Sean.

I get that. I’ll help you. And I’ll have to take whatever  consequence

comes. It’s not like I don’t want  to know, too.” Thane slid his  hand

over Sean’s stomach. “But  you have to understand  that while in  some

ways everything  is very  complicated,  in other  ways it’s  all  very

simple. You have to understand that I’m real, and I’m here now. And  I

want to live, a full and real life  for as long or as short as I  have

it. And I want to do that with  you. Can you let go of our future  and

whatever it might or might not involve, let go of all of that to  just

fully, properly, and for once have this now?”

    Looking into  Thane’s dark  eyes, Sean  found that  he could.  The

tangle of his thoughts fell loose and free. His fears for the  future,

the whole world outside of this room, fell away.

    Thane sighed  and smiled.  He stood,  starting to  shrug back  the

leather jacket he never seemed to be without.

    “No, why don’t  you leave  that on,”  Sean said,  easing back  the

covers in invitation.

    Sean reached out, just  managing to hook  his fingertips over  the

waistband of  Thane’s  jeans, sitting  loosely  across his  hips.  The

button above the fly even turned out  a little, as if waiting for  him

as he released it.  The short zipper dropped  down, and beneath it  no

undergarments stood  in  the way.  Yes,  Sean couldn’t  help  a  small

thought at how unsanitary  that habit was, but  he managed to push  it

out of his mind.

    Thane, so calm  -- and  altogether literally  sanguine --  emerged

eagerly from the denim confines. Stepping out of his jeans, he  pushed

Sean down on  the mattress,  stiff cock insistent  between them,  silk

thighs straddling him,  and pushing  the blankets  fully off.  Leather

jacket thick and cold under Sean’s  hands as Thane spread his  thighs.

Thane bent, his kiss hard and wet, coaxing and claiming.

    Sean reached  down,  sliding  his  palms  over  Thane’s  hips  and

buttocks. Thane pulled a condom from  the inside pocket of his  jacket

and tore into  it with his  teeth. He  knelt up, rolling  it over  his

cock, slowly. Teasing. Licking his palm, he smoothed his hand over the

tip of his sheathed cock. He was so fine, and anticipation sparked  in

the air between them.

    Sean wanted this  so badly, and  in that moment  he realized  that

whatever it might cost him later, he could make no other choice. Thane

leaned over him, and Sean strained  up to meet him, afraid and  eager.

His body  yielded  slowly to  this  novel intrusion,  but  in  patient

degrees he felt Thane enter him. He could barely breathe, clinging  to

Thane with shaking hands, feeling weakness throughout his body. It was

such a remarkable,  commonplace, perfect thing  as their bodies  found

and shared the rhythm of their passion.

    Mine , Sean thought. Truly mine. At last .
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