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And the Lord said, "What have you done? The voice
of your brother's blood is crying to me from the ground. And now you are cursed
from the ground, which has opened its mouth to receive your brother's blood
from your hand." GENESIS 4.10. 


 


A linen-white mist eased through the shrouds of pine needles
on either side of the jogging path, sighing into the early morning darkness of
the park. It shuddered, eddied around my feet as the occasional snap of a twig
marked my passage, and then vanished into the chill, early-Autumn night, eager
to be away. 


I was not so eager. Behind me, in the parking area, a dozen
red-and-blue lances roved the evergreen boughs. A hunting owl, disturbed by
their urgency, hooted in dismay, and quickly sought the safety of the forest. 


Ahead, around a bend in the path, a magnesium fire burned
away the cloak of the night's protection. I slowed my steps, deciding in a
sudden waning of courage that the call and flutter of the departing owl were
better greetings than I would receive in the clearing. I sniffed the
pine-scented air drifting northward from the fountain of light in the forest. 


Yes! It was there! What we of the Csejthe Colony know as angor
mortis: the fear of impending death. Distinct amid the pungency of the
woods I caught the stinging scent of copper, the trademark of spilled blood.
For someone - some poor, unfortunate soul - the angor had yielded to
rigor. 


I stifled a smile. We think like that sometimes, we of the
Colony. We cloak ourselves in the iron of irony. Our realities are sometimes
too hard to bear without the comfort of dark humor. I sighed, a long,
will-building release, and pushed myself through the parting mist. 


At the bend in the path a thick yellow streamer barred my
way. I stopped, glad for the interruption. For a time, I stood, unnoticed,
watching the bleached tableau. Somber men in blue uniforms stood guard in the
grove, clutching their leather belts, the knuckles of their hands whitening
from the tension. Other men in gray business suits conferred softly, waiting,
taking notes. 


The object of their attention was a naked woman sitting
upright, her back against the truck of a tall pine. Her left leg lay flat on
the ground, hard and cold as an alabaster rod. The right leg was slightly bent
and turned inward in a mocking attitude of modesty. The left hand dangled at
her side; the right gripped a tuft of pine needles. Her head was tilted leftward;
the sightless eyes open, staring into the four arc lamps surrounding the
clearing. The full mouth hung open, the lips parted like the kiss of a marble
statue. Fine yellow hair dangled, curtain- fashion, imbued with the tendrils of
the seeping mist. The angle of her head exposed the left side of her throat. A
two-inch incision marred the porcelain loveliness of its features. Drying blood
coated her right breast. The left was clean. It jutted out into the chill air,
giving silent testimony to her lost beauty. 


Suddenly, as if startled, one of the men jerked his head out
of a subdued conference and strode toward me. 


"Nadasdy?" he called out. 


I nodded. Then, with another great sigh, I lifted the yellow
ribbon and ducked into the circle of light. Instantly the glare stung my eyes.
I fished into my trench coat pocket, and donned the stylish sunglasses I always
carry. From the comfortable gloom of their protection, I looked into the
anxious brown eyes of the man who had summoned me. 


"I'm Paul LaCrosse," he said, cautiously extending
a hand. I took it, closed my fingers over it and then felt it pull away - too
slowly to be disrespectful, too quickly to engender warmth. "Detective
Lieutenant LaCrosse," he added to cover his hesitation. 


Again, I nodded. "We've met," I said. 


He fingered the stubble of his morning beard. "Yes!
Yes! About a year ago. A missing persons case....?" 


"Right," I agreed, suddenly embarrassed because I
knew what his memories told him. "May I?" 


It was his turn to nod, and he backed away as I moved to
kneel beside the dead woman. I stared into the pale blue eyes for a long
moment. Mumbles thrummed at my back; I ignored them. I touched the upraised
knee. It was cold and left no mark when I removed my finger. Next, I ran my
thumb across the stain above the right breast, testing the consistency of the
blood. I brought it to my nose and sniffed. 


"Four hours," I said to myself. Then I looked
around and upward. Ten glowering figures loomed, back-lit by the terrible glow
of the portable lamps around the clearing. 


"That about right?" 


LaCrosse nodded once more. I watched with some amusement as
he swallowed away his fear. I did not wonder, seeing me through his wide eyes:
a big man - wearing an old-fashioned trench coat, khaki pants and an
"Indiana Jones" hat - looking up at him through the black holes of
the incongruous sunglasses. 


"The killer was right-handed," I offered to break
the spell. 


"How do you know?" one of the men asked. 


"Because the incision begins at the left and moves
slightly downward to the right." I demonstrated. "The body was turned
to the left, allowing - ah - access from the right. If the man were left-
handed the positions would be reversed," I explained. 


"Oh," the policeman mouthed. Then he turned away,
inventing, I suppose, some forgotten duty at the edge of the clearing. I stood,
brushing pine needles from my knees. I adjusted my hat and waited. 


"We - we thought he might be - one of yours,"
LaCrosse said with an uncomfortable tremor in his voice. He was young, about
thirty, as I am, about my height and build. 


"I know," I said simply. "Are you hiring
me?" 


"Yes." 


"I get $200 a day plus expenses," I told him. 


"I'll make a note," he said. I was glad to hear
the dry brush of sarcasm in his tone. 


"Who found her?"


"Park Patrol. They noticed a car without license plates
in the parking area about 4 a.m. and followed the jogging path to this
spot," he told me.


"Clothing?"


"Over here,"


We walked together toward the northern edge of the clearing.
He was careful not to touch me but I am not offended by such social
superstitions. The "norms" are an odd lot and we of the Colony must
take them as they are. He pointed into a patch of hawthorn; I reached to part
the branches.


"Wait!" he cried.


I laughed, a kind of brotherly chuckle. 


"It won't hurt me,'" I assured him. 


Within the grasp of the barbed leaves I found a wadded up
pair of running togs, bright orange; a long, royal blue headband; a sports bra
with a torn right strap; a pair of panties, unmarked, expensive tennis shoes
and a pair of tiny socks with blue tuft-balls at the heels. Gingerly, I pulled
the headband from the brambles. 


"She didn't get very far," I observed. "The
headband absorbed very little sweat, if any. She hadn't been in the park
long." 


"So?" the lieutenant demanded, obviously amused at
my Sherlockian skills. 


"So, LaCrosse, she probably came to the park at or just
after midnight. It's 4:42 now. She was killed four hours ago. That means she
had only been jogging for a few minutes!" I kept my tone level but he
couldn't help but mistake my growing irritation. What do they think they pay me
for? 


"And from that you infer...?" 


"That the killing wasn't random. That the motive wasn't
robbery, or rape. That the act was deliberate. That the killer meant to kill
this girl and not just anyone. If she wasn't surprised and let him get this
close they she may have known him. You've got a premeditated homicide here, not
a mugging." To annoy him, I flipped the headband over his shoulder, 


He took it away and looked at it, rubbing his whiskers
again. 


"Maybe, Nadasdy," he admitted, "But that's a
big conclusion to jump to from just a few facts."


"Why didn't the car have license plates?" I asked,
smiling, 


It was a mistake. The norms don't like to see me grin. A big
face with huge dark holes for eyes doesn't make a pretty picture grinning at
you. The lieutenant turned away quickly and plodded back to the body. I
followed him. 


"I'm assuming," I said to his back, "that she
came here to jog either before or after work. What did you find in the
car?" 


"Nothing," he muttered, "No purse, no street
clothes?" 


"No - " 


"No other identification in the car? No registration?
Odd slips of paper? Bank deposit duplicates..." 


"No!" he snapped. 


"Was it locked or unlocked?" 


"Unlocked." That through gritted teeth. 


"Then the killer searched the car and stripped it of
anything that could identify her, including the license plates." 


Abruptly he whirled to face me. "Which he wouldn't do
unless he knew the car, and the girl, and planned the killing for her. All
right! I get it now, okay?" 


I was glad he couldn't read my expression through the
sunglasses. 


"If she came before work she'd have street clothes with
her. But she could have left them in a locked or something before leaving
work," I reasoned quietly, trying not to challenge him. "That means
she belongs to a big institution, some kind of business that has a night shift.
The closest one is City Hospital only a mile from here. I'd start there
first." 


"Right," the lieutenant's sigh gusted into the
moist, cold air. "Johnston!'" he yelled. 


"Sir!" 


"You and Brown take a Polaroid - of her face only! -
and show it around the ER. Where's the coroner?" 


"We had trouble getting him this late, but he's on the
way," the man named Brown called back. 


"'Go!" 


"Yes, sir!" 


The two detectives vanished down the mist-strewn path. With
visible effort, LaCrosse turned back to me. 


“Stripping the car of its plates won't slow us up. We'll run
the Vehicle Identification Number, Our killer apparently doesn't know much
about cars."' 


The VIN could be found on a plate on the dashboard. Its 17
digits could identify a vehicle right down the color of the paint job. 


"You through here?" 


"No," I answered quietly. "Have you moved
her?"' 


"No." 


"I think you'll find a bruise on the back of her neck.
There are no other visible signs of attack but she didn't just faint at the
sight of him," I said. 


"Why not?"' he challenged. 


"She's a runner; she would have run, She's a modern
woman; she knew the dangers of jogging here. Look," I instructed gently. 


With great care he pulled the dead girl's head away from the
tree trunk. 


"Yes," he admitted, "it's there. Must be
tough being right all the time."' 


I shrugged. "We all have our crosses to bear,
LaCrosse." 


My humorous repartee somehow broke the tension in him. He
relaxed. 


"One blow?" I asked. 


He nodded and said, "He must have been a strong one,
but how do we know it was a 'he'?"


 "Logical assumption,"


 "Yes. But you don't think she was raped." 


I shivered a negative response but added, "You may find
that she was - entered - but I doubt you'll find anything else. It doesn't fit
the pattern."


"What 'pattern?'" he muttered. 


I ignored the question. He didn't seem to notice. 


"How old do you think she is?" I asked. 


"Twenty-two, twenty-five." 


"It's a terrible waste." He grimaced at the
thought. 


There was a long silence. The owl hooted in the western
reaches of the park. Swirls of morning vapors oozed against our dangling hands.



"There's very little blood," LaCrosse whispered,
daring to direct the inquiry into realms I dreaded.


"Yes," I answered tightly. 


At that he shouted, “Goddamnit! You know what he did!”


I put my hand on his shoulder. 


"Yes, I know," I consoled softly. "That's why
you called me. Isn't it?" 


"Damn right," he growled, moving off so that my
hand fell away. Why are norms so hard to deal with? 


"Well, I don't blame you. I'd do the same, I
suppose," I said philosophically. Getting no answer I pushed through the
silent guardians around us and peered northward down the meandering walkway. 


"Any tracks?" I called back. 


"None that we could find," he replied, his voice
thin and hollow in the cathedral of the woods. "We thought we'd wait 'til
daybreak." 


I looked up through the trees. The ghostly pall of a
half-moon filtered dawn through the night's haze.


"No need," I told him. "Come here,
please." 


Reluctantly, he left the safety of the arc lamps, and stood
silent beside me.


"Are you afraid of me?" I asked, low so the others
would not hear. 


"Yes. No. I - I don't know," he sputtered.


"I'm not what you think," I told him. 


"I - I know that - in my head, but..." 


"We of the Colony live under the burden of a terrible
stigma," I told him. "But I'm very good at what I do."


"I can see that," he said dryly. The call of the
owl brought a quiver to his lips. "It's - not easy, I suppose." 


"No," I agreed, "it never has been." I
dug into my coat pocket and brought out a thin, pinkish wafer. I popped it in
my mouth and chewed thoughtfully. With deliberate ease I found another one.
"Want one?" 


The lieutenant drew back in horror. Suddenly, he caught
himself, and rewarded the grin on my face with a huge gush of laughter. 


"You bastard!" he choked, still laughing. He took
the proffered wafer, sniffed it and then held it up into the glare of the arc
lamps. He read the initials embossed on the disk. 


"U.P.Y.R.," he said. "What does it
mean?" 


"You don't want to know." 


"Is it really....?" 


"In a way," I responded quickly. "Someday,
I'll tell you all about it." I took the wafer from him; it joined the
first. 


"Someday?" 


"Someday, when you get rid of that reflexive terror you
carry around with you," I told him good-naturedly. 


"I'll take you up on that," he promised, and
smiled. 


"Now what?" 


"Now," I said, "I find your tracks." 


"Oh." 


"Have your men kill the lights." 


He gave the order, and one by one the lamps faded, leaving
the darkness to reclaim its realm.


"Can't see a thing," LaCrosse murmured. 


"I can." 


I took off the sunglasses and paced a few steps down the
path. 


"Wait here," I ordered. 


"No doubt," the lieutenant sighed. 


Alone, I ambled northeastward, peering here and there over
the dew-laden pine duff. At length, I found a scuffed trail leading into the
woods. I followed it. 


"Janos?" 


"Quiet!" I insisted, and continued threading
through the trees. Finally, by the dim sheen of the half-moon, I discovered the
treasure I was seeking. "Here!" I called. "Bring a
flashlight!" 


LaCrosse obeyed, fumbling through the underbrush, led on by
a single spear of white-blue light. He reached me. I held him back and pointed.
There, in the soft earth, was a single footprint. 


"A man's right shoe." the lieutenant murmured. 


"You should get a fair impression from that," I
said, admiring the wavering print nestled in the bowl of light from the
policeman's MagLite. "Well worn," I noted. "Old, very old. No
maker's emblem. And the heel is cracked. That should be easy to identify."



"If we can find the wearer." 


"We will," I promised grimly. "We will."



Carefully, I placed my own brown shoe beside the spoor. 


"Size ten, ten and a half, maybe," I judged. 


"Yes." 


"Leave the light to mark it, I'll guide you back,"
I offered. "Okay." He leaned the flashlight against a pine trunk.
"Let's go." 


He put his hand on my shoulder. I walked him back to the
path knowing it must have taken a lot of courage, a lot of trust for him to put
himself in my power in the pitch-black well of his own superstitions. The
renewed fire of the arc lamps brought us back to the clearing. I donned my
sunglasses once more.


"Wear them all the time?" he asked. 


"No choice," I told him as he followed me to the
parking lot. We stood for a moment, eyeing each other. Suddenly the park seemed
to come alive with the chirp and chitter of birds. In the east, the barest
glimmer of light reddened the horizon. The wind freshened; the mist dispelled. 


"I've got to go," I said. 


"Yes, I suppose so. Say, would you really...?" 


"Smoke and burn and wither into a puddle like the
Wicked Witch of the West?" I laughed. "No, but it's never -
comfortable. It's another thing I have to live with." To emphasize the
point I popped another wafer into my mouth. This time LaCrosse did not shiver. 


"I think the captain made a good choice," he
offered.


"For $200 a day, he'd better," I said jovially.
"Call me when you know something?"


"Sure," and he offered his hand. A warm, friendly
current passed between us. 


I walked toward my car, feeling good. "Nadasdy,"
my new friend called. "Janos?" 


"Yeah?" 


"I - I hope it isn't one of your group." 


"It isn't," I assured him, 


"But..." 


"No time!" I called. A sliver of the rising sun
broke over the rim of the earth, 


Hurriedly I drove out of the park and onto Northwest Drive.
That took me over the Northwest River Bridge and into the little lane that some
narrow-minded folk call Vampire Road, Strangely, I couldn't think of the
murdered girl, or the testing questions of Paul LaCrosse. I wanted only a hot
meal, a warm bed, Elizabeth's cool caresses, and a good day's sleep. 


First Life


 


Memory! 


The gossamer threads of life's design. 


In sleep-spun dreams I do remember. The ghosts of my past
arise as often as the coming of the sun, fleeing from my resting place to dance
before me, a company of demons, players on a stage of irony.


In the trance of my flight from light, sated or possessed of
wanting, I will recall these relics of my past: 


I rode. Barely twenty seasons, yet I rode a chestnut
war-horse, more noble-born, more highly prized, than I - a boy, spawn of a
camp-follower. My mother, whom I never knew, died ignobly at my birthing,
felled over nine moons by the thrust of a soldier's sword of flesh. 


I was nurtured in the tents of the whores, who trailed the
armored men in their fruitless Quest. I grew by the thin milk of other dams,
grudgingly given, until my sire claimed me for his own. 


And so I rode by his side, uplifted in my fifth year on the
broad, sweating back of a Crusader's charger. I rode, clad in homespun cloth,
proud and innocent of my lineage. 


I rode, savoring the pungent scents of the forest, reveling
in the clinking of the chain-mail and the snap of the war banners held high in
the breeze. 


I rode...until the arrows flew. 


Ambush! 


I screamed, and blood splashed over my face, my sire's
blood, spurting from his arrow-torn throat. He fell among the barbarians. My
mount reared, high and wild, as the shouts of dying knights echoed in the dell.



A searing pain shot through my side. The chestnut steed
bolted in terror. I clung to its coarse mane, barely conscious of the feathered
shaft protruding over the sweat-blackened saddle. 


My ears rang with the shrieks of the women as they scurried
through the slaughter. 


"Morther!" they cried in their ancient tongue.
"Morther!" 


As my steed carried me away, they were ravished and slain. 


I awoke in a cradle of pine needles and toadstools, green
moss and lichen. The night-mist pooled in the hollows. I sipped breath from its
milky tendrils. An owl hooted. I shivered, and awaited Death. 


And Death came. 


His deft fingers wiped my Sire's crusted blood from my
cheek. I moaned, and beheld His hooded countenance by the pale glow of a full
moon. His features were shrouded in shadow, but his eyes gleamed like embers. 


I stared into those eyes, and knew peace. 


He tore away the homespun from my chest, and snapped the
shaft of the arrow, and pulled it from my side. In pain I drew breath, and
choked on the mist. 


Blood poured from my wound. 


And He smiled. 


The hood fell back. I glimpsed the curls of jet-black hair
which tumbled over His shoulders. 


He laid a coarse palm on my heaving chest. I quieted, though
my heart pounded in its broken cage. My blood spewed out. And then He bent to
caress by wound with his lips... 


... and he sighed... 


... and drank from the well of my heart. 


"Sone," He said in my own tongue. 


The moon sank like a silver stone into the death-black
boughs. Darkness cloaked us in chilling fog, I saw His hands reaching down to
cup my head. 


He kissed me, and my mouth opened to his, A liquid warmth
spread over my tongue. I tasted copper and salt. I drank of it, that life,
given more freely than the milk of my infancy, 


A strange power flooded through my body. No longer did I
shiver; no longer did the pain burn in by side. 


"More!" I pleaded, and he smiled, and gave back
what he had taken from me. 


Sated, I slept. And in that time of my rebirth He carried me
deep, deep into the forest. 


 











[bookmark: _Toc378144905]2. Chapter Two


 


"Every moving thing that lives shall be food for
you; and as I gave you the green plants, I give you everything. Only you shall
not eat flesh with its life, that is, its blood," GENESIS 9.3 


 


"My name is Janos Nadasdy, and I am not a
vampire." 


I studied the line I had written as the last rays of the western
sun battered against the thick curtains of the Csejthe Colony's high windows. I
was up early, trying to counter a poor day's sleep with some constructive
thoughts on how to make our dealings with the norms more - normal. The paper
before me was the start - and the finish - of a letter to the editor. As soon
as I completed the line I knew I could go no further. The Colony's problem was
too vast a subject to cover in a few paltry sentences. There was no good way,
beyond that first dramatic line, to convey all of the nuances of our existence
on the city's northwest edge. 


Most people, I suppose, know we are here. Most people choose
to ignore us. We are not of their experience and therefore better left alone.
Out of sight; out of mind, so to speak - until something like that young
woman's horrible murder brings out the latent suspicions of otherwise sane kinder
folk. 


The headlines in the afternoon paper were no help, of
course: "VAMPIRE" KILLER SOUGHT, 


At least they put the word in quotes, but that didn't make
it any easier for the twenty-six poor souls who inhabit our little commune. I
could tell at the advent of the evening when we all rise to our daily tasks
that everyone was on edge. Everyone had questions, and fears, terrible fears. A
few years ago one colony was burned to the ground in Massachusetts; three of us
killed, we heard. An incident just like this one stirred up the old rumors, the
old misconceptions, and polished the tarnish off that centuries-old stigma. 


Someone should have shoved a quill pen through Bram Stoker's
heart, I thought angrily. Well, I sighed, there was no help for it. Ignorance
is the root cause of this evil. That's why I started my letter to the editor,
and that's why I aborted it. There was too much to say; too much to explain. 


Csejthe Colony is a home, a clinic, and research center all
in one. Those who are sent here suffer from the most severe form of our
affliction. The government, under the auspices of the Atlanta Centers for
Disease Control, supports us, watches us, sends us newly discovered victims -
young and old - whom they feel just can't live in normal society. The
bureaucrats who run our little program are as suspicious of us as all outsiders
seem to be. Knowledge doesn't seem to help them. They are honor-bound to help
us but stigmatized by their own childhood terrors. 


And so are we. 


Yes, I admit it, most of us tend to take a perverse pride in
our supposed vampirism. We tend to flaunt it, make it worse. But through the
years we've discovered, as a group, that a little fear is good protection from
those social Neanderthals who think it's fun to bully the weak and unfortunate.
So we pretend not to be weak. Vampires are noted for strength. We tend to
cherish our little mysteries. As a result we don't get invited to a lot of
parties. We don't get many trick-or-treaters on Halloween either. And while we
drape ourselves in the mail of others' fear, we try desperately not to become
what they fear. 


Because it is possible. 


And the disease is responsible for that, too. 


The disease is called PORPHYRIA, 


It's a Greek word meaning 'purple,' the true color of blood
and royalty, A "porphyragene' is one who is "born to the
purple," or royal born, That's probably the only "nice"
connotation of the word, The rest of it is blood, blood, blood. 


Porphyria is a metabolic disorder of the blood which
produces an excess of blood components known as porphyrins. It is a genetic disorder
at the cellular level. Normal red blood cells go about the arduous business of
carrying oxygen to the tissues. They contain hemoglobin, or what we think of as
iron. There are about 5 million red blood cells - erythrocytes - per cubic
millimeter of blood, A cubic millimeter is about the size of a pinhead. A
single red blood cell is 3/10000s of an inch in diameter and has a life span of
about 120 days. It has a lot of work to do in that time. Having too many of the
iron-free porphyrins interferes with that work and causes a lot, and I mean a
lot, of problems. 


The physical symptoms are bad enough when left untreated.
They are: 


1. Abdominal pain, colic, gastrointestinal distress,
vomiting. 


2. Hypertension (high blood pressure) and tachycardia (rapid
heart rate). 


3. Cramps and spasms, convulsions and twitches. 


4. Jaundice. 


5. Redness and bleeding of the gums, or gingivitis. 


6, The production of dark brown urine because of two blood
components present: uroporphyrin I and coproporphyrin I. 


And finally, cutaneous photosensitivity which causes
pruritus (itching), erythema (redness) and edema (swelling), and in acute cases
such as ours, blisters and terribly mutilating skin lesions. 


Some of us, including me, suffer from hemeralopia, or
"day blindness." I can see in the dark very well, but in daylight I'm
blind as a bat. So to speak! 


You see? Everything comes back to bats and vampires and
blood, blood, blood! 


Picture if you will a scene some three hundred years ago
wherein you are coming out of your Puritan church service some bright Sunday
morning to confront the awful specter of a man in the throes of this horrible
illness. His face is covered with welts. He's moaning from the pain of colic in
his gut, half blind, stumbling under the blows of the punishing sun. His skin
is yellow and lacerated, his gait cramped by spasms. His gums are bleeding from
what you suppose is breakfast. What are you supposed to think? 


A modern society such as ours might be able to handle all of
those problems once the medical facts are explained, but the psychological
symptoms of the disease seem to put that beyond reach. It's the mental aspects
the CDC is worried about, and rightly so. 


Porphyria also causes a vague anxiety, a restlessness. But
in its acute manifestations it induces hallucinations, irrational behavior,
psychotic episodes, hysteria - and angor mortis, that mind-rending fear
of death. 


The treatment of the symptoms - there is no cure - is rather
simple: 


1. Splenectomy: they take out your spleen. 


2. Hyper-transfusion: they take our your blood and replace
it with normal blood until your system creates more porphyrins to bedevil you. 


3. Sun-blocking lotions: they coat your body with a zinc
oxide cream to filter out the sun's harmful rays. 


4. Hematin or heme (pronounced "heem"): they give
you daily doses of the iron-protoporphyrin component of hemoglobin. That's what
the little pink wafers contain. We produce them here at the Colony from stock
supplied by the CDC through the local blood bank. 


5. A calm, supportive, reassuring environment: they put you
in a Colony with people who understand. 


Most people who have porphyria have a mild form. We're
different. We're the 'lost causes.' And before you run out and buy all the
Geritol you can lay your hands on this disease is inherited, genetically
transmitted: you can't catch it! 


The problem is that some of these symptoms are exactly those
by which vampires are known. To the norms, we are vampires because we act like
vampires, We avoid the sun, taking mostly nighttime jobs. We "eat"
blood, or at least a blood product. And sometimes, when denied treatment, we go
crazy. 


It's happened. 


Before the disease was fully understood and diagnosed
properly, acute porphyria victims were considered to be mental cases. They were
locked up in asylums. Denied heme, these unfortunate souls sometimes acquired
it the only way they could. Bad news! 


That's what the CDC is afraid of: that we will become what
they fear. 


Vampires. 


Denied heme, we can go insane. 


That's why Paul LaCrosse called me. My profession is private
detective, a suitably nocturnal vocation for the most part. But in addition I
suspect he may have also thought that one of us might have taken our
self-imposed fantasies a little too seriously - gone 'round the bend under the
societal pressures we endure. Little imagination is required to believe that
one of us might be getting back at a cruel world by justifying its terrors. 


In truth, though, we lead pretty much normal lives. We don't
really dwell on our affliction. But the world has a way of reminding us of our
unfortunate link with the Vampire. Literature and Religion both heap copious
amounts of condemnation on us, at least we feel they do. 


The myth of the vampire, if it is a myth, appears in every
era and in every civilization. The vampire legend arises from the belief that a
man's existence is bimodal: the physical body and the metaphysical spirit. 


Medieval man believed that the spirit would not stay in
place after death, that it would transfer, move about. If the burial of a
corpse was not appropriate and immediate the spirit would return to haunt the
living. Cats were especially to be feared since it was believed that if a cat
were to jump over a recently dead body the soul therein would transfer to it.
Since blood was most closely associated with life it was an easy step to
believe that vampires drained the blood of their victims - for nourishment, not
to stave off the symptoms of a disease. 


The Christian religion intensified and validated this
belief. The Bible contains numerous warnings against drinking blood. The
clean-living were advised, indeed commanded, to eat almost anything they
wanted, but not blood. Presumably that left the unclean free to consume the
things that good Christians were proscribed from ingesting: blood, carrion and
a variety of fauna such as camels, rabbits, swine, badgers, winged insects,
eagles, vultures, osprey, hawks, owls, crows and ravens, seagulls, pelicans,
cormorants, storks, herons, ostriches, eels and, of course, bats. It's all in
Deuteronomy. The Undead were surely unclean but it appears they, too, would be
well provided for in the scheme of things. Blood, however, seems to be the odds
on favorite of the recently reanimated. 


Apparently, every corpse had the potential to become a
vampire. Great care was taken with the bodies of sinners, criminals, ex-communicants,
fanatics, suicides and sick folk. These measures were in vogue: 


1. Bodies were dismembered, beheaded or burned. Hearts and
livers were taken out and cremated. 


2. The dead were buried quickly, deeply, and wrapped tightly
in shrouds - a kind of straight-jacket for the newly departed. 


3. Coffins were nailed shut to prevent egress. 


4. The bodies were often pinned with staves made of iron or
wood, not to kill the spirits but to hold them down. 


5. Garlic was provided to "freeze the soul." 


6. Hawthorne or whitethorn was added to immobilize the
corpse itself, since the risen spirit might take a fancy to it. 


7. Prayers for a peaceful rest were issued. "Rest in
Peace" may have been more of a terribly-wished hope than a gracious
send-off. 


The legend of the vampire-as-entity appears to have grown
from the barbaric acts of certain individuals who, in the Dark Ages of Medieval
times, created great reputations among their suspicious and superstitious
peasant folk. 


Among these was Vlad Tepes, or Vlad the Impaler, a
soldier-king in the 14OO's whose father nicknamed him Dracula, a diminutive
from the word "dracul" or dragon. He may not have had a taste for
blood but he certainly spilled a lot of it. 


Fuel was added to the vampire legend because the early
authorities had trouble determining if a person was actually dead. Several
persons were apparently buried alive after falling unconscious. People had a
bad habit of digging up suspected corpses only to find that the bodies had
moved from their original repose or grown long hair and nails. The pretense of
flowing blood (from the improperly embalmed) was a sure sign of a vampire. A
hole or crack above a grave, mists and vapors and strange noises were also
signs. In their turn, horses, dogs, geese and roosters were all called upon to
pinpoint vampire graves. The God-fearing invested a lot of time in ensuring
what their dead stayed that way. Apparently they didn't think they were very
successful. 


Vampires were said to be attracted to cattle, sheep,
carrion, honey, mustard seeds and the buried remains of dogs and cats, They are
supposedly repelled by whitethorn (hawthorn), garlic, light and fire, and the
Cross. They may take three forms: the "living"' human vampire, the
unDead ghoul, or featureless ectoplasm. They were also rumored to take such
animal forms as wolves, bats and horses. 


Being nocturnal only, the vampire is supposed to wither and
burn under the full light of the sun. God created Light for Man and left the
Darkness to the Dead. 


Every culture had a name for the vampire…


Babylonian: Ekimma 


Bulgarian: Obour and Vapir 


Greek: Vrykolakus and Ekimma 


Malaysian: Langsuir 


Chinese: Po (the lower soul), or Xiang Shi 


Rumanian: Strigoi (male) and Strigoic (female) 


Russian: Upyr 


German: Vampir 


Turkish: Uber 


 


Modern literature, movies and television keep the idea
alive, And that makes life difficult for some of us. To be fair, we don't help
matters much. 


Many of us at the Colony are orphans with no true family or
background. Some of us, like me, were delivered to the Colony without a good
name to our credit. In our perverse appreciation for our vampire cousins we
often take names from history that were associated with our misunderstood
brethren. Mine is such. It's one of the things that keeps us isolated, but for
the most part, we preserve our "heritage'" solely for our own
amusement. 


Csejthe Colony itself only serves to heighten the illusion.
It's a huge three-story Victorian mansion, covered in ivy and set in the
darkest recesses of the woodlands. It was purchased in 1901 to serve as an
insane asylum - no help there - and was converted to its present use in the
1960s. Although gloomy and foreboding it's been home to me from ten years and I
don't find it depressing or strange. 


The interior has a plethora of bedrooms, all the modern
conveniences. But the high windows are draped in black felt and the huge
kitchen contains our lab and heme apparatus. The big foyer serves as meeting
hall and community room but there's ample space for privacy. Since Morley
Hanson died of a stroke last year I've been serving as unofficial leader. My
job gives me good contacts with the outside world and I've taught myself a
little hematology to be on the safe side. I'm also good at dealing with the CDC
bureaucrats who pester us with their forms and indiscreet inquiries. 


We buried Morley Hanson in the cemetery out back. We firmly
believe he stayed buried although no one has thought to check. Perhaps I should
tell LaCrosse about him, I thought wryly. 


And that idea brought me back to my problem. How am I
supposed to put all that into a letter to the editor? Preposterous! I tore up
the piece of paper with its single, forlorn line as the phone rang. 


That's not a rare occurrence but it always disturbs me. I
had a feeling it was not good news. I was wrong. It was Paul LaCrosse. 


"Sleep well?" he asked cheerily. 


"No," I told him. "I'm grumpy and
ill-humored." 


"Serves you right for hanging from the ceiling all
day," he quipped. 


"Funny. What have you got for me?" 


"I'd rather not discuss it over the phone," he
said quietly. 


"You want to come over to my house and play?" I
queried, thinking to shock him. 


"Sure! That'd be great!" 


"Really?" 


"Of course! I've always wanted to visit the Addam's
Family." 


I pondered the idea. 


"O-Okay, I responded slowly, nodding to myself.
"We're having breakfast; you want some?" 


"What are you eating?" 


"Thrush tongues, bat fritters and sheep eyes over
easy." 


"All right. I'll leave my cross at home. Any special
instructions?" The tone was light as ever but I could tell he was serious.



"Nope. Just wear a turtleneck; no sense in tempting the
residents." 


"Fine. Thirty minutes." And the line went dead. 


I could feel myself grinning from ear to ear. 


 


The Cave


The cave was my home as I gathered strength - reborn by the
grace of my Father, the giver of the Life That Cannot Die. 


Pine boughs cushioned the uneven rock where I lay. Darkness
comforted me in my repose. Crickets sang to me. And the hooded presence of my
Savior ministered to my recuperation. 


I knew the sweet, smoky scent of his pine-duff fire and the
warmth of his touch. When I thirsted, he brought water in a gourd chalice. When
my belly cried, he brought bits of rabbit meat and cooked tubers. 


But those were the least of my requirements. 


Even in those first days I knew the Hunger, the predator
within my Soul, the ravening need exacted in payment for my second birth. 


In the depths of the night he bent over me, and drew from my
throat the liquid spirit of my veins. And later, he held his mouth to mine,
rejoining our souls by the Kiss of Death that Gave Life. 


The wound in my side healed, unscarred and clean. 


Power returned to by limbs. 


I rose, and sought in the eagerness of folly to break free
from the confines of the cave. 


"Nay," he said simply. 


But I would not listen. Naked, I ran to the mouth of the
cave, parted the dangling curtain of thick vines, and dashed out into the
morning sun... 


... and screamed in utter agony. 


Fire burned my skin. Brightness stung my eyes. I staggered
and fell, crawled and clawed at the ground, clutching at roots and stones. 


"Faeder!" I cried, But he would not come. 


At length I found the opening, and struggled into the cool
depths of it embrace. For a time I lay huddled on the cold stone floor,
bewildered and dazed, until his arms drew me farther into the dimness. 


I feared his wrath, but found rebuke only in his dry,
mirthless chuckle. 


"'Slaep," he said in his deep ageless voice.
"Slaep." 


And I slept, as the hellish welts on my face and hands
receded, until the peace of the night reigned. 


When the Hunger returned I awoke, and pleaded with him to
end the torment. I touched my fingers to his lips and then to my throat. 


But he shook his head, 


"Cuman," he beckoned, and we left the cave for the
sweet, quiet realm beyond. 


Wonders! 


I could see! The night was no longer dark, but lit in my
vision in greens and golds, Moonlight splashed like the sun. Shadows roamed in
lavender. Scents and sounds assailed me. I cried out for joy. 


We crept along the deer trails, until, at length, he parted
the fronds of a clutch of nodding ferns to reveal the still, sleeping form of a
newborn fawn. 


He touched it, and it started, issuing no sound. Yet it
remained, its spotted body heaving in an unseen cage of fear. Its eyes widened
and grew listless by his touch. I moved closer, and watched as the Hunger
welled with every tremor of the Flesh at my feet. 


I looked up into my Father's glowing eyes. 


"Aye!" he said, and touched the throbbing points
edging out from my lips. 


I panted, and slavered, and quaked with anticipation as my
newly-grown fangs lengthened...and sharpened. 


An unearthly cry wailed into the forest - my own! I fell
upon the fawn and slashed its throat. 


And then I drank. 


Deeply, I drank, rejoicing as the Hunger claimed its due. 


My Father stroked my matted hair, and then joined me,
sharing in the first of my many lessons. 


The heart of the fawn continued to beat until its blood was
drained. And then he let it die so that we might live. 


I no longer felt the protruding fangs. They receded along
with the Hunger as we glided back to the cave.
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"If I say to the wicked, 'You shall surely die,'
but give him no warning, nor speak to warn the wicked from his wicked way, in
order to save his life, that wicked man shall die in his iniquity; but his
blood I will require at your hand." EZEKIEL 3.18 


 


When the doorbell rang little Jo Majorova squealed in
delight, dashed through the foyer and tugged mightily on the heavy brass
handles. The massive wooden door creaked with appropriate eeriness, I stood
back to watch the 10-year-old as she regarded Paul LaCrosse with an appraising
gaze, The policeman wavered before her, uncertain. 


"Well," she told him in a most adult tone,
"come on in- I won't bite you." 


"Uh, thanks," LaCrosse mumbled, stepping from the
gloom of the raised verandah into the equally gloomy foyer. I closed to greet
him. 


"You rang?" I growled in my deepest voice. He
smiled, 'Lurch' used to say that to visitors on the Addams Family, 


"I'm disappointed," LaCrosse told me, shaking my
hand in that same friendly manner. "I expected the chimes to ring out the
funeral dirge." 


"No such luck," I said, clapping him on the
shoulder. "Come into the dining room and see who's for breakfast." 


About half of our company was finishing their morning repast
before work or school. The greetings for LaCrosse ran from cheerful to sullen,
interested to suspicious, The lieutenant, to his credit, comported himself
well. He was an instant hit with Johnny Tepes, the seven-year-old orphan who
was having trouble adjusting to his affliction. 


"Are you really a policeman?" the boy asked
timidly. 


"Right. Just like on TV," LaCrosse allowed, taking
the boy onto his lap. His chair squeaked loudly on the hardwood floor, 


"You really have a gun?" the awed voice demanded. 


"Sure." LaCrosse lifted the left side of his
jacket to reveal a holstered .38 police special. 


"Wow! How many crooks did you shoot?" 


"None so far," LaCrosse admitted, "but I'm
working on it." 


"Oh," Johnny said, not bothering to cover his
disappointment. "You got silver bullets like the Lone Ranger?" 


"Not today," the lieutenant said. "But I
guess I might need them on this case." He gave me a wink. 


Johnny jumped from his lap and stood to face the young
policeman, eyeball to eyeball. 


"It weren't one of us," the boy said accusingly. 


LaCrosse blushed. He tousled the kid's hair and said
quietly, "I hope not." Then he, stood up. "Give me the ten-cent
tour?" 


I nodded. We ambled through the place. He asked a few
questions, made a few comments. I could tell he was taking mental notes but I
didn't rebuke him. He was a policeman and he was on duty after all. The kitchen
interested him. 


"No cauldron?" he quipped. 


"Not our thing," I answered. I shooed the trailing
children back to their tutor, Mrs. Miller. Then I explained the workings of the
lab. The CDC provides the parcels of heme paste which we press into wafers. On
the average each of us needs about 100 wafers a day, mostly during meals. The
machine in the corner dehydrates the paste, cuts out the wafers and embosses
them with our symbol: UPYR, the Russian word for vampire. The embossing assures
the resident that the wafers have been inspected and approved. It could just
say PURE but UPYR tickles our fantasies; a little jest between us. We make
several batches at a time. These are coded in relation to the numbered packets
of heme paste and then stored in boxes of a five thousand wafers each, fifty
stacks of 100 to a box. The CDC monitors our consumption meticulously. 


"Very scientific," was all LaCrosse would say.
Gingerly, he picked up one of the wafers. Before I could stop him he'd eaten
it. 


"Now you've done it," I warned. "Get out the
register Nicholas, we're going to have another resident." 


LaCrosse swallowed hard; he couldn't tell I was joking until
Nicholas Miles, the Bible professor, looked up from his duties to laugh. Dr.
Miles is an odd sort, very religious. He likes to bless each batch of wafers,
consecrating them for us so that God won't judge us too harshly for consuming
them. I gave LaCrosse a synopsis of the Old Testament's proscriptions. Miles
takes them seriously, and, in truth, we all get a good feeling out of his
ministry. It's tough thinking you might be on the wrong side of the Almighty's
dietary laws. 


"How was it?'" I asked about the policeman's
experiment. 


"Pretty tasteless, a bit salty," he told me. 


"You'll grow fangs by morning," I assured. 


There were other introductions, and cautious questions from
the Colony members and the completion of LaCrosse's tour of the mansion. He
seemed satisfied. 


"Let's talk," I said finally. We retired down a
long, dim hallway to my office. For his sake, I switched on the lights, which
made him feel better. 


"So?" I asked. 


Suddenly, he was all business. 


"The autopsy confirmed your theory. She was stunned by
one blow to the back of the head. That didn't kill her. The cause of death is
loss of blood, five pints to be exact. And as you said she may have been
entered but there was no semen present. There was very little formic acid in
the muscle tissue and no drugs of any kind. The incision in her neck severed
the carotid artery. It was made expertly with an extremely sharp knife,
probably a scalpel." 


He put down the report he'd fished from his jacket. 


"There was very little blood at the scene," he
reminded pointedly. 


"Hmmmm. Five pints is really too much to drink," I
said. 


"And how would someone - ah - get it out of her
body?" 


I shrugged. 


"But it's gone," he continued. 


"Yes." 


"Well?" 


"Well, I don't know. Who was she?" 


LaCrosse went back to his report. 


"Sheila Evers, 24, white female, unmarried. The
hospital personnel department confirmed she was a night nurse there so you're
batting a thousand so far. She took a long lunch break - between midnight and 2
a.m. That's when she jogged. Her stuff is stored at the hospital as you
suspected. Still no purse though. They're pretty shook up about it over there.
Apparently she was very popular, especially with the single guys on staff. You
should know there's a good bit of anger building; lots of talk and
grumbling..." 


He let the sentence die. The implications were chilling. 


"All the more reason for getting this thing cleared
up," I said. Then I bent close to him. "Let's get this straight. I
want this maniac caught no matter who it is. If it's one of us, I'll personally
drive a stake through his heart. Okay?" 


"Okay. I wasn't picking at anyone." 


"Good. What else is new?" 


"The footprint was made by a size ten and a half shoe.
It's very old. One of the forensic people thinks it was hand-made by a cobbler.
We're checking that angle." 


"Any theories?" 


LaCrosse sat back to think for a moment. His eyes roved over
my little office, searching perhaps, for reasons to trust me with his
suspicions. 


"The motives for murder in any case break down into
five possibilities." He ticked them off on the fingers of his left hand.
"Pleasure. Love. Revenge. Money. Self-Defense. That's my descending order
of probability for this killing." 


"'Pleasure?' You think he did it for kicks? A
psycho?" 


"You've got to be a psycho to strip someone completely
and then drain the blood from her body," he said testily. "The next
possibility is a jilted lover - something like that..." 


I shook my head. It still didn't make sense. Maybe it
couldn't make sense to a sane person. 


LaCrosse put the autopsy report on my desk and pushed it
around a bit before venturing, "You indicated you didn't think it was one
of your people. Why not?" 


I sighed, and then went through the explanation of
porphyria's psychological symptoms. 


"If one of us went crazy the murder would be a
completely irrational act," I said. "There's a - a hunger that sets
in, a vague anxiety building to an unimaginable terror. The process takes some
time; it would be noticed here. Also, a prolonged lack of heme might make one
of us go insane but it would be a wild, manic state. The murderer in this case
accomplished his task with cold, calculating efficiency. He killed her, did his
thing, searched the car and tried to delay her identification. That's what I
meant about not fitting the pattern." 


"You think murder was the intent and the blood thing
was just a cover?" LaCrosse asked. 


"Could be." 


At that point we were interrupted by a knock on the door,
Mary Bethory, the most beautiful resident in our Colony (next to my own sweet
Elizabeth), cast an appreciative eye on the handsome policeman. He was a bit
taken aback by her obvious interest. 


"Hi!" she piped, "I'm sorry to interrupt but
I thought you'd like to know the CDC people called. They'll be paying us a
visit later on this evening." 


"Okay. Thanks," I said as she winked at LaCrosse. 


"You keep good company," she told me coyly, and
then whirled from the door with a giggle. 


"She's kind of a vamp, if you'll pardon the
expression," I apologized to the flushed lieutenant. 


"Nice," was his only comment. 


"Anything more?" 


"A few questions." 


"Shoot." 


"Why did the murderer take Sheila's purse? What good
could that do him?" I shrugged. 


"Why did he escape on a path away from the parking lot?
Didn't he have a car?" I shrugged again. 


"If he didn't drink the blood, what did he do with
it?" Again my shoulders lifted and fell. 


"Are you having a seizure or are you just playing
dumb?" LaCrosse sniped. 


"Neither. I just don't know," I said, grinning. 


"Could there be any connection with Sheila and one of
your people?" 


"Possibly. Mary works at the hospital. So do a couple
of others," I admitted, "The night staff can't be large." 


"Which brings us to a rather ticklish subject,"
LaCrosse sighed. "The captain wants a list of your residents." 


I smiled and reached into the top drawer of the desk.
"I thought you would." 


I placed the names before him: 


MEMBERS OF THE CSEJTHE COLONY


 Janos Nadasdy 31 Private detective 


Elizabeth Vamberg 27 Night-club singer 


John Tepes 7 Child 


Bram Harker 45 Plumber 


Overton Mills 2 Infant 


Mary Bethory 26 Dietitian (*) 


George Haarman 67 Retired historian 


Jo Majorova 10 Child 


Anna Westerna 19 Student 


William King 37 Hotel night manager 


Mina King 36 Housewife 


William King, Jr. 5 Child 


Billy Langsuir 21 Student 


Nigel Overton 47 Custodian 


Iona Murray 39 Private nurse 


Nicholas Miles 52 Bible professor 


Mark Haines 29 Security guard (*) 


Elaine Knight 15 Student 


Candra Miller 48 Colony housekeeper/tutor 


Benjamin Stokes 54 Night clerk. 


Hesper Darvulia 46 Psychologist (*) 


Russell Irving 12 Child 


Rusty Strange 35 Unemployed 


Belantha Seward 50 Seamstress 


Homer Whitethorn 61 Retired investor 


Ruby Holmwood 24 Student 


City Hospital employee 


LaCrosse scanned the list carefully. 


"I guess we can rule out the women and the kids. That
leaves eleven adult males." 


"Me included," I observed wryly.


"You included," he said. "The chief isn't
going to take any chances with this one. The media is all over us and I don't
have to tell you what that can mean." 


"No, you don't," I said huffily. "Okay.
What's my role?" 


"See if you can ferret out any connection between your
guys and the murder victim. Anything. You're responsible for them anyway so it
should be easy. But be discreet. We're not pointing any figures just yet."



"As I said, I'll back you if it comes to that," I
assured. 


"I'm counting on it, Count." He smiled and rose to
leave. 


His levity did little to quell the uneasy feeling I had that
the Colony was in some way connected to the murder. I showed him out into the
darkening night and went back to my chores. 


Sometime later little Jo came to my study. 


"The seedymen are here!" she warbled. 


The "seedymen" was her name for the CDC officials
who dogged our progress. My first thought was that this was a bad time for them
to show up. I was right. 


I followed little Jo back down the hallway and into the
large foyer to find two "seedymen" standing very close together under
the moon-like beams of an ancient chandelier. They were surrounded by staring
children. In truth they were a bit "seedy," it being almost midnight
-- our mid-day. Their suits were rumpled, their hair disarrayed, ties askew,
cuffs dirty. It was clear they did not want to be here, shrouded in gloom and
accused by the wide, liquid eyes of our children. Only Mary Bethory, home for
"lunch" from the hospital, seemed glad to see them -- or one of them
at least. The younger bureaucrat, I noticed, couldn't keep his eyes off of her.
Even I -- the faithful possible-husband of Elizabeth Vamberg -- find that task
difficult! 


I broke the little tableau with an extended hand and a
"Janos Nadasdy." I wondered who would accept my civil gesture. The
older man did. He was a big fellow with iron-gray hair and an appraising stare.
The younger man was shorter, stocky with thinning blond hair and a stiff little
mustache. He couldn't look me in the eye for some reason. Fear? Possible. But
there was something else. 


"I'm Carson, that's Winters," the older gentleman
allowed, crisply adding, "CDC." Somehow it came out like
"CIA." I simply nodded and waited. 


"We have some urgent matters to discuss," Carson
continued in that same formal tone. "May be go to your office?" 


I shook my head. 


"Anything you have to say can be heard by anyone
here," I told them cheerfully, and walked into the dining room before
objections could be voiced. Reluctantly, amid whispers, the two men followed. 


The "seedymen" found chairs at the middle of the
dining room table. Johnny Tepes sat next to Carson. Jo Majorova, ignoring
Mary's angry stare, eased down next to the younger one named Winters. A few others
stood in the background: George Haarman, our historian; Nicholas Miles; Candra
Miller, the housekeeper; Homer Whitethorn, our financial wizard.... I declined
a chair and waited for one of them to speak. 


"We didn't expect an audience," Carson grumbled. I
shrugged. 


"The matter is most delicate," Winters added,
looking at Mary in a way that told me his concentration was somewhat lacking. I
smiled. 


Carson sniffed and brought out a few papers from his jacket.



"A few months ago," he began quickly, "certain
members of the CDC staff began to suspect that some of the heme past provided
you might have been -- contaminated." That brought the adults closer to
the table. "We did some checking and discovered that a single batch coded
CC-1717 may have been polluted with a kind of virus." 


I wheezed out a sigh of relief. 


"CC-1717 was converted to wafers and stored," I
said. "It hasn't been distributed. All of CC-1715 and part of CC-1716 have
been consumed. CC-1718 and 1719 were converted to wafers this morning." 


A general release of anxiety followed. Even the
"seedymen" smiled. Their expression, however, was brief. 


"That's very fortunate," Carson exhaled. "I'm
glad this matter could be disposed of so quickly." His muscles tensed, as
if he wanted to get up and leave, but I stayed his intention. 


"Contaminated with what?" I asked bluntly. 


"I - ah - don't think that should be of any concern to
you now," Carson snapped. In the thundering silence that followed I
noticed Mary staring and young Winters. She was not smiling. 


"We have a right to know," George Haarman
interjected, his reedy voice causing a shiver in the two bureaucrats. 


"It's not something that we are at liberty to...."



"Bullshit!" I shouted, glaring down on them.
"You were prepared to tell us if it mattered so tell us now." 


"The Colony is not automatically privileged to hear
information the CDC deems sensitive," Carson bristled. 


"We're not just 'the Colony,'" George Haarman
sneered. "We're American citizens and we have a right to know what
threatens us." 


"American citi.... Why you pompous, arrogant...."
Winter began angrily. A withering stare from Mary cut him off. What was with
those two, I wondered. 


Haarman issued a gentle chuckle. 


"Without us the United State of America might not even
exist today," he said softly. 


"What!? That's the most conceited..." Carson
blustered. But George was too quick for him. 


"The American Revolution came about because of the
stubborn and often irrational acts of King George the Third. And ol' Georgie
just happens to be a victim of porphyria! One of its psychological symptoms is
irrational behavior. His disease accentuated his reactions to American
'provocations.' Had he been more accommodating the Declaration of Independence
might never have come to pass," George lectured, amused. 


"I...." 


"Well....." 


"These Colonists are equally indignant when someone
threatens US," Homer Whitethorn grumbled. "Tell us what you know or
we'll invoke the Freedom of Information Act -- and a LOT of publicity -- to
find out." 


The threat had its intended effect. The CDC officials
shifted uneasily in the rosewood chairs, shared a brief glance of consultation,
and surrendered. 


"The contamination suspected was a virus now known to
cause Acquired Immune Deficiency Syndrome," Carson said in his most formal
tone. "The high risk groups include homosexuals, intravenous drug users
who share needles, and, ah, users of blood products." 


"Go on!" I encouraged loudly. 


"AIDS is transmitted through sexual contact, exchange
of bodily fluids and in some cases by transfusion. We - we felt that the
treatment of the heme paste might be insufficient to kills the virus." 


"How long have you know this!?" I thundered,
leaning over the table so that they backed away in horror. 


"Not -- not long," Winters insisted. "We
wanted to be sure." 


"We might have already been infected," I hissed.
"What do you think the effect of that would have been? Or do you
know?" 


"We -- we think you -- you might have incurred a
breakdown of your immune system," Winter stammered. "But
also...." 


"Shut up, Winters!" Carson snapped. 


"No, they - they do have a right to know," the
younger man objected. 


Mary gave him her sweetest smile, and he continued more
easily. 


"We think the therapeutic effects of the hematin would
be rendered ineffective." 


Carson growled, "That hasn't been proven." 


"If so," Winters continued, ignoring his superior,
"those infected would experience the full effects of porphyria
until...." 


"Until we all went mad," I finished glumly. 


"Yes. But, of course, that won't happen now that we
know. The new supplied of heme paste are thoroughly screened for the virus --
beginning with CC-1718." 


I considered this information. A new thought struggled into
my mind. 


"I want to repeat an earlier question: when did you
suspect?" 


"Two months ago," Carson admitted stiffly.
"We were -- constrained by certain events that do not concern you." 


"Two months?" I repeated. "You kept this to
yourselves for two whole months!?" 


"We are well aware of the consumption rate of heme
wafers among your people," Carson submitted. 


"Not good enough!" I barked. "I have a
feeling your visit here tonight was provoked by a certain murder in the park
across the river." Deny that, I said with my eyes. 


The silence from the other side of the table grew in my
ears. It sounded very ugly. 


"I think you decided that one or more of us might have
had time to contract the virus. Maybe from consuming the heme wafer out of
order. I think you believe the so-called 'Vampire Killing' was a direct result
of your negligence!" 


"It's a fine thing when you can't trust your own
government," George rasped in a sigh of obvious disappointment. 


The CDC men apparently had run out of things to tell us.
They sat, heads bowed, while the angry eyes of the Colony residents assailed
them. Winters pulled at his collar and turned to find the sullen dark orbs of
Jo Majorova staring at his exposed neck. He blanched, and that bit of humor
broke the mood for me. 


"I think it would be appropriate if we removed the heme
wafers you suspect. Perhaps if you test them it will assure that this will not
happen again," I said coldly. 


The "seedymen" quickly agreed. We herded into the
kitchen. I opened the pantry door and surveyed the numbered boxes which guarded
our very lives. A sudden, sick realization almost doubled me over. 


"It's gone!" I croaked. 


CC-1717 was missing! 


 


Wanderings


Seasons passed. And I learned the ways and means of my new
life, safe in my father's arms, guided by his gentle wisdom. 


I grew, and never saw the sun. Night was my friend, the
cloak which hid us as we slaked the constant Hunger. 


The Hunger. 


It grew within me, and demanded more than the blood of deer.



One night we stalked the nearby village and stole a female
child from her slumber. I learned as my father stilled the guard dogs with his
eyes, and glided, unseen, among the darkened hovels. 


The girl, entranced, slept in his arms as we stole away into
the embrace of the forest. 


He laid her down in a tiny clearing. 


"Aye," he said. 


But I wavered. She was young, and beautiful in her
innocence. 


"Aye," he insisted, and gently pulled the homespun
from her body. He cast it into the brush. I could see, fell, the throbbing at
her throat, the white neck gleaming like gold under my Hunger- fevered gaze. My
fangs grew. 


Overcome, I knelt, and bit into her pulse, and drank. I held
my hand on her chest so that her heart would not still. 


So sweet! So far beyond the joy of deer's blood. So wondrous
that we did not regret its betrayal of our presence. 


The villagers found her body, and quailed at the marks on
her neck. Their menfolk roved the forest in daylight, searching with sharpened
pikes and crude knives. 


Harried and hunted we left our cave. We journeyed eastward
into the wild Slavic lands. We left out terror by our passage, stories told in
hushed tone by village fires. 


But we lived on, my father and I, for nights beyond
counting.
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"For your lifeblood I will surely require a
reckoning; of every beast I will require it and of man; of every man's brother
I will require the life of man." GENESIS 9.5 


 


I lay back against the cool cotton sheets of my third-floor
bedroom, thinking, trying to concentrate through the anger I felt. Elizabeth
eased in beside me. It was late, about 10 in the morning. The bright Autumn sun
pounded against the black velvet curtains, seeking entrance. The resulting
compromise with darkness depressed me almost as much as the CDC officials'
midnight revelations. But the missing heme - oh, that hurt! 


"You can't be mad at all of them," Elizabeth said
softly. 


"I can't?" I challenged, pounding my pillow to
relieve the tension. "One of us stole 5,000 heme wafers, Songbird. What am
I supposed to do about that?" 


"Maybe it wasn't theft," she said without much
conviction. "Maybe they just forgot to sign for them." 


"Forgot to sign for 5,000 wafers? No! It was theft.
What I can't figure out is why. The heme is supplied to the Colony free of
charge. It's available any time at all." 


Elizabeth turned on her side to face me and put a slim,
beautiful hand on my shoulder. She snuggled close, resting her chin against my
neck. 


"It doesn't make sense," she admitted. "It
would take two months for one person to eat 5,000 wafers." 


"It does if you consider that the thief took the wafers
because he thought they were contaminated," I said darkly. 


"Then he took them to keep us safe but was too
embarrassed to admit it," she added. 


I shook my head, feeling the softness of her jet black hair
against my temples. 


"Maybe," I said, not believing it. "But why
be embarrassed? If you'd found out you'd be screaming about it at the top of
your lungs!" 


"And hurt my voice?" she replied in mock horror.
"I'd whisper it softly in your ear." For emphasis, she nibbled my
left lobe. 


"I know one thing," I told her. "This
catastrophe has something to do with the hospital." 


"Why?" 


"Because," I said, sitting up to face her.
"One, our heme supply comes through the hospital blood bank. Two, three of
our members work there. Three, the dead girl also worked there. Four, the
incision in the girl's neck was made by a scalpel and that, too, could be
connected to the hospital." 


"Sheila Evers? What does she have to do with our
missing heme? She's not one of us." 


"I don't know," I admitted. "But the
coincidence is too much to ignore. And I don't think the theft was meant to
protect us." 


"Why, my darling detective?" 


"Because it's not the first theft. It's one of many!"



"Huh?" Elizabeth's lovely mouth hung open in
astonishment. 


"I checked our records. More than 500 wafers are
unaccounted for. The discrepancies were small at first. Over the last seven
months they get larger and larger. And there's only one reason why anyone would
need heme wafers." 


"To eat them," Elizabeth agreed. "Does that
mean there are other porphyria victims in the city that don't belong to the
Colony?" 


"That's my guess," I said. "That or they were
planning to leave the Colony for an extended period. Someone was hoarding them
- to escape...?" My logic floundered; it didn't make sense. 


"You didn't tell the 'seedymen' about that," she
teased. 


"They may already suspect. But I'm sure they came to us
only because the murder forced their hand." 


Elizabeth shivered and held me closely. 


"What are you going to do?" she asked. 


"First I have to have a long talk with Mark
Haines." 


"Why Mark?" 


"He has a 10 and a half shoe size," I told her.
She looked stunned. "Yes, I've been going through closets, and yes, he's
the only one. This isn't going to be easy for us, Songbird. Paul LaCrosse says
there's already some talk at the hospital about us." 


"You like him, don't you?" 


"Yeah. He's okay. But he's all cop and he's under a lot
of pressure." 


"Kiss me!" she said suddenly, and I did. Then she
undid the top button of my pajamas. 


"I'm not in the mood," I said sorrowfully. 


"Hmmmph," she pouted. "Vampires are supposed
to have great sexual appetites." 


"I'm not a vampire!" I growled. 


"Prove it," she cooed. 


That day's peace was all I would have for a long while. The
next two days rushed by in a torrent of frustration. Our Colony members began
to nurture their own suspicions. They talked in whispers, formed little groups
or avoided each other altogether. I knew what was wrong. They felt betrayed.
And they were right. One of us had destroyed the carefully-tended uplifting
atmosphere of our little commune. A loving, close environment is part of our
treatment for the mental disorders that can flare out of the porphyria. 


I could feel their anxiety within me, the chords of fear
gently thrumming like the beat of a restless heart. At times it took a
conscious effort to wrestle the growing terror, to push it back with a
half-believed litany of self-assurances. Porphyria is as much a mental disorder
as it is a disorder of the blood. The Bible equates blood to life, and when the
blood is tainted so is the mind. 


Johnny Tepes was the first to break. Candra Miller found him
whimpering in one corner of his room, refusing to come out, snarling with an
open mouth as though he had fangs to threaten her with. 


"You'd better come," the housekeeper entreated.
"I suspect he hasn't been eating his wafers." 


I trudged up to the boy's room and gently opened the door.
Immediately a plastic model airplane crashed against the wall by the door. 


"Go away!" Johnny Tepes growled. "I'll bite
you! Go away!" 


I waited. Finally, the boy's anger bled away in sobs. I
crept into the room and knelt beside him. 


"What's the matter, Johnny?" I asked quietly. 


"I'm going to die!" the boy screamed. "I'm
going to die and become a vampire!" 


I cupped his chin with my hand and lifted his face so that
his wide eyes met mine. 


"You haven't been eating your wafers, have you?" I
asked. 


He blinked. "The seedymen say they'll make me sick. I
think they make me sick anyway!" 


I nodded. It's easy to blame the treatment for the disease,
easy to think that if you could just stop taking the wafers everything would be
all right. For our children, at least, it's a common reaction. 


"You want to be a norm, don't you?" 


He nodded, and the tears trickled down his cheeks forming a
continuous little stream of grief. 


"You want to go to school and play in the sun and never
be afraid again," I told him. 


Again, he nodded. For a time, the tears stopped. 


"Johnny," I said, bending close, "I'm going
to tell you a secret, a big secret that only a few people know. The seedymen
know but they try not to tell anyone. But you're a big boy now and I think you
can understand. Do you want to hear this secret?" 


"Yes," he decided. His eyes were filled with
renewed hope. 


"Well, the secret is that no one is really normal.
Everyone has something wrong with them. Everyone has to make sacrifices and
endure big illnesses and little pains. Did you know there are some people who
can't walk and have to ride in wheelchairs all the time?" 


He thought about it but said nothing. 


"Did you know that some people have bad hearts so that
they'll die very young? And some people are blind and can't see, or deaf and
can't hear? And some people have a disease even more terrible than
porphyria." 


"Really?" He brightened and then became sad
thinking about it. "What is it?" 


"Sometimes, in these people, the cells in their bodies
go crazy," I said with a wild swing of my hands. "These cells grow
and grow and multiply and multiply until the people can't live with them
anymore. That's called cancer, and it's much worse than porphyria." 


Johnny started to cry again but I held him and said, "I
told you it was a big secret. Not everyone can get to keep it. Can you keep
it?" 


"Yes," he said firmly, wiping his eyes with an
already damp sleeve. 


"Tell me, Johnny, would you trade places with anyone
not knowing what kind of illness they might have?" 


"No!" he said with a little shudder. "I - I
guess it's not so bad." 


"No, it isn't. So from now on you are going to eat your
wafers, aren't you? Because other people have to do a lot worse things than eat
wafers. And you'll be brave because you know the secret. And maybe when you
grow up you'll help some of those people who aren't as fortunate as you
are." 


He stood up, squared his shoulders and politely asked Mrs.
Miller if he could have some wafers. As we waited he pouted a little over his
shattered airplane, rubbed the salt on his cheeks and seemed to ponder my
little lecture. I could tell the episode was over and left him alone to attend
to my other troubles. 


In the next two days I talked to each one of our Colony
members individually but learned nothing new. Only Mark Haines eluded me. I
felt he was deliberately avoiding me and resolved to collar him at work at the
hospital. But that intention was delayed further by a new, more terrible
development. 


By the end of that second day I was exhausted. I promised
myself an early rest as the sun winked on the eastern horizon. That, too, was
denied me. The jangle of the telephone shattered the calm of our evening meal.
Mary Bethory answered it and confronted me. 


"Paul LaCrosse," she said sadly. 


I took the phone with a renewed sense of dread. 


"There's been another killing," the lieutenant
said without preliminaries. "A reporter for the Tribune was found this
morning in the first floor of the parking garage at the newspaper building
downtown. His throat was ripped out." 


The voice was hard and cold, made brittle by another man's
violent death. 


"There's more to it than that, isn't there?" I
prodded gently. 


"Yes," he snapped out. "But I'd rather not
talk about it on the phone. Can you come? I mean it's light and..." 


"I can come," I told him. "It's not as bad as
most people think." 


Without saying goodbye he hung up. I went about the chore of
preparing myself to venture out into the sunlight. I donned my heavy long-coat,
my dark glasses and my hat. Then I applied a sun-blocking cream on my hands,
neck and face. The salve gave me an eerie, glistening appearance which the
norms find distasteful. Ever conscious of the bright light I drove into the
city to the newspaper building. I parked outside the circle of police cars and
gawking spectators and made my way into the mercifully dim parking garage. 


LaCrosse did not greet me with his customary warmth. Instead
he shooed away the other detectives so that we could be alone. Silently, he
guided me behind the obscuring bulk of a pickup truck. There, buttressed by a
thick concrete wall, lay the rag-doll body of a young man. I forced myself to
look. 


The body, fully clothed this time, was arranged in about the
same position of the dead girl. The head was canted to the right, arms dangling
against the oil-smeared floor, the legs spread wide on the cold cement. But
instead of a neat incision the throat had been tore apart. Dried blood coated
the chest and pooled in a thick puddle on the left side. A pair of glasses lay
broken near the right leg. A huge black bruise marred the right side of his
forehead. 


"Look here," LaCrosse said, directing my attention
to a bloody footprint a few feet away. I knelt to survey this evidence and was
not surprised to see the cleft heel clearly imprinted by the dead man's blood.
I shivered. 


"It's the same," I pronounced, "the same
man." 


"Right," LaCrosse growled. "And this one was
anything but neat. We're sure the autopsy will confirm that most of his blood
is - missing." His tone had the cold quality of an accusation. "His
name is Alan Drury. He's a reporter for the paper. One of his regular beats is
the hospital. His editor says he was working on a story there, some kind of
scandal. The editor doesn't know what it was but says Drury was quite excited
about it." 


"Anything missing?" I managed to say. 


"Only his notebook," LaCrosse informed pointedly.
"And we found this in his wallet." He gave it to me. 


It was a photograph of Sheila Evers. 


"Damn," I muttered. 


"There's more," LaCrosse continued in that same,
chilled voice. "We followed the bloody footprints to the curb. The
distance between them indicates that the murderer was running. The blood plays
out on this side of the street but directly across in the line of his flight is
a park. We found these in the grass." 


His open palm held three heme wafers. Then he snapped his
hand closed and walked a few paces away. For a moment, he stared into the
bright light flaring at the entrance of the parking garage. A growing crowd of
spectators stared back at him. The low rumble of their combined voices hummed
in the cavernous well of the concrete shell. It sounded angry. 


"I understand from your reports that you have been
unable to talk with Mark Haines, the hospital security officer," he said,
the tone now taking on the mantle of interrogation. 


"Yes," I said shortly. 


"He wears a size ten and a half shoe." Not a
question but a nail, hammered home by the driving force of his suspicions. 


I acknowledged the fact but made no defense of it. LaCrosse
turned to face me. 


"Someone's been stealing, perhaps hoarding, heme
wafers. I talked to the CDC officials. They're really manic about the fact.
They think someone is making a break from the Colony, creating the ability to
live outside the commune. That possible?" 


"Yes." 


"Then I think it's time we picked up Mr. Haines for
questioning." 


My shoulders slumped. I tried to marshal excuses, denials,
other possibilities. There were none. 


"It'll go hard for the Colony, won't it?" he
asked, recapturing some of his earlier sympathy. "The Captain told the
press we have a suspect. By the time this front-page bombshell hits the papers
this afternoon, they'll know," he said, indicating the angry mob outside. 


"Let me talk to him first," I pleaded. 


"I don't think I can do that," he said, stepping
close to me. 


"Look," I continued. "If you pick him up
you'll have to read him his rights. He'll get an attorney and clam up. But
he'll talk to me. I can get him to tell me what's going on. You can't!" 


LaCrosse stepped away again. He stared out at the pressing
crowd on the street. Two television vans had moved up onto the street. A ring
of patrolmen, nightsticks drawn, held the mob at bay. The voices were growing
louder, angrier. Abruptly, the lieutenant whirled around. 


"You've got twenty-four hours," he told me.
"I can hold the warrant for that long. But if there's another killing...."



"There won't be!" I blurted out. "And thanks,
Paul." 


He snorted. "I'm really sticking my neck out for
you," he grumbled. "You know there are some people who think you
might be the killer, trying to protect your Colony." 


"I figured that," I said. 


His shoulders slumped. He walked back and put a hand on my
shoulder. 


"Look," he said, "I'm sorry this isn't
turning out for you. But this kind of thing...," he indicated the body,
"...has got everyone spooked. This isn't a normal killing. It's got too
many ghoulish aspects." He lifted his arms, a gesture of helplessness. 


"I understand." 


"Okay. Let me get someone to take you to your car. I've
got some things to do." 


"Buying garlic?" I asked with a faint smile. 


He grinned at me but the expression faded quickly. 


 


First Death


A party which could not be called mourners stood amid the
gloom of the forest, fearful of the swirling mists of early evening. I saw them
through closed eyes. In my first year granted by blood I had died my first
death. 


Careless! 


I had sought surcease without my Father's aid. I had
ventured close to the village, thinking that my powers would shelter me. But
the Hunger betrayed me, yet again! 


I was seen partaking of a fright-stunned deer, seen by a
child who ran in terror to the village of my residence, screaming the name they
have given me, crying tears of horror before her elders. 


"Vlad!" 


And they came for me. 


They surged into the glen, carrying staves and pitchforks,
clubs and torches, hate and loathing. And they found me still in the throes of
my delight, bright lips and dark soul drenched by the heart of the doe,
fulfilled and unwary. 


The clubs and the torches, the staves and the pitchforks
clove the air around me like harpies, and I fell among screams of anger. 


At length they dragged my body back into the forest,
bringing with them a shroud, hastily-sewn but tightly wound. 


And more... 


They secreted among them a host of chants and incantations,
which raged in my ears. 


And a polished silver cross, which stung the bruises on my
bare and breathless chest. 


And garlic, which filled my mouth with its stench. 


And hawthorn, which scratched its poisons into my bloodied
forehead. 


And sharpened stakes, which pierced my belly to no avail - for
in death I felt no pain, only a sense of waiting. 


Their shovels then flailed at the earth. And the aroma of
pine and loam and dampness erupted among the silent trees. The dust of their
terror flew among the limbs. Owls hooted. Snakes stirred and hissed in their
dens. Foxes cowered in the underbrush. But only the wolves mourned me, howling
in the distance. 


When the moon arose their work was done, and the villagers
hugged their rags to their bodies and slashed the air with warding signs.
Roughly, I was plunged into the pit. 


Hastily shoveled gouts of earth slammed down to fill my
first grave. A huge stone was hauled to perch above me. And still, I waited.
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But they soon forgot his works; they did not wait for
his counsel. But they had a wanton craving in the wilderness, and put God to
the test in the desert; He gave them what they asked, but sent a wasting
disease among them. PSALMS 106.13 


 


My twenty-four hours were half gone before I tracked Mark
Haines to his station at the hospital that night. It was 10 p.m. A cold Autumn
breeze wafted down from the river, sending tufts of fog through the air. A
harvest moon shone dully through the streamers of low clouds driving southward.
Its golden light flickered as it was caught and freed by the trailing fingers
of vapor. 


I'd parked in the visitors’ lot a few blocks from the
ambulance entrance where Haines was on patrol. From there I walked, quietly,
slowly, drawing in my thoughts and speculations and concentrating on the
encounter to come. At length, through the tendrils of river mist, I saw him, a
tall, slender man in a blue uniform and jacket. For a while, I watched him. He
stood silhouetted against the glare of the emergency entrance, his gaunt face
bathed in neon red. Occasionally he would pace into the darkness on either side
of the entrance, shining a small flashlight into the gloom. I couldn't decide
if he was nervous or if he displayed only the normal caution of a watchman. 


To the right of the ambulance entrance was a huge pine tree,
standing guard over a small bench. Beyond that and the ambulance driveway a sea
of asphalt rolled into a darkness dotted by a few weak lamps. There were only a
few cars on the parking lot. No one else was around. I chose that moment to
make my presence known. 


Haines strolled out of the entranceway and onto the
pine-needle strewn section of landscaping that encompassed the tree and the
bench. He sat down, took off his peaked cap and peered into the parking lot. He
held the cap between his knees and began to twirl it over and over in his
fingers. I came up behind him. 


"Hello, Mark," I said in the lowest voice I could
manage. 


"Jesus!" He jumped up, fluttering like a flushed
quail. 


"Janos," I corrected as his wild eyes settled on
mine. I noticed his right hand clutching at his holster. 


"Holy Jumpin' Jesus, don't do that!" he protested,
leaning forward to get a better look at me. "What are you doing here
anyhow!?" 


I moved around the bench and plunked down. 


"I'm looking for you," I said bluntly. 


"So I heard," he mumbled. Then he sat down beside
me. I let the silence eat into his thoughts. He twirled his cap faster and
faster, waiting, wondering. 


"We've got some problems at the Colony," I said at
length. "Someone's stealing heme wafers. You wouldn't know anything about
that, would you?" 


He didn't say anything. 


"Did you know Sheila Evers?" I asked, changing the
subject in the time-tested technique interrogators use to confuse their suspects.



"Yeah, sure," he allowed. "We were -
friends." 


His hesitation put me on a new track. 


"I hear it was more than friends," I guessed. 


A little sigh gusted through his nostrils. He rubbed his
nose and sniffed a bit before answering, "Maybe. For a little while."



"Before she dumped you for the reporter?" I
accused. 


His head snapped up and his eyes flashed. "It wasn't
like that!" 


"She's dead; he's dead...." I gestured vaguely. 


"We were friends," he pleaded. "I wouldn't do
anything to hurt her!" 


"How'd you meet her?" 


"Here at the hospital." It was too obvious an
answer. 


"She helped you when you were hurt?" Another
guess. Haines had been shot in the leg about seven months ago trying to subdue
a teenager who was high on PCP. 


"Yes!" he hissed. 


"You became close. Lovers?" 


"For a little while," came the bitter admission.
Haines stood up and put a thin hand on the trunk of the pine tree, seeking
comfort. He turned around slowly. "The disease, the porphyria, got in the
way. She couldn't...." 


"She couldn't accept it," I finished for him. 


"Did you kill her?" I asked with sudden force. 


"No!" he wailed. He looked around wildly, then
settled back down onto the bench. He dabbed the sheen of perspiration off of
his forehead with his sleeve. 


"Why was she killed, Mark?" 


"I don't know!" He put his hat on the bench and
scratched the upper part of his chest vigorously. Then he sneezed. 


"You look terrible, Mark," I commented. In truth,
he did. His face was drawn. Dark circles shadowed his eyes, and even in the dim
light of the parking lot lamps I could see his skin bore a yellow cast.
Porphyria symptoms! 


"I haven't been feeling well," he admitted.
"Got a cold. Can't shake it." 


"You fully recovered from the shooting?" 


"Sort of. I limp a little, that's all," he said,
his tone bearing a certain sense of defiance, or denial. 


"What's your shoe size, Mark?" I questioned. 


"Huh? Uh, ten and a half." He gave me a pointed
look. "You knew or you wouldn't be asking." 


I smiled briefly, one security man to another. 


"The police found footprints at both murder sites. Both
ten and a half. They also found three heme wafers in the little park across the
street from where Alan Drury was murdered. You missing any wafers, Mark?" 


"No," he responded sullenly. 


"The Colony is," I said, returning quickly to my
first point of attack. 


"I didn't take them!" 


"Who did?" 


Again the uncomfortable silence. 


"Where were you the night Sheila Evers was
killed?" 


"Here, on duty." 


"And Alan Drury?" 


"The same." 


"Can anyone confirm that?" 


He squirmed a little on the bench. It was obvious he'd been
thinking about alibis. 


"I checked in when I came on duty both nights. But my
duty station makes me a little - isolated," he said, swallowing hard.
Again he scratched his chest, this time more roughly. I thought he might tell
me more if I let him stew on while, but the silence seemed to deepen his
depression. He was jumpy, irritable, confused - more porphyria symptoms. 


"You eating your wafers, Mark?" 


"Sure, sure...." 


At length a car squealed into the far end of the parking
lot. The shriek of the tires seemed to frighten him. We watched as three young
men and a woman got out. 


I went back on the offensive. 


"The police think you did it." 


He seemed stunned. "Why didn't they arrest me?" 


"They would have," I confessed, "but I talked
them in to letting me see you first. I've got eleven hours to give them a
reason why they shouldn't. Can you give me that reason?" 


He shook his head. "I guess not. Nothing that would
prove it." 


"You know," I began in a philosophical tone,
"some murderers actually want to get caught. They leave clues almost on
purpose. Like footprints. Like heme wafers." 


"I didn't do it!" he insisted. 


"You know, I believe you," I said, quite suddenly
convinced I was right. He had the symptoms, but not the madness. 


"You do?" he asked, surprised. 


I nodded. Then I glanced into the parking lot. The activity
there was becoming ominous. Three youthful figures were striding toward us
across the expanse of asphalt. The woman remained inside their car. Odd, I
thought. 


"Let's walk," I encouraged. 


Numbly, Haines complied, following me a short way down the
path leading away from the ambulance entrance, and, not by coincidence, out of
the line advance of the three young men. A quick look over my shoulder
confirmed that they had changed course to intercept us. I noticed, too, that
Mark was aware of them. 


"Trouble?" I asked. 


He shrugged. We walked on. 


"If you didn't kill Sheila Evers and Alan Drury, who
did?" 


"I don't know. But it had something to do with the
hospital," he offered darkly. 


"The reporter was working on a story. A scandal, his
editor called it. Do you know what it was?" 


Haines stopped abruptly. He turned to face me almost nose to
nose. 


"You mean the CDC people didn't tell you?" 


"Tell me? Tell me what?" 


"About the cover-up!" 


"They said the heme paste was contaminated," I
explained. 


"Yes!" He nodded vigorously. "The blood for
the heme comes from our blood bank! Sheila worked at the blood bank!" 


"And you knew because you were lovers and she told
you." 


Instead of agreeing he turned away. 


"Mark. You're saying someone killed them to keep them
quiet, to keep the story from getting out?" 


He didn't answer because we were suddenly surrounded by
muscular forms. In the excitement of exploding revelations I'd completely
forgotten about our three intruders. 


One stepped boldly forward, obviously the leader of the
trio. He looked about twenty-two. His face was pocked with youthful blemishes.
His long blonde hair hung down over cold eyes, giving him a menacing
appearance. 


"Well, well," he growled almost cheerfully.
"Look at the two vampires chattering away. Sucked on any necks
lately?" 


The other two moved in close behind me, chuckling. The
leader suddenly extended a palm and shoved Haines backward. 


"I think we should teach these two vamps a
lesson," a voice at my back suggested. 


"Hold it!" I snapped, trying to achieve the force
of authority in my voice. "I'm Detective Lieutenant LaCrosse," I
lied. "This is police business. Get lost!" 


"This is our business!" the blond one shouted,
adding, "Janos!" 


And then the back of my head exploded in pain, and a vast
darkness followed me to the ground. 


* * *


A certain throbbing, like a heartbeat, brought me to
consciousness. I shook my head to clear it but that made the pain even worse. I
rolled over on my side, resting my aching head on my arm. My ribs seemed to
grate together when I moved. I consulted them with a weak right hand and found
them tender. After a moment the deep nausea passed. I sat up, retrieved my
battered hat and took a look at my watch. About thirty minutes had passed. I
stood up and peered into the parking lot. Little rainbows clouded my vision but
I could see that the car was gone. So was Mark Haines. His peaked cap lay on
the ground beside me on the blood-speckled concrete. 


I stumbled to the emergency room entrance and almost bowled
over an astonished nurse. 


"Get the police!" I croaked. Then I fainted in her
arms. 


For a long while I roved in and out of consciousness,
enduring an interminable agony while they prodded and poked and bandaged my
sore ribs and my throbbing head. At last they left me alone, but only after
they assured me that Paul LaCrosse was on his way. I lay back on the bed in an
emergency room cubicle surrounded by thin green curtains. The lights hurt my
eyes so I fished my sunglasses out of my long-coat that had been left on a
chair at the bedside. The effort cost me. I was in no shape to ponder the
things Mark Haines had told me, but I tried. 


"High, stranger!" a bright voice called. 


"Mary!" I looked up. She stood at the part in the
curtains, beautiful as ever, smiling brightly. 


"I came down to see how you were doing. You're big
news. Great Detective Mugged at Hospital," she gave me the headline. 


"Is Mark here?" I demanded. 


"Haines? Why no, should he be?" 


"I thought... Well, never mind." I leaned back
against one of those hard knobby pillows as Mary came to stand by the bed. 


"Too bad," she chuckled. "I finally get you
in bed and you've got a headache." 


"I've got to talk to Paul LaCrosse," I said,
ignoring her little innuendo and trying to ignore the tempting bulge of her
breasts above the hospital whites. Elizabeth would have a fit, I thought. 


"Did you talk to Mark?" Mary asked pointedly,
bending over me. 


"Ah, no, not much. We got jumped before I could get
anything out of him," I lied. I didn't want everyone in the hospital to
know about Mark's suspicions. 


Mary put a hand on my forehead. I thought her touch was
anything but professional. The hand lingered. Without warning she bent down to
kiss me on the lips. I was saved the agony of rebuking her by the arrival of
Paul LaCrosse. 


"Some people will do anything to get girls," his
chagrined voice intruded. 


"Paul?" 


"Yes, Paul!" Mary beamed. 


"Miss Bethory," the lieutenant nodded,
acknowledging her interest in him. 


"Got to go," Mary piped, giving me a sisterly peck
on the check. She brushed by the policeman, making no effort to go around him. 


LaCrosse cocked his head and jerked a thumb in Mary's
direction. "Cute," he said. "Anything between you two?" 


"Take her; she's yours," I moaned. 


He smiled but a sudden frown destroyed the moment. 


"You talk to Haines?" 


I held up my hand, listening for Mary's departing footsteps.
Satisfied she was gone I launched into my story. 


"He's missing, Paul. They took him. I'm sure of it!
We've got to find him!" 


"Okay," he agreed, "give me something to find
him with." 


"Three young men, white, probably teenagers or a little
older. Athletic types. Early model Ford four-door, soup-up engine, two yellow
fog lights on the front." 


He waited. "That's all?" 


"You want the VIN, too? I didn't get that close. But
they were with a girl or a young woman. She didn't come in for the fun." 


He nodded. "I'll get out a bulletin. You all
right?" 


"No," I said shortly. 


"You look like hell," he offered. "But don't
worry, the bruises go well with the sunglasses." 


I smirked. "They called us 'vampires,' Paul. They knew
who we were. They knew my name." 


"That's not surprising. You were mentioned in the
afternoon paper," LaCrosse pointed out. 


"My picture wasn't in the paper. And they said
'vampires,' plural. That means they knew about Haines, too. Who's leaking our
little secrets, Paul?" 


The lieutenant shivered. "It's hard to keep a lid on
this kind of thing," he admitted. 


"You've got to find Haines!" I snapped. 


"We'll find him. The Chief got the warrant for his
arrest after we found out about your little adventure. What'd they do, hit you
with a cross? I thought you vampires were a sturdier bunch." 


"Funny." 


He turned to go. "Get some rest. I'll call down to the
morgue and see if they can't scare up a coffin for you." 


I threw the knobby pillow at him as he vanished through the
curtains. 


The doctor let me go about dawn. I insisted. They weren't
too happy about salving my face and hands with cream but I insisted on that,
too. 


"Never treated a vampire before," the admitting
nurse quipped as I signed the necessary forms. 


"Only my dentist knows for sure," I replied. I
learned a long time ago that it doesn't help to get huffy when someone teases
you about your 'heritage.' I gave her my best vampire grin and got out quickly.



The Colony members were full of questions but I brushed them
off. I wanted a hot shower, a good meal and some peace and quiet. I got the
first two, but my dreams would not let me rest. 


 


First Awakening


 


The shroud rotted, and then the stakes. 


I stirred, and heard the sounds of digging from above:
wolves tearing at my grave, summoned by some power yet unknown to me. 


My hands trembled. A single finger scratched at the earth
compressed around me. Slowly, I clawed at my confinement. 


Soon the scraping from above died away, replaced by the
lupine scream of a dying animal. The soil lifted from my body, still whole. A
hand pulled the rotted wood from my flesh, and I breathed again. 


"Faeder!" 


He smiled down upon me, and lifted me from the pit, cradling
me yet again in his strong arms. 


"Sone," he whispered, and brushed the dirt from my
face. 


Something wet and warm spilled over my cracked lips. Blood!
I opened my eyes in the lavender darkness, and beheld him and his prize - the
heart of a wolf, still filled with its boon. 


The Hunger awoke with me, and I drank, oh so deeply, from
the still-quivering chambers. 


Life returned, and my Father carried me into the forest. 


Our new home lay within the catacombs of an ancient Roman
fortress, its entrance hidden by rough-cut blocks of stone. Deep beneath the
ruins we claimed a labyrinth of shelter. 


And we waited, and grew strong.











[bookmark: _Toc378144909]6. Chapter Six


 


Only be sure that you do not eat the blood; for the
blood is the life, and you shall not eat the life with the flesh. You shall not
eat it; you shall pour it out upon the earth like water. DEUTERONOMY 12.23. 


 


As the Earth rolled to meet the sun I awoke. I was sore,
stiff and felt more exhausted then when I'd gone to bed. I'd wrestled elephants
all day long and the elephants had won. I got up and pulled the black velvet
curtains back for a view of the sunset. A purple sky curtained the horizon.
Purple. Porphyria. 


"Damn!" I shook my head to clear it and instantly
remembered Mark Haines. 


And then it happened. 


A rolling wave of depression caught me like a dark ocean
breaker. I moaned a cry of despair and fell back on the bed, clutching at my
knees and rocking back and forth, fighting the engulfing surf of gloom. It
hissed against the beach of my consciousness and was gone. I sighed. It was a
mild attack; I've suffered worse. It's yet another symptom of our nocturnal
existence. 


You see there's a little pea-sized organ in the brain called
a pineal gland. It looks like a pine cone. The little guy produces a hormone
called melatonin, C13-H16-O2-N2, a depressant. More of this hormone is produced
when it's dark. The theory is that the hormone helps you sleep. When too much
melatonin is produced people get depressed. That's why folks who spend all day
in an office go home and kick their dogs, bawl out their wives and spank their
kids. Less melatonin is produced among sun-worshippers, which may be why
Californians have such a happy, care-free attitude about everything. It's also
why we get these attacks. We avoid the sun; we get depressed. The heme doesn't
seem to help that. It's something we have to live with. 


At the Colony we tend to think that heme is the answer to
everything. At first we thought it would give us our lives back. We were wrong.
But when things aren't going right we hit the wafers. It's sort of like having
Communion every night. I'm no exception. I went downstairs and wolfed down as
many wafers as I could stomach. I felt better because I expected to feel
better. 


It didn't last long. 


The phone rang, a long, plaintive sound that chilled me. 


"Mark!" I coughed out. I ran to my study and
snatched up the receiver. 


"We found him," the cold, toneless voice of Paul
LaCrosse told me. 


A lot of questions got bottled up in my throat, but the
lieutenant's answers came before I could sort them out. 


"He's dead; they killed him. This afternoon they staked
him out on South Beach." 


"Oh, God!" 


"They stripped off his uniform. He's - he's covered
with lesions. It's terrible." The voice was shaking now, imparting the
violence of the act. 


"The coroner says the sun didn't kill him," Paul
added. 


"Then how...?" 


"They drove a wooden stake through his heart." 


I dropped the receiver. A great wail of anguish escaped my
lungs, spilling out into the gloomy air of the mansion. The crippling
undulations of depression returned like the tide. 


"Janos?" The distant, tinny question nudged my
brain. "Janos?" 


I wiped the tears from my eyes and picked up the phone. 


"I'm here." 


"I guess there's no need for you to drive all the way
over here. You can...." 


"No!" I screamed. "I'm coming down. Don't let
them disturb anything." 


Silence hissed on the line as LaCrosse considered my demand.



"All right," he said finally. "I'll get some
more lights set up. South Beach, a couple of miles up from the docks." The
line went dead. 


With furious intent I grabbed my hat and scrambled to the
line of cars under the shelters which once served as stables for the mansion. I
slammed my car in gear and roared down Vampire Road across the river bridge. On
my left was the park where the memory of Sheila Evers haunted the woods,
unavenged. A mile later I passed the hospital, the center-point for my terrible
mystery, and veered left through the downtown sector where another poor, human
soul, Alan Drury's, cried out to me for relief. The big highway exchange at the
center of town pulled me eastward to South Beach Road. At the bridge, in the westbound
lane, a police roadblock surveyed the light traffic into town. I followed the
curve of the ocean until I found the lights of the police cars sparkling red
and blue against the night. 


I got out quickly. A warm sea-breeze assaulted my face and
stung my nose with brine. I looked eastward and beheld the sea, rippling under
the starlight, and reminiscent of the horrible depression so common among my
people. I've never liked the sea. I'm slightly agoraphobic; its wild openness
poses a threat in my mind. 


And the sight I beheld up among the dunes only served to
heighten my dismay. For the third time in a week I forced myself to view a dead
body. Like Sheila Evers, Mark Haines lay dead before me under the glare of the
police arc lamps. It was not a pretty sight. 


His hands were tied with nylon cord. Three big rocks and a
log of driftwood held his limbs in place. They were spread wide, his body
nestled amid three humps of well-trodden sand. He was naked except for his
shorts. His head was turned back. He seemed to be staring northwestward toward
the high cliffs which line this part of the coast north of the city. 


I knelt beside him. The bleaching light of the arc lamps
couldn't dim the incredible sunburn that reddened his whole body. Huge welts
and blisters seemed to bubbled up from his skin. Ugly lesions opened like
canyons on the top of his legs. His cheeks looked as if they had been scraped
with sandpaper. 


For a long time I simply could not look at the ugly
protrusion on the left side of his chest. The stake was a two-foot length of
cracked pine board. The top had been hammered flat. The first foot of the
exposed plank was covered in blood, still wet because of the damp sea air
around it. Mark's entire torso was covered by a sticky sheen of the substance that
had once given him life. 


Just above the right part of his sternum I noticed something
odd. Little whiskers protruded from a circular patch where his chest hair had
apparently been shaved away not long ago. I remembered he kept scratching that
spot when I tried to get him to confess to the murders. 


I snapped my fingers. 


"What's this?" I asked LaCrosse, who'd been
standing behind me, patiently enduring my examination of the body. He bent
down. 


"It looks like the stubble of a beard, like someone
shaved his chest there a week or so ago." He considered for a moment.
"Hey! They do that when they give you a cardiac stress test. They paste an
electrode there. I had one when I joined the force." 


"I didn't think Mark had heart problems," I mused,
standing. "It's not a routine thing I wouldn't think." 


Questions attacked my mind like a pack of wolves. Why would
Mark require a cardiac stress test? Why would a bullet through the leg be cause
for that? Did they find something else wrong with him when he was shot? But if
he had heart troubles, why would they keep him on as a security guard? 


"Can we get his medical records?" I asked
suddenly. 


"Probably but doctors can be awful fussy about
releasing that sort of thing. We usually have to get a subpoena and for that
we'd have to give a reason. You got one?" 


"Something doesn't add up," I explained. 


Paul snorted. "I'm sure a judge will find that
reasoning inadequate," he said. 


"They'll be an autopsy, right?" 


"There always is in a murder case." 


"Then maybe we can find out if he had any heart
problems," I suggested. 


"If he has any heart left," Mark said darkly. 


I shook my head, a violent racking of my brain. 


"There's something I'm missing," I said, cursing
my lack of insight. 


"If you're thinking about blood, he still has most of
his. He wasn't drained like the other two." 


"Interesting," I admitted, "but that's not
it." 


"Well," Paul sighed. "There's one good thing
about this. If he is the killer it means the vampire murders will stop." 


I gave him a hard look. 


"He's not the killer, Paul." I explained my
reasoning, based on my observation that the madness wasn't in him. Once insane,
we stay insane. The conviction in my voice made him shudder. 


"For the city's sake I hope you're wrong. For your sake..."
He shrugged and turned to manage the dismissal of his men. 


That done, he turned back to me. 


"You look fit. I figured you'd be in bed for a
week." 


"I live well," I mumbled. 


"Later," he said in parting. 


I lingered. There was no urgency to return to the Colony;
the night was young. I took a walk up the beach, trying to sort things out in
my mind. A clear sky and the recently risen moon gave me a clear view of the
deserted stretch of shoreline. At length I mounted the dunes and weaved an
aimless path through the stiff grass tufts. The intermittent surge of the surf
beat like the heart of the world on the restless night winds. 


Poor Mark Haines. Vigilantes had exorcised their fear by
driving a stake through his heart after torturing him under the merciless sun.
It was a terrible way to die, I thought, shivering from the horror of the very
concept. 


Vampires. 


They had killed a vampire, they thought. And in so doing had
proved themselves to be worse than the evil they sought to destroy. And the
final irony was that the killing of Mark Haines left all of my questions
unanswered. He could have told me so much but I knew he had held back the
essential pieces of the puzzle. 


As I shuffled through the deep sand, I mulled over what I
knew. 


Three slayings: Sheila Evers - a beautiful young nurse
stripped naked in a park, her body insulted, her blood drained, in a calm,
markedly dispassionate manner. 


Alan Drury - her new boyfriend, a reporter working on some
hot story at the hospital, his throat ripped out in a way that spoke of rage or
madness, anything but dispassionate. 


Mark Haines - a hospital security guard killed by vigilantes
who thought to put an end to the "vampire" murders. 


Three motives: Unrequited love - revenge on the woman who
spurned the killer and on the man who stole her away. 


Concealing intent - an attempt to silence the people who
might, eventually, expose a deep, dark scandal at the hospital. 


Utter insanity - a psychotic need for power and blood, born
out of the legends of vampirism. 


The killings were real, but the motives seemed -
unconvincing. 


And the questions kept pounding in my mind, like the surf
which roved along the shoreline, driven by the flying moon: 


What was the scandal Alan Drury was so close to exposing? It
couldn't be the contamination at the blood bank; lots of people knew about
that, including our watchful CDC officials. Hadn't the problem been corrected?
What other terror would make ordinary men so fearful that they would kill to
keep it secret? 


Why did the killings have that awful aspect of vampirism?
Was it simply an attempt to turn suspicion on our Colony? Was it merely an act,
a whim, a cruel joke, an element interjected to confuse the real motive? Why
was the blood drained, taken, eaten? 


What did Mark Haines really know about the theft of our
heme? Was the theft connected to the killings? Was Mark protecting someone by
his silence? Who but members of the Colony would want or need heme? Did it have
some other use? 


Why was the killer so intent on delaying the identification
of Sheila Evers but not of Alan Drury? 


How did the vigilantes know that Haines was a member of the
Colony? How did they know I wasn't Paul LaCrosse? 


And for all of these questions there were no answers. 


I gazed up at the moon-whitened cliffs above the dunes. They
offered no reply to those mind-numbing mysteries. I resented their silence, and
turned back to begin the long march to my car. It was about 11 p.m. when I
started across the bridge. A patrolman at the roadblock flagged me down. 


"Nadasdy?" He leaned down to get a good look at me
before backing away. 


"Yeah?" I was in no mood for any prejudiced
suspicions. 


"LaCrosse wants to see you downtown." He jerked a
thumb across the bridge, forestalling any questions I might have asked. I
nodded and gunned the car away from his fear-tainted gaze. 


The lieutenant met me at the entrance and shepherded me into
an interrogation room. 


"Aren't you going to read me my rights?" I protested,
half in jest. 


"Don't be stupid. Vampires don't have any rights,"
he quipped. "Besides, I've got good news." 


"So?" 


He beamed. "We caught them!" 


I opened my mouth, closed it. 


"Yeah! They were in The Blue Knight, drunk as hell and
bragging about how they'd 'solved' the vampire killings. The bartender is an
ex-cop. He called us. Two detectives rounded them up while we were on the
beach!" 


"No kidding." 


LaCrosse stilled his enthusiasm long enough to sit down on
the table. 


"Get this! The leader, the kid you saw? He's George
Drury, the dead reporter's brother." 


"You get anything out of him?" I asked quickly. 


"Sure! The guy's jabbering away like a punch-drunk
parrot. Waived his rights and everything. He's also mad as hell." 


"Mad? Why?" 


"Well - " LaCrosse rubbed his chin and seemed to
lose some of his vigor. "He claims they didn't kill Haines." 


"Bullshit!" 


"He says they left him staked out on the beach, alive
if not well, just before sundown at about 5:30. Says they talked themselves out
of killing him because they didn't have the stomach to commit murder." 


"I don't believe it," I said coldly. 


LaCrosse shrugged. "Neither do I, really. But the guy
is manic about it." 


I sighed, a deep and troubled gust of wind. 


"Okay. If he left Haines alive at 5:30 then someone
else drove the stake through his heart between then and 9:30 when you found the
body. That leads me to ask: how did you find Haines so quickly after he was
killed? Anonymous tip?" 


"Not so anonymous now. Young George says he called the
station from the bar. Says he got scared no one would find Haines before he
died of exposure," LaCrosse explained. 


"Any truth to it?" 


"Possibly. We're going to check George's voice against
the voice on the tape which monitors all police calls." 


"It doesn't wash, Paul," I scoffed. "The guy
thought Haines had killed his brother. He wouldn't be so concerned about his
welfare." 


LaCrosse shook his head. "George says he and his gang
were never really sure that Haines was the killer. After they vented their
anger on the beach they began to have doubts. You see, it was the girl that got
them all fired up about vampires. She pointed him - and you - out to
them." 


"Did he identify her?" 


LaCrosse shook his head. "He claims he doesn't know who
she is." 


"Could he describe her?" 


"Not very well. She wore - ah - dark glasses. He said
she had dark hair and was 'kinda pretty.'" 


The lieutenant rose from the table and began to pace the
room. 


"Paul?" 


LaCrosse wouldn't look at me. 


"Paul!" 


"This part isn't easy. It's - it's why I had you come
down to the station." 


"Go on!" 


The detective turned and put his hands on my shoulders. 


"George says the girl convinced them that she knew what
she was talking about. I asked him how. He said she knew because, quote, 'she
sleeps with the guy at the vampire house.'" 


"Who? Haines?" 


"No, Janos," he whispered, "you." 


 


Hunted


 


Dawn rove through the trees like a predator. Above us we
could hear the steady clop-clop-clop of horses, treading the Roman stone,
searching. 


My tutor, my savior, my father held up a hand to still the
fear rising within me. I did not wish to die again for it might be the True
Death. The catacombs gave us darkness but the hunters above denied us rest. 


"Will they find us?" I pleaded. 


"No," he said, smiling, his dark mane shaking. 


Yet I was not so sure. Bloodhounds bayed among the morning
mists. Men with swords and guns, soldiers, slashed at the undergrowth and
cursed. Their noises filtered down through the moss-covered stones. 


My father chuckled, that warm and familiar sound, like
leaves of parchment rubbing together. 


"You have died but once; I, a dozen times. Death is but
waiting. You must learn to wait," he said. 


I nodded, but I was young and did not fully understand the
nature of my immortality. He had cautioned me of the True Death from which we
would not return. These hunters might know the secret of our demise. 


And they were right to fear us for we had taken many of our
number in the centuries that had passed. 


Centuries! 


I could not comprehend it. One night seemed like another: an
endless quest to still the Hunger. And more. For we had not been idle. The
catacombs were ripe with our treasures, gleaned over the years - gold and
jewels, clothing and books, weapons and oddments - the means of our escape. 


The clopping sound of the horses died away and the baying of
the hunting dogs' grew distant. They had gone - deeper into the woods. 


I sighed. 


"Soon, we will leave this 'castle,'" my father
promised. 


I shook my head. 


"To hide from them," he said, "we must live
among them!"











[bookmark: _Toc378144910]7. Chapter Seven


 


If I say, "Let only darkness cover me, and the
light about me be night," even the darkness is not dark to thee, the night
is bright as day; for darkness is as light with thee. PSALMS 139.11 


 


"Elizabeth." 


Flat, gray clouds discounted the Autumn sun, covering the
sky like soot-stained fleece. A chill breeze sought the wide, curving valley of
the river. Tufts of fog stripped away from the surface of the water to roam
among the pines. 


"Elizabeth." 


I turned her name over in my mind, and felt her body against
mine, warm and pleasant, mocking my cold suspicions. She was fast asleep beside
me, certainly unaware of the confused thoughts that coursed my mind like the
fog without. The whisper of her name brought no stirring in the bed. 


Gently, I slipped away from her. I stopped to put on a robe
and to gaze at her peaceful form. The icy wind of doubt turned my head. I
tiptoed out of the room and down the hall. It was about noon and no one was
around to see my betrayal of her trust. I went to her bedroom, opened the door
and began a cautious search. 


The dressers held nothing unusual but they were festooned
with the little presents I'd given her over the years: the crystal rabbit, the
cheap stuffed bear I'd won for her at the amusement park one night, the diamond
earrings given after I'd cracked a big insurance fraud case. The bear sat
upright on the dresser top, its button eyes accusing me of fraud. But its pose
was most like that of Sheila Evers. I swallowed my guilt and continued. 


In the closet I found three boxes stacked on top of each
other. I ran my hand over the surface of the top one. No dust! I opened it, and
found a collection of old sweaters. The bottom box looked familiar somehow. The
array had been moved recently; a small valley of pressed carpet stood out from
the side. Quickly, I lifted the other two boxes off and uncovered the last one.
I turned it around. It was light, in fact, empty. And on the side nearest the
wall, hidden from view, were the stenciled letters of the CDC: CC-1717. 


"Damn!" 


The box had once contained our missing heme. 


"No. No. No!" I whispered fiercely. No thief in
his right mind would keep the empty box of his prize! But sometimes thieves
aren't that bright. 


It was time to confront Elizabeth Vamberg. I strode back to
my room. I decided not to wait for sunset. Now, if I awakened her, she'd be
disoriented, less defensive. As I watched her sleeping form, I planned my
interrogation. And then I caught myself. The Germans, I'd read, denied their
prisoners sleep when they wanted to learn something. And here I was, Janos
Nadasdy, Nazi detective, planning to grill the woman he loved. 


Loves, I corrected. Then I shook her, roughly. 


"Elizabeth!" 


"Wha-a-a?" the sheep's bleat sounded from her
lips. 


"Get up! I have to talk to you!" 


"Janos?" 


"Yes." 


Her head snapped up. She fumbled for the alarm clock. 


"It's after one o'clock!" she wailed. 


"I know. This can't wait." 


She yawned and rubbed her eyes but didn't sit up. 


"What is it?" 


I sat down beside her and turned to stare into her
bed-wrinkled face. 


"Do you ever sing at a place called the Blue
Knight?" I asked. 


She snuffled and closed her eyes. "Sure. We did a gig
there last week." 


"Nice place?" 


"Yeah. The bartender's an ex-cop; knows LaCrosse."
She yawned again. "Why?" 


"Did - did you ever talk to anyone there about the
killings?" 


"Some. Everybody was talking about it." 


"Do they know you live here?" 


"No." The answer bore a trace of irritation. 


"Do you know a kid named George Drury? He went there a
lot." 


"Drury?" She opened her eyes; I nodded. "The
reporter who was killed." 


"No, his brother." 


"I don't remember. Maybe." She rolled away from
me. I thought she was going back to sleep so I shook her again. 


"What?" she whined. "Let me sleep!" 


"No." 


"Bastard!" she snapped, and sat upright in an
eruption of covers. 


"Elizabeth. How many boxes of sweaters do you have in
your closet?" 


A tangled mass of jet-black hair swirled as she turned her
head. 


"Sweaters? You woke me up to ask about sweaters!?"



"How many?" I insisted. 


"Two!" she growled, and held up two fingers in
case the number was too big for me to comprehend without visual aid. 


"There are three now," I told her calmly. 


"Two," she sighed. 


"Three. One's empty." 


Confused, she thought about that for a moment. 


"How the hell do you know?" 


"I snooped," I confessed quickly. 


"Who told you to go snooping in my room!" she
yelled. 


"Shhhhh! There are three boxes." 


"SO WHAT?" 


I sat up and drew very close to her. 


"The third box is stenciled: Cee. Cee.
One-seven-one-seven." 


Comprehension shook her. "Oh, God!" 


"George Drury told the police that a woman - a
beautiful woman with dark hair and dark glasses - incited them to punish Mark
Haines," I explained quietly. 


"I didn't - " 


I held up my hand. 


"He said he was convinced because the woman said she
slept with me." 


"Oh, God!" she cried again. 


"Mark Haines was protecting someone at the Colony. He
was killed because someone thought he knew too much. And George Drury didn't
kill him. What's going on, Elizabeth?" 


"I don't know!" she snapped. 


"Was there something between you and Mark?" I
challenged. 


"No!" 


"What do you know, Elizabeth!?" 


"Nothing!" 


Tears sizzled against the bright light in her eyes. She
sprang from the bed and burst out of the room. Her sobs followed her down the
hall. Reluctantly, I went after her, but the slammed door of her room barred my
way. 


"Elizabeth!" 


"Go away!" 


A fist pounded against the door. To my surprise, I found it
was my own. I tried the knob. Locked! 


"Go away!" 


"Elizabeth!" 


"I didn't do it!" she screamed. 


And that was all I could get her to say. I stood at the door
for a while, listening. I could hear Elizabeth's sobs and the thumping noises
she made as she tore at the boxes in the closet. 


"Talk to me!" I entreated. But she would not
reply. I went back to my room to await the sunset. 


 


* * *


"Telephone," she said curtly, the tension snapping
from her wrist as she flung the receiver in my direction. 


Hesper Darvilia was staff psychologist at the hospital, and
none too fond of me at present. The Csejthe Colony was awash in its own
intrigues. My investigation had led to talk of mutiny in the ranks of my little
band. 


I sighed, and took the phone without comment. The question
of my informal leadership would have to wait. 


"Nadasdy," I yawned out. 


"Sleeping late?" my counterpart inquired
solicitously. 


"LaCrosse," I said. "News from the other
side?" 


"Good and bad," he admitted. "The reporter's
brother is clean. He made the call leading us to Haines' body." 


"Still, he could have killed Mark," I said, a bit
testily. 


"Nope. Coroner confirms. Haines was killed after the
call was made. Drury's brother was surrounded by disinterested witnesses at the
time of death. The killer is still loose!" 


I sighed and rubbed my eyes. It would have been so much
simpler if Haines had killed Evers in a jealous rage. I told LaCrosse about the
empty heme box. 


"Planted," he said immediately. 


"My thought, too. Someone made a clumsy effort to
implicate Elizabeth to destroy my credibility." 


"And...?" 


"It's working." I caught a glimpse of Hesper,
lingering near the phone. 


"Your end," LaCrosse advised. "I've got
bigger problems." 


"The 'bad news?'" I guessed. 


"Right. Community sentiment. Some very big people are
pressuring the mayor to take you off the case. Conflict of interest, I'm
told." He sounded tired. 


"And...?" I mimicked him. 


"I bought you 48 hours. Then....." 


He let the thought hang. 


"Okay. Forty-eight hours." 


"You have something?" Hope charged his voice. 


"Maybe." 


A silence on the line, in contemplation, I thought, of
whether to say something about withholding information...? 


"A couple of other things," LaCrosse replied
instead. 


"Yes." 


"Mark Haines didn't have heart problems." 


"But shaving of his chest...." 


"Probably connected to the other thing I
learned...." 


I allowed my own silence to complete his dramatic pause. 


"Mark Haines had AIDS." 


I opened my mouth, closed it. 


"Janos?" 


Connections began exploding in my brain. 


"Janos?" 


It all focused at a single place! The hospital! Not Csejthe
Colony! 


"JANOS!" 


"Paul!" 


"Yes." 


"What about Sheila Evers?" 


"Huh?" 


"Sheila Evers. She and Mark Haines were lovers." 


"Oh." 


"And that means...." We needed to know if Sheila
had AIDS. 


"I'll get right on it." 


"I don't understand something. How'd you find out
Haines had AIDS if there's no autopsy yet?" I asked. 


LaCrosse hissed in amusement. 


"We don't let doctors do all the work. We got a warrant
and tossed Haines' locker at the hospital. Inside: a bottle of AZT. We quizzed
the hospital administrator. He finally admitted that Haines was an AIDS victim
but insisted he didn't know how he got the virus." 


"And you don't believe him," I guessed. 


"No. But I didn't push it because it didn't seem
relevant - at the time," he amended. 


"Yeah, well, it's relevant now." 


"How so?" 


"Motive. The essential motive for three murders. Your
fifth kind of motive in fact: self-defense. Someone is going to a lot of
trouble to cover-up something, and implicated the Colony in the process." 


"So the focal point is the hospital," he mused.
"I'll get back to you." 


"Soon," I advised, and hung up. 


I went back to my room to sort connections. 


One, Mark Haines had AIDS. But how did he get it? From
Sheila Evers? The answer would have to wait on LaCrosse. 


Two, the "Bad Actor" killed Haines, Evers and
Drury because they knew too much. But too much about what? Find the reason and
we might find the killer. 


Three, the killer was trying to throw suspicion on the
Colony. But that implied knowledge of the Colony, its purpose and its supposed
connections to vampirism. We don't advertise. Was it inside knowledge? It had
to be! Only someone inside the Colony would have access to the stolen heme, and
to Elizabeth's room. Haines might have done it. But it was a woman who tipped
Drury's brother. 


Four, there were four of our number who worked at the
hospital, and two of them were dead. That left Hesper Darvulia, the
psychologist. Could she be involved with Haines? Unlikely. She was a
46-years-old spinster, and could not be called attractive. 


And that left. 


Mary Bethory, our cuddly man-hungry vamp who teased anything
in pants. 


And Mary was... a dietitian! 


Five, AIDS was a definite threat to the Colony, hence the
interest of our "seedymen," the watchdogs from the Center for Disease
Control. 


I called the local AIDS hot-line, and learned more than I
ever wanted to know about HIV III. My first reaction was relief, and then
anger. The virus was very fragile. It could NOT live outside of a host for very
long. It lived only in body secretions - blood, vaginal fluids, semen. It
didn't last long in saliva, nor in any medium outside the body. No question:
our heme wafers could NOT be contaminated. They were dry, heat treated, in
fact. And the "seedymen" must have known that. 


The idea that we were in danger from our heme was a LIE. 


But AIDS did pose a danger to us - or to someone else: the
killer! 


My first target, obviously, was Mary Bethory. I called the
hospital. No luck. She hadn't shown up for work. Then I collared every member
of the Colony I could find. The answer was clear: Mary Bethory was missing! 


 


Travels


 


How he managed it I cannot say, but in a short time, we cast
away from the confines of our Roman fortress and journeyed, even as noblemen
might. We had four fine horses and a carriage for our possessions, wayfarer's
clothing and several trades to provide deception along the way. Our gold was hidden
in the false bottom of the sprightly wagon. 


We journeyed westward out of the vile and suspicious country
which had endured our deprivations, leaving legends as our legacy. We took our
time, traveling mostly at night. It was during this period that I found, to my
surprise, that sunlight, if it could be muted by shade or cloud, carried no
special peril for either of us. If our coverings were adequate, we could
endure. 


We went where we chose, even into the towns and villages,
taking care to cover ourselves when the need arose, and being about mostly at
dawn or dusk. We kept to the forested regions, did best in winter, and stayed
away from the heavily-populated cities. In time this latter caution gave way
because we found that a concentration of folk diluted the outcry caused by
certain accidents of foraging. 


These were unavoidable. The sun may have dimmed in my
estimation of its power to cause harm, but the Hunger was always with us.
Nevertheless, we hardly ever sunk to those ravening depths of need which
haunted us in the scarcity of the deep forest. Indeed, opportunities presented
themselves with a will. 


The land in this era was in political upheaval, wherein
another dead and bloodied soldier would not be severely scrutinized. We made
use of the battlefields of Europe in a way no general could have foreseen,
caring not, of course, for the color of any particular uniform. 


And, too, the regions through which we passed lacked a
certain focus of law. Bandits and highwaymen abounded. Two well-provisioned
travelers, daring to go forth in darkness, were thought to be easy prey. And no
one remarks with misgiving upon a highwayman whose throat has been cut. 


Comically, we played both sides of this game, becoming
highwaymen ourselves with the opportunity arose, and "hapless"
victims when it did not. I suffered a musket ball in the leg, which healed
quickly on its own, several cuts of the robbers' knives, and little else. The
darkness was our friend, lighted well by moon and star and the special vision
we alone possessed. We saw their crude ambushes long before we approached, and
planned ways to turn them to our advantage. In the end, the Hunger was always
sated. 


During this time my knowledge of the world swelled. My
father, my tutor, was a learned man by now, counting books as well as gold
among his treasures. I knew my letters, and a little of mathematics. I became
adept at sword and pistol, song and poem. 


Yet the life, though full of good adventure, was a solitary
one. It was difficult to endure those times when we pretended to be normal
folk, moving among them in the safety of our disguises. 


I was still young of mind, and yearned for the company of my
kind. I forgot, at injudicious times, that all who looked like me were prey!
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After this I saw in the night visions, and behold, a
fourth beast, terrible and dreadful and exceedingly strong; and it had great
iron teeth; it devoured and broke in pieces, and stamped the residue with its
feet. DANIEL 7.7 


 


In the hours that followed I spun my mental wheels trying to
put the picture into focus. I couldn't find Mary so I settled for Hesper,
finding her at her office in the hospital. She wasn't uncooperative just curt
to the point of rudeness. 


Yes, she knew Mark and Sheila were - an item. 


No, she didn't know that Mark had AIDS. The news did not
evoke a personal reaction. She and Mark had not been "involved." The
very suggestion caused a rush of blood into the plainly drawn features of her
face. 


No, she didn't know how he might have acquired the disease. 


Could it have been from some contact at the hospital? 


"Unlikely," she snapped. The blood bank here had
all the modern screening procedures and they were scrupulously observed. 


Had anything "unusual" happened at the
institution? 


Well, she admitted, there were some rumors, something about
Mark's leg injury. But that was seven months ago. There were - conflicting
stories. 


"Nothing since then?" 


"No," she said shortly. 


Could Mary and Mark be - an item? 


She advised that Mary Bethory was "a tramp" and
that she wouldn't be surprised. And with that she cut me off. 


I also chatted with a few of Mary's coworkers but they were
even more close-mouthed. I was getting nowhere. Using a phone in the lobby I
summoned a cab, and waited under the portico, watching the rain. 


Rain. I am not one of its fans. A brisk north wind jabbed at
the tails of my trench coat, and rippled the curtains of water scouring the
parking lot. I had walked to the hospital, savoring the tangy chill of the
night. Now I regretted my decision. 


The cab arrived, but as I made myself comfortable in the
back seat I realized I hadn't chosen a designation. 


"The Blue Knight," I told the driver, who nodded,
and set the meter. 


It was more luck than anything which allowed me to spot the
tail. The parking lot had been empty. But a blue two-door sedan pulled in
behind the cab - a bit too quickly I thought. It paced us as the cab maneuvered
toward downtown. 


"Turn here," I told the driver. 


"But sir, it's...." 


"Turn!" I snapped. 


"Yes, sir!" 


Dutifully, the sedan followed. 


"Again," I said, "to the right." 


"Okay." 


Despite the rain the tailing vehicle was easy to spot
although it dropped back a bit as the traffic quickened along Main Street. Four
blocks from the nightclub I called a halt. 


"Let me out here." 


"Sure. Anything you say." 


I gave the driver an extra ten-spot for his trouble and got
out into the rain. I tipped my hat low over my brows and turned my collar up
against the downpour. I noticed that the sedan had pulled onto a side street.
The game was afoot! 


Slowly, I ambled toward the Blue Knight, "window
shopping," allowing the cheerful awnings of the shops to shelter me. Two
blocks from the club I ducked into an alley and waited behind a trash dumpster.
This was the easy part. The plate glass windows of the stores on the opposite
side of the street gave me a clear reflection of my adversary. 


He was a small man, attired in a shabby raincoat. He was
hatless. The rain battered his head. His discomfort made him incautious. He
entered the mouth of the alley, saw nothing, and then ventured toward me. 


My lunge caught him by surprise. I grabbed a thumb, twisted
a wrist and slammed him up against the moist brick. My other hand sought and
found the hollow in his throat below his Adam's apple. 


"Ummph," he said. 


"Now for some answers," I whispered. 


"Plccce," he coughed out. 


"What?" I eased the pressure on his throat. 


"Police!" he croaked. 


"Sure you are," I growled. Keeping the torque on
his right arm I patted him down and relieved him of a shoulder-holstered .38.
Then I spun him around, lifted him by his shirtfront and pinned him against the
wall. 


"I don't like being followed," I advised with some
venom. 


"LaCrosse's orders," he piped. 


"ID," I snapped, and released him, stepping back. 


For an instant I thought he might bolt, or attack, but
instead he straightened his clothing and pulled out a bi-fold leather badge
wallet. I took it. 


"Detective Brown," I said, scrutinizing the police
ID card with his picture. I remembered him then. 


"Right." 


I handed back the wallet and the gun without comment. 


"What's the deal?" 


He shrugged. 


"LaCrosse is under a lot of pressure to pull you off
the case. The surveillance was - part of the bargain to keep you working."



An honest answer, but disturbing nonetheless. 


"Well, I'm going to the Blue Knight to have a drink
with my girlfriend. And then I'm going home. It's 12:34 a.m. I should be back
by three. That should make your job a bit easier," I said wryly. 


He smirked out a grin, which added to my annoyance. 


"Given blood lately?" I asked bending close to his
face. 


The grin disappeared. 


"Vanish!" 


And he did, scurrying out of the alley and into the rain.


 * * * 


Elizabeth was singing when I finally arrived at the club. I
shook the rain from my coat and handed it to the scantily-clad girl at the
front counter, who also accepted the $5 cover charge. This fence-mending
venture was getting expensive. I found an empty table in the back. 


My prize on stage was warbling out some seductive creation
of her own. She was wearing an outfit that would make even a vampire shiver
with desire. What there was of it was red and black, a spider-web of lace with
black leather flaps for sleeves. She looked like a bat caught in a web. I
laughed in spite of myself. The things we do for money! 


She spotted me, of course, but had the good sense not to
call attention to me. When the naughty tune had run its course she glided from
the stage, ignoring the applause. She sat down in the opposite chair without a
word. 


"Period piece?" I asked. 


She lowered her eyes, and giggled. 


"Still mad at me?" 


She shook her head. Two fuzzy bat ears fell to the table.
That brought the laughter out of her. She reached for me then, and we held
hands for a long moment before the waitress interrupted our reunion. 


I ordered drinks - Bloody Marys - and waited for her. 


"I was framed," she said finally, almost
whispering over the din of the club. A comedienne was on stage, filling time
with vampire jokes. But I wasn't listening. 


"I knew that from the beginning," I told her. 


"I figured that out," she said. "But with all
that's happened...." 


I squeezed her hand. 


Quickly, I sketched out the new developments, my connections
and speculations. I told her, too, that we were in no danger from our heme,
which brought a visible gush of relief from her ample lungs. I left out my
suspicions about our boy-crazy colleague, but Elizabeth surprised me. 


"Mary Bethory," she said. 


"Yes." 


"Why?" 


"Something between her and Mark Haines?" 


"I don't know." 


She lit a cigarette and blew smoke into the thickening cloud
above us. She was back-lit in a halo of blue. I sighed. I wanted to go home -
with her. She caught my gaze and dimpled. 


"Later," she promised quietly. 


"Have you seen her?" I asked, reluctantly
returning to business. 


"No." She shivered. "But somehow I - I don't
think it's Mark. It's something - something else. Something terrible." She
stilled the tears welling in her eyes. 


"Enough," I said gently. "No more 'business'
for the evening." 


"But..." 


"Enough," I whispered. 


And for two hours I forgot about the case. Elizabeth did her
numbers - one a rousing dance featuring twists of her body I didn't think
humanly possible. And in between she came back to me, teasing and playful, or
quiet and warm. It was a nice evening. 


And it would have stayed a nice evening if the bartender
hadn't delivered the phone to our table. 


"Call for you, Mr. Nadasdy," he said, winking
before he vanished behind the bar. 


I looked at the receiver in disgust. 


"This better be good," I snapped at the device. 


"It isn't," LaCrosse snapped back. "There
been another killing." 


His voice was full of panic, rage, terror. 


"Who?" 


"A LITTLE GIRL!" he screamed, aloud enough for
Elizabeth to hear. She gasped and turned away. 


"Where?" 


He gusted a deep, tremulous sigh. 


"The - the body was found in Mountain View Park off the
coast road, but she was - t-taken from her own home just after midnight. We -
we have a witness. She's a b-bit hysterical, but... Oh, shit! Just GET HERE.
Brown is waiting outside. Now! For God's sake, now!" 


The connection slammed shut in my ear. 


I'd never heard LaCrosse so shaken. "It must be bad.
Very bad. A little girl..." 


"Damn." 


I looked at Elizabeth. She was trembling. Tears streaked her
face. 


"Go home," I said. "Go home and wait for
me." 


"All right." 


I paid the bill, donned my coat and hat, jerked the buckle
tightly at my waist and cursed at these small delays. Then I stormed out into
the rain. 


 


Crossing


 


We made no haste but eventually the land gave out. We had
reached the Channel, and set about making careful preparations for its
crossing. My father led, as always. I never questioned his intent. His ultimate
goal remained obscure. He claimed the comfort of infinite patience, and managed
his affairs with no view of time. 


By the night ferry, we crossed the Channel, and into a new
epoch. 


It came to pass in the years that followed that he
established us in a country manor on the outskirts of London, our gold traded
for the security of an obscure homestead. We raised cattle, which provided more
than meat, and limited our foraging amid the teeming masses and the London fog.



We began to feel secure though tales of our horrors found
their way, with some frequency, into the newspapers of the day. My father never
seemed to chaff at the solitude of his profession, but I could not share his
equanimity. 


Yet he never tired of teaching me of our nature. He was,
however, at pains to instill in me the constant peril of its exposure. We lived
a lie, and the lie, like any fruitful garden, wonted careful tending. 


I was not so disposed, being boisterous and full of the
powers he had showed me. To him these were mere tools; to me they were realms
to be explored. The mastery of them made me careless. 


"I do not wish," he chided," to be digging
you out of some pauper's grave with staves in your side and garlic in your
mouth. And if they think to cut off your head you will endure the True
Death." 


After a millennium of life in this fashion I had no inkling
of Death, true or temporary. I wanted what could be had. 


I nettled him: "This from a man who now drinks blood
from a silver chalice." 


"You miss the point, my son. We are not men." 


And that, again, gave me pause. I fought a losing battle
with this curious schism within me. The central trouble was that I could make
no peace with the Hunger, which, allying with the powers imparted by his gift,
gave rise to other desires. 


I was, however, a fatalist in a fatal trade. I would have died
a thousand years ago, with barely a fraction of my life spent, had not he saved
me from the arrow. He had given me his nature, taught me its mysteries and
counseled me in its limitations. His failure to succeed in the latter often
jeopardized the both of us. 


His cautions stilled these urges for a time, but the
fog-bound revelries of London, so near, proved a siren my ears could not
resist.
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"Whosoever sheds the blood of man, by man shall
his blood be shed." GENESIS 9.6. 


The rain had bled away by the time we reached the little
park. We stopped at the curb some distance away on the coast road, and hurried
northward along the sidewalk along the western length of the road. Ahead I
could see a cluster of police cruisers, their overhead lights flailing at the
darkness in somber blues and angry reds. 


Suddenly, I stopped. Brown, who maintained an unnatural
quiet on the manic ride from the club, pulled up short and stared at me. 


"Well?" he challenged. 


I shook my head, trying to orient myself. 


"Where was Mark Haines' body found?" I asked. 


Brown pointed southward. 


"Down the beach, that way." 


"How far away?" 


He shrugged. "A mile or so." 


I turned toward the sea. Flashes of distant lightning lit
the churning surface beyond the beach. I shivered. Nothing so disquiets me as
the sea. The tide was in, and snarling waves thrashed at the small sea-wall to
our right. Flecks of spray hissed in the air. 


"Where was the girl's house?" I asked. 


"That way," he said, pointing again, this time to
the south and west. 


I turned to follow his arm. Peaked roofs were silhouetted
against the farther glow of the city lights. I looked westward and saw only
blackness, and then north to the line of sea-cliffs. These mountains formed the
northernmost boundary of the city. The storm had broken over them in its march
to the sea. Much of the violence of the squall line had spent itself in those
crags. 


Brown coughed impatiently. Not daring to touch me, he urged
me toward the park. We stepped into the swirling vortex of rotating light-bars,
and then into the park itself. 


Deja vu'! 


It was the same scene, the same horrid tableau: the gleaming
yellow-and-black police tape, the arc-lights, the somber men in their blue
uniforms and gray suits... and the naked body stretched out on the trampled
grass between three gnarled pine trees. 


"God!" I gasped. 


She was only a child! Nine years old at most. She lay flat
on her back, one leg raised above the other, her white flesh gleaming like
alabaster on the damp earth. Her long, dark hair streamed out from her head.
Her eyes were closed, her lips parted as if in sleep. I turned away and sobbed.



Fighting the horror of it all, I knelt to examine the wound
at her throat. It did look like an incision, but I could see, as well, two deep
punctures along the carotid artery. There was no blood on the ground. I touched
her arm and found the body still warm. 


"Her clothes?" I managed to croak out. 


"In the bushes, there," someone answered. 


I stood, and looked northward. An orange jumpsuit rested in
the embrace of a neatly-trimmed hedge. 


"Yes," I said to myself. 


LaCrosse touched my shoulder. There were tears in his eyes,
and dark hollow bruises beneath them. His hair was soaked, his cheeks devoid of
color. He drew me away from the ghastly circle. 


"We found another footprint, in the sand beyond the
hedgerow. It's the same shoe!" He gathered breath and continued. "The
impression is much better. We made a cast. We... we..." 


His voice trailed off. Nothing remained of it but the ragged
gasps of terror raging from his lungs. 


"The bastard!" he croaked. "The Goddamned
bastard!" 


He took me by the shoulders and shook me, leaning close to
my face. 


"It can't be real," he hissed. "Tell me it
isn't a real vampire!" 


I had no answer for him. 


"You said you had a witness," I ventured. 


"Yes," he said absently, turning back to look at
the tiny figure focused in the unnatural light. "A bag-lady. She was sleeping
in the park under one of the picnic tables. She - she saw it all. We took her
to the station." 


"There's nothing more I can do here," I said.


 * * * 


The station was a madhouse. We drove around it, circling the
clot of TV news vans and other vehicles drawn up like siege engines around the
entrance. 


"We'll have to go in the back way," Brown remarked
over the din and clamor of shouted questions, curses and animal growls. 


We made our way to the third floor and into the detective
division. Frowning men hunched in their carrels, barking orders into telephone
receivers or typing furiously on computer terminals. My presence caused no stir
among them; they were too busy to notice me. 


At the back of the room an old woman sat in one of the
hardback chairs, rocking gently, muttering. LaCrosse and I approached her
quietly. He sank into the chair behind his desk. I pulled up another and placed
it so that I could face the ancient humpbacked vagabond. 


"Mattie," LaCrosse called to her. 


She did not respond, but gusted a rattling sigh that shook
her withered blue lips. Her rheumy eyes stared straight ahead, shining dully.
Her face was a mass of deeply-creased wrinkles. Great jowls sagged from her
cheeks, sporting hair-infested moles. Her skin was translucent, heavily veined.
She was clad in ill-matched sweaters, and a well-worn plaid skirt made of thick
wool. Layers of torn hose covered her shrunken calves. But her feet bore brand
new tennis shoes. 


Absently, I noted that she had them on the wrong feet. 


"Mattie," LaCrosse called, more sharply. 


"Blood," she said. "Blood. 'e drank 'er
blood!" 


She crossed herself and shivered. 


I drew close and looked into her eyes. In a moment, they
lighted in acknowledgment, staring fiercely. Her lips parted, revealing
liver-colored gums and yellow stumps of teeth. 


"Mattie," I whispered. "What happened?" 


She sucked in a breath and hissed it out. 


"'Sleep, I was," she began. "Found a paper to
cover meself with. Cold. Rain. And the wind - ah, the wind...." 


I touched her cheek and she came back to herself, drawing up
the chair, away from me. 


"T'aint no trash like the rest," she asserted
proudly. "Make me own way and don't bother nobody. Never steal, never beg.
Goes to church on Sunday. The mission, y'know. And never a nip in two years,
God strike me." 


She looked at LaCrosse and then a me, challenging any
rebuttal we might have made. Seeing no dispute, she nodded. 


"'E came after midnight. I seen 'im, carryin' the girl.
What's this now, I thinks to meself. But didn't bother, no business a'mine,
rightly! Didn't see me, I s'posed. But I seen 'im. Old man. Old as me. Dressed
in black. Black as the Dee-vil." 


She stopped and took a sip from a forgotten glass of water
on LaCrosse's desk. 


"Laid 'er down in the grass and took 'er clothes off,
'e did. Tossed'm off into the bushes. Pervert! I thought to meself. And I was
a'mind to shoo'em away, I was. But then... then...." 


She screamed, a wailing tone that wavered high and long
before strangling for lack of air. She nodded forward, clutching at the lapels
of her sweaters, rocking back and forth. Her sobs shook her, but in a moment
she was quiet. 


"'E bit 'er. God as me witness. 'E bit 'er! In the
neck. An' 'e held 'is 'and on 'er little chest. God save us! She didn't even
move, didn't even cry, bless 'er 'eart. Sweet, Jesus!" Her strangled voice
rattled to silence. 


She looked this way and that, searching the walls with her
eyes, still rocking, back and forth, fighting the terror. 


"'e drank 'er blood. I seen it! 'E drank it. An' then
'e rose up like the black angel a'Death. An' 'e cried out like some animal,
a'howlin' into the wind. T'wasn't rainin' then, started later. Then 'e ran off,
into the woods, into the bushes, movin' like a shadow. Demon! 'E's a demon,
Satan-spawn....!" 


She choked as the bile rose in her throat. 


"Vampire!" she screamed. 


And then she fainted, pitching out of the chair and drawing
into a fetal huddle at my feet. 


LaCrosse and I carried her into the small holding cell and
laid her out on one of the mattresses. Brown summoned a doctor, and we left him
to see to her care. The lieutenant and I returned to his desk. He reached into
a drawer and turned off the tape recorder he'd left running inside. Then he
slammed the drawer with a vengeance. 


"This has GOT to stop!" he hissed out. 


I nodded. 


"Four deaths," I muttered. "But I don't see
how this one is connected." 


He shook his head, and then buried it in his hands. 


"The girl. Was she connected to the hospital in any way
at all?" I asked. 


"No." 


"Drury's newspaper?" 


"No!" he snapped. 


"Random," I said. "A random victim. And no
copycat. The footprints prove that...." 


We thought in silence for a moment. 


"How did he get to her?" I wondered. 


"Apparently, he went in the back door, unlocked. He
just went into her room, lifted her out of her bed and took her away. Quiet as
the grave." 


"Where does - did she live? Show me on the map." 


He brought out a tattered city map and pointed to a spot on
the southeastern side of the city. I fixed it in my mind. 


I nodded to myself. Something, some thought scurried deep in
my brain. 


"What?" LaCrosse demanded. 


"Pattern," I said. "Some kind of pattern...
I'll let you know." 


"Do that," he said, somewhat harshly. 


I rose to leave. He stayed seated, brooding. 


"There'll be more victims," he whispered. 


"Yes," I said, "unless we kind find
him." 


"What IS he?" LaCrosse demanded, balling his
fists. 


And again, I had no answer. 


* * * 


Brown ferried me back to the Colony. He didn't approve of
the assignment, or of me for that matter, but he kept his counsel as the
unmarked sedan squealed over the rain-slick roads, west and then north toward
the mansion. 


He steered the car over the little bridge which marked the
entrance to the winding lane leading to the Colony. His reserve broke then. 


"I don't believe in vampires," he said. 


"What?" He had broken my train of thought. 


"I don't believe in vampires," he repeated. He
jerked the car to an abrupt halt inside our courtyard. "This guy is a
psycho," he added. "Pure and simple. You'll see. We'll catch this
nut, and when we do some fancy lawyer'll get him off on an insanity plea."
The anger welled in his voice. "Just some psycho nut...." 


I got out of the car and closed the door on his
frustrations. He didn't seem to notice the slight. He drove away in a
scattering of gravel. 


Elizabeth was waiting for me at the door, her face drawn and
tense. 


"Is it...?" 


"Bad," I admitted. 


"Everyone's afraid." 


"I know." 


I started up to my study. Several of our group conferred in
hushed tones in the dining room. Their voices stilled as we walked to the
stairway. 


"Janos?" George Haarman called out. 


I stopped to rid myself of the soggy trench coat. I turned
to look at him. 


"It'll be all right, George." Then I gave a little
speech about our heme not being contaminated. That brought cries of relief from
the small gathering at the table. But George was not satisfied. 


"There's a lot of anger in the town," he said.
"We've gotten - phone calls." 


The others nodded solemnly. I looked over their anxious
faces: Bram Harker, the plumber; Nicholas Miles, the Bible scholar; Hesper
Darvulia, and the kids, Johnny Tepes and Jo Majorova. 


Hesper pushed the early edition of the paper across the
table. 


VAMPIRE STALKS CITY, the banner headline screamed, no quotes
this time. I nodded, and shrugged helplessly. 


"It'll be all right," I told them. "I'm
working on it, really. It'll be over soon." 


Some of them seemed relieved, or at least, resigned. Hesper
was still defiant. 


"Mary Bethory is still missing," she charged. 


When I had no response, Miles intervened. 


"What can we do?" he asked gently. I could have
kissed him. 


"Find her," I said. "Find her." 


And with that I retreated to my room to think. A little
later, Elizabeth joined me. 


"They all want to know. They're afraid to ask." 


"What?" 


"Is it one of us? I mean who else needs heme?" And
then she whispered. "Who else needs - blood?" 


Indeed, the answer seemed to hold the key to the mystery. 


I got to work. I pulled all our files, all our records. I
scrounged up a city map, drew diagrams, made notes, wracked my exhausted brain.
And still the answer eluded me. 


Well after dawn I fell into a fitful, dream-fevered sleep. 


 


Schism


 


My father had a talent which, try as I might, I could not
master to any meaningful degree. His countenance seemed to be able to mesmerize
any victim into meek compliance with his intended fate. A portion of this
paralysis was due to sheer terror, another part to some mysterious hypnotic
force dwelling with my father's glowing eyes. 


I could engender terror with gusto. I was especially fond of
allowing my fangs to grow within my victim's sight, displaying them with
ferocity, like an Eastern lizard puffing itself up to heighten the effect. But
the latter measure of the skill was not in my possession. I felt snatches of
its power but lacked the concentration to focus it. 


"You have no patience," my father said as though
that lack explained all, and accounted for my every failing. He did not know,
nor did I tell him, that I also lacked his dispassionate ruthlessness. 


He drained his victims' blood to the point of Death, and
masked their passage from life in the camouflage of robbery and ordinary
murder, which were common enough in 19th century London. He did this for his
own self-preservation rather than to satisfy any emotional need to kill. To him
it was a matter of practical necessity. 


I, on the other hand, retained a certain squeamishness about
slaying to slake the Hunger, especially when my victim was a female of my
apparent age, and for whom I had other uses. I would sup to still the Hunger
but allow my prey to live. I gained a measure of control over them when thus
depleted. I came to hold several within my thrall. These found my visits to be
a source of erotic enchantment. 


But the risk was greater than I knew. I balanced
precariously on a symbiotic sword-point. I knew nothing of the alacrity with
which women's gossip could metastasize into a cancerous reputation. Nor did I
consider the jealousies I spawned as I imparted my favors among those who found
the experience rewarding. 


It was not long before this matured into disaster.











[bookmark: _Toc378144913]10. Chapter Ten


 


They wandered, blind, through the streets, so defiled
with blood that none would touch their garments. "Away! Unclean!" men
cried at them; "Away! Away! Touch not!" So they became fugitives and
wanderers; men said among the nations, "They shall stay with us no
longer." LAMENTATIONS 4.14 


 


They came just after dusk. 


A few at first, the curious, the morbid, drawn by some
congregational instinct which sociologists may define but cannot control. They
milled around outside the wrought-iron gates, murmuring as their numbers grew. 


"Janos!" 


I felt a hand shake me gently. Papers rustled in my ears.
Then a tingling pain in my leg brought me fully awake. I'd fallen asleep in a
lounger amid the detritus of my research. 


"Janos?" 


I opened a well-encrusted eye. Elizabeth stood over me, her
face pale with fear. I sat up too abruptly and my stiffened bones complained.
I'd overslept. It was already dark. 


"Hi," I mumbled, and sank back onto the lounger
with a yawn. 


"Janos!" she snapped, pushing me roughly.
"Get up! There's trouble!" 


I sat up. 


"What kind of trouble? Oh, God, not another..." 


"No! No! No!" she rapped out. "But there's a
- a MOB outside the mansion. They're starting to get out of hand. They've got
torches, for God's sake!" 


"Torches?" 


"Well they look like torches to me." 


"Have you called the police?" 


"Yes, your friend LaCrosse is on his way. But you've
got to DO something. GET UP!" she pulled on my arm until it cracked. 


"Okay, okay..." 


I got myself together and went downstairs. A few of our
little band were huddled at the windows, peering out through the dark velvet
curtains at the medieval scene beyond the wrought-iron fence. One of the
windows had been smashed by a rock. 


I looked out through the shards. Sure enough some in the
crowd bore makeshift torches, burning with sulfurous fury at the end of wooden
dowels. I noted that the gates into the courtyard were open but that no one had
ventured inside. But I could see they were working up to it. Bottles of liquor
were being passed hand to hand. Crude placards were raised into the air. Shouts
and curses spiced the exhortations of the main speaker, a scruffy young man in
his twenties, who was raving on about "blood-sucking animals." 


I stepped out onto the raised porch to get a better look at
the crowd. 


"Janos! Don't go out there," Elizabeth called from
behind the front door. 


"Someone has to," I pointed out, more calmly than
I felt. 


"No!" 


"Do you want them to burn the place down?" I
asked. "Shut the door." 


She did so, slamming it loudly. The booming sound brought
the crowd's attention to me. 


"There's one! There's one!" the call went up. 


I strolled toward them into the courtyard. One might think
that this was a brave or foolhardy act, but my perception of the danger had
diminished somewhat. From the verandah I'd seen the red-and-blue flash of the
police patrol cars coming up the winding road from the bridge. 


I walked right up to the open gate. The crowd quieted. 


"Nice night," I said to the nearest reveler. 


He glared at me and backed away. For a moment, this tableau
held. I surveyed their faces by the light of their torches, which hissed in the
silence. 


"I suggest you folks find another place to meet. The
police are on their way," I said quietly, nodding toward the road. 


"Oh, yeah? And who the hell are you, buddy?" 


The speaker was the scruffy ruffian who had assumed the
informal leadership of the crowd. He strutted forward to face me. 


"My name is Janos Nadasdy. I am the current manager of
this estate, which owned and operated by the Atlanta Centers for Disease
Control. I am in full control of these facilities, and YOU - " I poked his
pinched chest - "are trespassing." 


He sputtered and backed away. 


"BURN'EM OUT!" he screamed to the crowd. 


There was a moment's hesitation, and then the mob surged
forward. 


B-O-O-O-M!! 


The incredibly loud blast of a police shotgun froze everyone
in place. Uniformed men pushed through the throng, tossing hapless rioters to
their knees. 


"Police! Everybody freeze!" 


LaCrosse bullied his way to the gate, stood between the two
stone pillars, turned and racked the shotgun. 


"This is an illegal gathering. Disperse or you will be
arrested!" 


A low rumble shuddered through the crowd. The lieutenant's
men formed a cordon around the gate. They wore full riot gear and stood in
military formation in front of the mob. 


"You can't do this," the ruffian called out.
"Why are you protecting these blood-sucking...?" 


He got no farther. I grabbed him by the shirtfront and
pulled him through the gate. LaCrosse ignored me. Instead he began pointing at
people, mostly the ones whose intoxication was self-evident. His men snapped to
and began ratcheting their handcuffs. Those who resisted were forced to the
ground. The arrests broke the will of the crowd. They put down their torches
and drifted away. LaCrosse's men ensured their swift departure from the area. 


Meanwhile I had frog-marched their leader into the dark
shadows of the courtyard well out of view. He found himself pinned against the
stone pillar of the gate. I pushed my face into his. 


"Do you believe in vampires?" I whispered
fiercely. 


He gargled an incomprehensible reply. 


"If you do then you know what they are capable
of." I hitched him up higher against the rough blocks of the pillar.
"You know that some dark night you might be found with two little holes in
your throat and your blood drained from your scrawny little body!" 


He piped out a squeak. 


I considered that my point had been made, but my own blood
was up. I was angry, and just about fed up with the whole nightmare. So, I did
something I shouldn't have done. 


He screamed. 


I let go of him. 


He screamed again, an unearthly wail that rose into the
night like a demon taking flight. 


And then he ran. He bowled over a policeman, cartwheeled
over the gravel, righted himself and then bolted down the lane. 


LaCrosse stepped over and eyed me quizzically. 


"What did you do to him?" 


I shrugged and grinned. 


"I showed him the error of his ways." 


"I'll bet," he huffed, handing the shotgun to one
of his men. 


"Thanks for coming." 


"Are your parties always this exciting?" he smiled
in return. 


"Only when there's a full moon," I said, clapping
him on the shoulder. 


He looked out where the crowd had been. His men were busily
stamping out the torches. 


"Can you believe it?" he asked. "Torches!
Like something out of a gothic novel!" He bent down and picked one up.
"Look at this!" 


I did, and laughed. 


"Tampons," I said. "They soaked tampons in
lighter fluid!" 


"Old Boy Scout trick," he advised. 


"Come inside. We have a lot to talk about." 


We settled ourselves in my study. I fixed myself a
well-deserved drink, and offered one to LaCrosse, knowing he would decline. He
also declined to sit, preferring to pace the room to rid himself of his
adrenaline. 


"Damn. I just can't believe it. This is 21st Century
America, for Christ's sake. How can anyone work himself up to DO something like
this?" 


I let him wind down, sipping my bourbon. At length he broke
out of his mental treadmill with some news: Sheila Evers did not have AIDS. She
was, however, HIV-positive. 


"She was a carrier?" I asked. 


"Right. She had the virus but no symptoms." 


I considered this for a moment but its relevance eluded me.
I pawed through my files and handed one to LaCrosse. 


"This woman is missing. She's the key to the
trouble," I said. 


Eagerly, he reviewed the file. 


"Mary Bethory?" 


"Right. You met her. She's a dietitian at the
hospital." 


"But the killer is a man," he protested. "She
can't be..." 


"Accomplice," I said shortly. 


"Accomplice?" 


"Or something like it. She's the one who tipped Alan
Drury's brother, pilfered the heme wafers and planted the empty box in my
girlfriend's closet." 


He shook his head. 


"Why?" 


"To protect the killer." 


"Again, why?" 


"That," I admitted, "I cannot answer." 


"A lover?" he guessed. 


"Not likely." 


The lieutenant brushed a hand through his hair and looked at
me sharply. 


"I guess I shouldn't ask how you know," he said. 


"It's - a theory," I conceded. "But I think
the police department could be of some help in finding her. I've got some
serious questions to ask that lady." 


LaCrosse barreled ahead. 


"The coroner got a look a Mark Haines' leg, the one
supposedly injured by a gunshot. He remarked that it didn't look much like a
bullet wound to him. And he should know." 


"Curiouser and curiouser," I remarked. I downed
the rest of my bourbon as LaCrosse finally sank into a chair. Some internal
struggle kept him silent for several minutes. 


"Janos," he said quietly. "I'm wrestling with
a problem, something I can't shake." 


"Okay." 


"I've got a really weird feeling about these killings.
The girl...." He stopped, shook his head, and continued. "I've seen
lots of death, all kinds of grisly murders. As a cop I'm supposed to be used to
it. But I can't deal with this! I keep turning it over and over in my mind. And
you know what? I keep coming up with the same answer, again and again." 


He looked at me, waiting for a reply. I gave him none for I
had nothing to say. 


"Do you understand?" he pleaded, holding out his
hands. 


"No," I admitted, hoping he would drop it. 


"I keep thinking that the killer is an honest-to-God,
blood-drinking, soul-killing vampire!" 


He slumped back into the chair, exhausted by his admission. 


I gusted a sigh and stood up. 


"Okay, okay, I admit that it does look that way, but I
also think your Detective Brown has a point. It's a psycho. Someone who's
acting out some kind of fantasy about being a vampire. After all this IS 21st
Century America, as you point out...." 


I could see my reasoning wasn't sinking in. 


"Well," I demanded, "isn't that much more
plausible than your little nightmare?" 


"The blood," he said, almost to himself. 


"What?" 


"THE BLOOD. Why wasn't there any blood on the ground?
Mattie said she SAW him drink the child's blood. The coroner estimates that
seventy percent of Jennifer Cole's blood is MISSING! Gone! Eighty percent of
Sheila Evers' blood - Gone. And the same with Alan Drury. Where - where did it
go, Janos? Where did it go?" 


Again I had no answer for him. 


The haunted look, that soul-bleaching terror had come back
into his eyes. 


"Find him, Janos," he pleaded. "Find
him!" 


* * *


I admit I was relieved when he had gone. He was becoming a
bit deranged himself. And, it was unsettling to believe that our little colony
was the focus of so much pain, that we had been betrayed by one of our own
members for reasons I could not fathom. 


I took a stroll around the grounds of the mansion to clear
my head of the evening's troubles. I walked down a solitary path in the back of
the old house, toward the graveyard. Those who rested here were mainly patients
who had died when the place was still an insane asylum. A few of our number
were buried here, too, including my predecessor. I wondered how he would have
handled the problem. I missed his clear counsel. 


I looked up. The moon was indeed full, or nearly so. Fitful
Autumn breezes brought the rustle of pine needles to my ears. The air smelled
of cedar, pine and wisteria. I sighed and tried to clear my head. 


Sheila Evers. 


Alan Drury. 


Mark Haines. 


And little Jennifer Cole. 


Four deaths. 


Somewhere in the manner of their passing was a pattern.
Somewhere out there a deranged but intelligent mind plotted these terrible
killings. Intelligent? He'd acted in such a wanton manner, without any sense of
stealth of guile, carelessly, like some territorial predator who hunts his
range, kills and then retreats to.... 


To his den! 


I had it! 


I had the answer! 


I bolted up the path and burst through the back door of the
mansion. I thundered up the stairs to my study and flew open the door. My
papers were strewn all over the floor. I dove into the pile digging like a
badger until I found... 


... the map. 


"Yes!" 


I spread the city over my desk and began plotting. I marked
the site of each murder with a red "X." The "X's" formed a
rough semicircle: 


"X" - the running paths north of the hospital,
southeast of the Colony, west of downtown... 


"X" - the garage at the newspaper, in the center
of the city, but southeast of the park and east of the hospital... 


"X" - South Beach, northeast of downtown. 


"X" - the seaside park, due east of the running
paths, northeast of the place where Mark was found... 


A semicircle. A range. A territory. Always in the northern
part of the city, never in the sprawling residential districts south of
downtown. 


And the killer had left other directional clues in his
mindless flight. 


One, a footprint and strewn clothing just northeast of
Sheila Evers' body. 


Two, heme wafers, due north of the garage. 


Three, more footprints at Mountain View Park, heading
northwest. 


Arrows connected the probable paths of flight the killer
must have taken. 


Red arrows. 


They all pointed in one direction: toward the cliffs, the
range of low mountains that formed the city's northern boundary. 


Somewhere within those sea-sculpted crags was the murderer's
lair, the den of the predator. 


A den, or perhaps... 


A cave! 


 


Disaster


 


I had come to one of my favorites in a warren of upper rooms
above a pub, a place frequented by ruffians, thieves, prostitutes and all
manner of underworld denizens. My latest prize was the innkeeper's daughter, a
fair maiden of sterling mammalian qualities who sought to control me for
herself. 


"Aye, Maryam," I greeted her, throwing off my cape
with a flourish and eyeing her mightily to re-captivate her enthrallment. Fear
and loathing, excitement and sexual tension set her to quivering. She knew the
order I intended. I would finish with my Hunger and then gift her by the
satisfaction of her passions. Yet, she resisted. 


Her hand dug beneath a pillow and brought forth a silver
cross of some size. She held it before me like a shield. It glinted in the
light of the flickering candles. 


I stood, perplexed. The symbol was known to me, of course,
but held no special terror. Upon reflection I supposed she expected me to
wither before her in an agony of metaphysical torment, and thus achieve mastery
over me. 


Yet, in my befuddlement, I did stop my advance, and she took
this to be a signal of success even though I did not immediately shrivel before
the spiritual icon. She laughed and forced the cross into my face. 


Annoyed, I slapped it out of her hand. I pounced, and sought
to renew my endeavor by sheer physical force. My fangs extended, and I clamped
them down upon the softness of her throat, relishing the sweet spurting of her
blood. 


She screamed. 


None had done so before so locked in terror had they been. I
had only a moment to fulfill the Hunger before her three brothers burst into
the room. Her trap was sprung. 


Enraged, they beat me with clubs. I fought, injuring one,
but was sorely outnumbered and dismayed to the point of resignation. They beat
me until their arms tired. 


A trick of my father's saved me. I stilled my breathing,
stopped my heart and lay stiff and motionless until the blows ceased. They
pawed over me and found no signs of life within my body. 


An argument ensued as to the fate of my corpse. One wished
to drive a stake through my heart. Another, the injured one, desired to cut off
my head. And a third was more practical. He was afraid to face the constables
as a murderer. Surely the outcry had reached the inn below, and would bring the
Peelers with dispatch. 


In the end they rolled me up in a rug and carried me down
the back stairs. A great hue and cry had gone up from the pub, and the
constables were, indeed, upon their way. The brothers fled with me. They found
a field and scraped out a shallow grave while pursuit intensified. Sure of my
death they covered me over, and, as an afterthought, laid the silver cross upon
my chest. 


Upon their leaving I rose quickly and made my way home,
clutching the cross to no particular purpose. I arrived, my fine clothes in
rags, my body a mass of bruises, my own blood dribbling from the cracks in my
skull, a pitiful sight for my father's wry inspection. 


He displayed no anger toward me, but his powers of deduction
were keen. 


"We must leave," he said, and set forth swiftly to
execute his long-laid plans of escape. All was prepared for a quick flight. We
gathered the necessities for journey, taking gold, but leaving most of what we
had carefully acquired. He was away with a will, and without compass or map in
the night. His sense of direction was unerring. We made good time. I was
disconsolate to the point of anguish, but my father was resolute. 


The constables had made their own deductions, but not as
efficiently. The girl's torn throat and horrendous tale, my cape, the fearful
assurances of my certain death from her brothers, and later, my empty grave,
all spoke eloquently of the truth of my nature. 


And they came in the night, bearing torches and swords and
pistols and pikes, to the manor known through my carelessness to be my
residence. 


They found it emptied, and in their rage, burned it to
ashes. 


My father and I, uprooted from our safety, hastily booked
passage to America. 


I cannot describe without sickness the terrible deprivations
of this journey. We stayed to our cabin, desperately fighting the Hunger,
taking for our nourishment the blood of rats! We quailed at the constant
roiling of the sea. 


Mercifully we were able to depart the ship by night, and set
about to renew our strengths in the New World.
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His strength is hunger-bitten, and calamity is ready
for his stumbling. By disease his skin is consumed, the first-born of death
consumes his limbs. He is torn from the tent in which he trusted, and is brought
to the king of terrors. JOB 18.12 


 


I began where the case began, full circle, amid the
evergreen boughs of the jogging trail, deep in the night. I'd brought my
favored trench coat against the chill, a handful of heme wafers to stave off
the angor mortis, a compass, and little else. I'd thought about bringing
my gun but I figured it would be next to useless if I really found the man I
sought. 


After four killings, I finally knew who he was. 


For about an hour I wove through the pines, delighting in the
deep, earthy aroma. The well-tended park quickly gave way to true forest, wild
and beautiful. The map showed it to be some kind of federal preserve, untouched
by development all the way to the mountain range. 


The full moon guided my way, always north by northeast, the
compass-true direction the killer had taken in flight from the first crime
scene. Ever so often I consulted the compass and corrected my path. The sharp
edge of the escarpment began to rise in my view, silhouetted by the starlit
sky. 


In another half an hour the forest floor became broken,
disordered by great black humps: moss-slickened boulders half-buried in the
sandy soil. Negotiating them was time consuming and painful. Exposed tree roots
snatched at my ankles as I threaded through stones, depressions and fallen
trunks. The cliff blotted out the northern sky. At the boundary of forest and
cliff the trees had retreated, beaten away by rock falls and rushing water
spilled from the heights. I sat down to catch my breath, using a large stone for
a chair. 


For a moment I was dismayed. The face of the cliff appeared
seamless, marked at its base by wiry bushes and sword grass. 


Where was it? 


Where was the cave, the lair of my prey? 


And then I saw it! A flicker of movement against the rock,
higher up than I expected. 


There! 


A splash of white against the wrinkled mass of stone. 


I rose and waded through the small creek which ran the
length of the escarpment, almost tripping on the loose rocks scattered through
its concourse. When I came out of the water I found a natural stairway leading
eastward to a tiny ledge. 


And then I saw her, half hidden by one of the tenacious
thickets clinging to the sheer rock. 


Mary. 


Mary Bethory. 


Moonlight brightened her face as she turned toward me. 


"Noo-o-o-o!" she crooned, a soft, urgent whisper
of sound that raised the hairs on the back of my neck. 


"Mary," I called. "Come down. It's
Janos!" 


She waved her arms, a shooing gesture. 


"Go away-y-y!" she begged. 


"Come down!" I ordered. 


She hesitated, and then scrambled down the stone steps,
jumping into my grasp with a small cry. I held her, and cupped her head with my
hand as she wept. 


Abruptly, she pushed away. 


"You must go," she said, shivering.
"Go!" 


She gazed up into my eyes, and then, fearfully, over her
shoulder to the ledge above. 


"He's there, isn't he?" I said gently. 


"Y-yes! He - he's waiting for me." 


"Then let him wait." 


I took her hand and pulled her away from the cliff. At first
she resisted, but then came willingly across the creek and back into the
sheltering darkness of the forest. We ran, like eloping lovers, into a
pine-scented clearing. Gasping, she sank into the needle-strewn sand and
sobbed. 


I knelt to comfort her, and her arms wrapped around my
shoulders. After a few minutes she composed herself, sat back and brushed the
pine needles from her white blouse. 


"You shouldn't have come," she said finally. 


"I had to," I said. "It's got to end. It's
got to end, now!" 


"But he - he needs me!" she whimpered. 


I shook her roughly. 


"Four deaths, Mary. Four! When does it stop?" 


"Four?" 


"Yes. Including a nine-year-old girl - stripped, her
throat cut open, her blood..." 


"Stop-stop-stop," she pleaded. 


"They tried to burn down the Colony last night, Mary. A
mob. With torches..." 


"No-o-o!" 


"Yes!" I hissed. "Listen to me. It's got to
stop!" 


She nodded. 


"He - he's so - GOOD," she insisted. 


"Yes," I said, "I know. But it's got to end.
Tell me. Tell me how it began." 


* * *


It began on a cold January night in the depths of a dark and
dreary winter. Deep snow blanketed the city. Sleet showers peppered the icy
streets. Bone-numbing cold chilled the air. 


"Sheila was my friend," Mary said, still
trembling. "She had this fitness thing, always running, never mind the
weather. She wanted to run that night. I laughed at her and tried to beg off
but she would have none of it. We bundled up and went jogging in the park north
of the hospital..." 


They ran, their breath spilling out in streams of vapor.
Mary's protesting curses exploded from her laboring lungs in jets of steam.
Sheila's giggles and taunts urged her on through the cold. 


"We'd just about reached the spot where - where she
died. That's when we saw him, the old man, a stranger, lying on the path. He
was moaning, clawing at the snow." 


His long black hair was salted with sleet, wild and stringy.
He was tall and gaunt. He wore a fine silk suit, but it was torn and covered in
gray dust. His legs churned in the snow as though running. His feet sought
purchase in the drifts. 


"His shoes," she said. "His shoes were old
and worn. There were little nails in the soles. We rushed up to him and turned
him over. He cried out and flailed his arms. His hand slapped Sheila away but I
grabbed him and held him down. Then - then he looked at me. Like he knew me,
and stopped struggling.... 


Soft hands stroked his forehead. Pain and puzzlement flashed
in his strange bright eyes. He wheezed, coughed and then sank back in utter
resignation. 


"I felt for a pulse. It was weak and thready. Together
we pulled him up and started for the hospital. I thought we'd have to drag him
the whole way but in a bit he managed to walk between us. He kept looking at
me, and I could swear that..." 


He knew her. She was familiar. But his memories had bled
away. The other woman was a stranger. He moaned. The pain tightened his jaw.
The warmth of their bodies, the aroma of their heat cloyed in his flaring
nostrils. 


"... he was fighting something. He was in terrible
anguish. We finally got him to the emergency room. We started a plasma IV. The
doctor couldn't find anything broken so he treated him for shock, hypothermia
and exposure. We put him in a room and hooked him up to a monitor. Then an
ambulance came in with four accident victims. They were in bad shape, all torn
up...." 


He awakened when they had left him alone. He sensed a
strange tingling in his arm. A plastic tube snaked up from the needle in his
vein. Blood flowed through the tube. He puzzled over this for a while, alarmed
at first, but then comforted by the renewed surge of energy coursing through
him. But soon the sack above him emptied, and the tantalizing scent of blood
filled the air around him. 


"I heard him cry out. I thought he said, 'More!' I
looked in on him. He was sitting up with a wild look on his face. His jaws were
moving back and forth. His skin was gray and slick with sweat. Then he ripped
the IV out of his arm...." 


He jumped from the gurney with a snarl, and pounced on the
woman before him. But when he saw her face he drew back. 


"No!" he hissed, and bolted down the corridors. 


"I thought he was going to - to attack me. But he
stopped. And then he was gone. I yelled for Sheila. And then I got on the
intercom and called for security. Mark and Sheila...." 


He heard footfalls and a collision. He looked back. A
security guard and the strange woman had collided at the corridor intersection.
He fled their renewed pursuit, thundering through the labyrinth of empty
hallways. 


"We followed him. It was easy. His arm was bleeding
profusely, and he left spots on the tile wherever he ran. We traced him to a
closed door. It was the room where donated blood is typed and tested. We opened
the door and..." 


He saw them enter, and snarled a warning, then ignored them.
His need was too great, too overpowering. 


"He was sitting on the floor. The room was a shambles.
There were packets of blood strewn everywhere. He'd torn some of them open. He
was drinking it, grinning...." 


The man in the uniform charged him. With a roar he sprang to
his feet to meet the attack. They struggled, rolling on the floor amid the
packets of whole blood, growling and snarling. 


"Mark screamed. The old man was biting at his thigh.
Blood spurted everywhere. Somehow he'd torn open the femoral artery. Sheila
shrieked. She charged at him and kicked him in the head. He got up and threw
her against the wall. Then he ran out the door. Mark was badly injured; he lost
a lot of blood. We got him into surgery...." 


* * *


A silence grew in the woods as Mary's voice trailed off. 


"There's more," I urged gently. 


"Yes," she said stiffly, finally looking at me.
"Mark had to have a transfusion. But the blood bank was a mess. Apparently
one of the plasma packets didn't get tested. It was contaminated." 


"He got AIDS," I said. 


She nodded. 


"It came on him fast. In about five months he was
really sick. The incubation period can be as long as ten years but..." 


"But something made it worse," I guessed.
"The porphyria!" 


"Yeah. And we had other problems as well. The hospital
administrator made up that story about his being shot in a scuffle with some
drug-crazed kid to cover up what really happened. The whole thing was a lie. It
made Mark really angry. He began talking some, especially after he discovered
he had AIDS. He and Sheila broke up over it. It hurt him when she wouldn't see
him anymore. They were lovers. They were going to get married." 


"Did she know that he'd infected her, given her the
virus?" 


"I think so. Just before she was killed she took up
with Alan Drury, the reporter. She began talking, too. And the rumors started
to spread. AIDS at the hospital. She must have told Drury about the man
drinking the blood, too. That got him excited. If she'd just kept quiet..."



I grasped her shoulders and shook her. She looked up at me,
puzzled. 


"And you told him?" he said, gesturing toward the
cliffs. 


"I - I -" 


"He contacted you later." 


"Yes!" she said, as though surprised, as though
the thought had just occurred to her. 


"And you gave him what he needed." 


A sigh: "Yes-s-s." 


For the first time I noticed she was wearing a scarf around
her neck. I plucked it away and she started. 


"No!" 


"Let me see," I said gently. The moonlight brought
out two tiny puncture marks on her throat. She began to cry. 


"You did his bidding. He claimed you." 


She nodded, staring vacantly into the trees. 


"You brought him our heme wafers. And alerted him to
the danger growing in the hospital," I finished. 


"I had to," she said simply. "I had to."



"Who IS he!?" I demanded. 


"I - I don't know...." 


I looked at her, and she found my gaze reproachful. 


"You don't understand. He's so kind, so gentle. He made
me feel things, wonderful things. My body... his eyes... his voice... his
touch..." 


"Four killings, Mary!" I said savagely. "Four
murders!" 


"He - he needs me!" 


Suddenly she bolted from the clearing. 


"Don't!" I called, but she was already splashing
across the stream. I followed in time to see her mount the stone steps and
vanish behind the thicket. 


"Mary!" I called after her. 


A long moment passed. 


Her scream sounded from the rock, an anguished call of sheer
terror. 


"No-o-o-o-o-o!" 


The echo took flight into the night air and then wavered to
utter silence. 


 


Making Peace


 


By stealth and diligence we survived, poorly at first, and
then with a fervent thriving we had not known in all our time. For the land was
rich, and gave us much without our asking. 


The rift between us healed, for I had learned caution, so
terribly had the consequences of my folly imprinted my soul. An irony: we
contested to see whose guile was the more inventive, whose patience the more
secure. 


And yet there grew in me a dream he could not share. I
wished to make peace with the Hunger so that I would never again suffer its
betrayal of our nature. I became learned, a scholar of blood. My den was strewn
with scientific papers, notes and schemes, inquiries and replies. 


He looked upon this effort with great puzzlement, shaking
his head. 


"We are not men," he repeated, somewhat sadly.
"We can never be as men." 


I could not convince him utterly, but his great age had
tired his will, and my boundless energies and constant enthusiasms wore him
down to acquiescence. In that manner I assumed the leadership of our pairing. 


In the decades that followed he even gained some measure of
hope from my endeavors, agreeing, at times, to assist me in my experiments in
détente. Yet always he retained his doubts. 


One day, I found the answer! And for months I was consumed
with a plan to implement my findings. Reluctantly, he concurred. 


I rejoiced, and hugged him. And he rewarded me in a manner I
had not known from him over the twelve hundred years of our bonding: he smiled.



And so we embarked on a new path, one in which, with great
care, we might find victory over our greatest enemy. 


The Hunger. 


It was a crafty foe, not easily vanquished. Beaten, it
withdrew to the darkest regions of our being. Yet it did not surrender. The
Hunger could not know Death. 


"Death is Waiting," my father had revealed. 


And so, the Hunger waited.
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The horror you inspire has deceived you, and the pride
of your heart, you who live in the clefts of the rock, who hold the height of
the hill. JEREMIAH 49.16 


 


I cursed, and scrambled up the rugged steps. I found that
the clutch of bushes concealed an irregular fissure in the rock. Wood-smoke
eased from the aperture, mingling with the stench of a putrescence more vile
than any I could imagine. I heard the faint hiss of a small fire, and the
whimpering of a human soul pleading with Death. 


I glided into the mouth of the cave. The glow from the
little fire guided me through the tortuous fissure, and into a bowl-shaped
cavern. 


I froze, transfixed by the eerie tableau. 


Mary knelt on the chalky cave floor as if in prayer. She
clutched at her torn blouse, unmindful of the deep scratches on her bare chest.
Her eyes were wide. They seemed to dance in the saffron light of the fire,
which burned, untended, in a nest of pine duff and gnarled branches at the back
wall of the cavern. 


She stared straight ahead, her lips quivering, her breasts
heaving, as she fought to still the terror rising from her soul. 


Before her, lying against the far wall, was the predator I
stalked. 


The Vampire. 


I took a single step forward. 


"Don't hurt him!" Mary pleaded, not taking her
eyes from the creature. 


He sat with his back against the wall, his cadaverous head
bent at an odd angle. Matted strands of knotted black hair spilled over his
drooping shoulders. Rags of silk fell in tatters from his body. His white shirt
was torn, the sleeves shredded away. His chest, covered with leprous splotches,
rose and fell in a shuddering rhythm. His bare arms hung at his sides. His skin
gleamed black like coal, and seemed to crawl with purulent sores. 


He moved, turning his head toward me. 


His cankerous lips peeled back, revealing two razor-sharp
fangs, which glowed scarlet in the light of the fire. A guttural snarl escaped
from his lungs. He lifted his arm, pointing at the woman. A single fingernail,
yellow and brittle, accused her. 


"Betrayer!" he hissed out. 


I shook my head. 


"No. She did not betray you," I said sadly.
"She tried to help. You are here by your own folly." 


A look of puzzlement crossed his glowing eyes. He shoved his
foot against the cave floor, righting himself more naturally against the
seeping wall. He closed his eyes as a shaft of pain lanced through his body at
the effort. When he opened them his ebony features contorted. His skull moved
back and forth in denial. 


"Yes," I insisted. 


The accusing arm fell. But his other hand raised up from the
dust and opened. In the pus-encrusted palm was a single heme wafer. 


"Poison!" he muttered, crushing it suddenly amid
the crackle of brittle bone. 


"No," I said again. "It's not contaminated.
It could have saved you." 


His eyes stared, downcast and dull, receding into the
darkened hollows above his lesion-wrinkled cheeks. I noticed for the first time
that the cave floor was littered with hundreds of heme wafers, which glowed
like rubies in the firelight, a wasted treasure. He had been afraid to eat
them! 


I turned to Mary. 


"You must leave now," I told her quietly. 


"No," she murmured. 


"There's nothing more you can do for him." 


She looked at me quizzically. 


"Wait for me in the clearing." 


She sighed, and rose, and dusted the grime from her skirt.
Quickly she left the cave, weeping as she fled. 


* * *


For a long time the Vampire stared at me, drawing me closer
so that I could see the full nature of his tragedy. I sat down beside him amid
the scattered wafers, so close that we might have touched each other. I added
fuel to the little fire. It crackled happily at the attention, and shared its
warmth in the confines of the cavern. 


"Failed," he said finally, his voice a hoarse
whisper. 


I shuddered, appalled at the disintegration of his flesh,
which somehow still lived. 


"My - fault?" he coughed out. 


"Truly," I said. "The woman you seized in the
park, the one from the hospital. Her blood bore the wasting disease, not the
heme. It's a virus. It attacks the immune system. But for you it had other -
consequences. The man who killed on the beach - he had the virus, too. He
acquired it in a plasma transfusion after you fought with him in the blood
bank. He and the girl were lovers. He infected her with the virus." 


I threw a pebble at the fire, which hissed at me, protesting
the insult. 


"Virus," the old man mused. He turned his head
toward the fire. A glob of hair drifted from his head to the cave floor. 


"It's something new," I told him. "A great,
modern plague." 


He said nothing, but, with great effort, turned back to me. 


"Why?" I asked him. 


His shoulders hitched upward, a painful shrug. And then he
chuckled, issuing a sound like parchment leaves rubbing together. 


"Hunger," he said plainly. His black tongue roved
out from between the fangs and moistened the crust of his thin, bruised lips. 


"Hunger," I repeated. 


"And cold, so cold...." 


The winter, I thought. 


"Miss-s-s- calculated," he said, bringing forth
something like a grin before a hideous cough racked his features. He spat a wad
of green bile onto the floor. 


"I don't know what to say," I whispered, looking
away. 


We were quiet for a time. His breathing became more erratic,
the shooting pains more frequent. Yet, he kept his composure, and seemed to
take some interest in the manner in which his body was rotting away. 


"Dust," he rasped out. Black flakes of dead skin
fell from his arms. 


"Do you fear Death?" I asked him, curious. 


"Death - is - Waiting," he said. 


"Not this time." 


"No," he agreed calmly. "True Death!" He
cackled at the irony of it. "I die. I am now - a - man!" 


I nodded gravely. The virus had destroyed the peculiarities
that had sustained him. My mind had claimed many possibilities to explain his
nature. Genetic mutation was one, but I doubted that to be the truth. He was,
in all probability, the product of an extraterrestrial spore, an microorganism
from some distant ecology which found a symbiotic host for its colony. Or,
perhaps he really was the UnDead, a supernatural being from the dark regions of
Pandora's Box. 


I prattled on about these theories for a time, until I saw
that he had grown listless. 


"It - is - time," he sighed. 


"Yes," I whispered, and stood. 


His posture broke, and he leaned sideways along the wall.
His skull bounced against the floor. His body twisted and arched in a last
spasm. And then he lay still. I bent close to him, and touched his forehead. 


His eyes closed. 


A last breath rattled out of his body. 


It formed a single word. 


I heard it clearly. 


And I acknowledged it with a single word of my own. 


* * *


I did not linger in my sorrow of him. Instead I set about a
final task. I left the cave and brought back armfuls of pine duff and bundles
of dried branches. I made several trips. I built a pyre around his corpse, and
lit it with a taper from his campfire. 


Quickly, I left the cave as smoke billowed from the
entrance. I climbed down the stone stairway, crossed the creek, and joined Mary
at the clearing. 


We watched for a while, as the smoke bore his spirit into
the cold night air. 


"It's over," I told her. 


Freed from his spell, she smiled. Later, she could claim
little memory of the affair. He had spared her, but only because he needed the
information she could give him, and, in the last days, brief sips of her blood.
Through her he had staved off the corrupting effects of the virus. His death
had released her from the hypnotic bond of blood, lust and fear. The alchemy of
terror transmuted the truth of it, changing reality into dreams. It spared her
the burden of remembering. 


We made our way back to the Colony in silence. We reached
the safety of the mansion just as the dawn broke over the distant sea. 


My charges gathered in the dining room, eager to hear the
result of my foray, but unwilling to venture questions. I broke the tension
myself. 


"It's over," I said again. Mary nodded in
confirmation. 


"Was it - one of us?" Johnny Tepes asked. 


I looked into his earnest little face, and sighed. 


"Yes. He was one of us in a way. He was a porphyria
victim just like we are but he hadn't joined us yet. He was trying to get to
the Colony. The madness set in before he got here. Mary found him instead. She
tried to help but he was too far gone. He was old and sick and tired, and he
went insane trying to fight the depression." 


"He killed those people," Johnny mumbled, trying
to come to grips with the contradiction. 


"Yes, he did. But he was truly insane. He couldn't help
himself." 


Johnny turned to Nicholas Miles. 


"Will he go to Heaven, professor?" he asked. 


The Bible scholar ruffled the child's curly locks. 


"God's Grace forgives all those who may repent,"
he said, talking to the boy, but staring at me with a curious expression.
"Even those who try to make Peace with Lucifer's mysteries." 


Their questions came more rapidly, their voices more
animated in their relief. I answered them as best I could. Yes, the heme was
still safe. Yes, AIDS did seem to react violently in porphyria victims. Yes, we
should all be tested just to make sure. Yes, we would have to be careful of
it.... At length, they let me go to Elizabeth and our bed. 


I slept through the day, a dreamless, healing sleep. 


At dusk Elizabeth brought me the phone. 


"LaCrosse," she said simply. 


I sighed and took up the receiver. 


"Your forty-eight hours are up," he said testily. 


I gave him the tale I'd given the others. 


"Who was he?" the lieutenant demanded. 


"I don't know his name, and neither does Mary. He was
delirious when we found him in the cave, and he died within minutes of our
arrival," I stated. 


"Yeah? Okay, I'll send a forensics team to the cave,
and..." 


"Don't bother," I said shortly. And I told him I
had burned the body. I cited a weak reason: sanitation. He didn't buy it. 


Curses flew over the wire, and threats about destroying
evidence, and warrants of arrest for Abuse of a Corpse, and hindering a police
investigation. I cut him off. 


"LaCrosse!" I barked. "It's over! Over! The
city's safe. Get some sleep!" 


I slammed the phone down and cooled my anger by cleaning up
my study. 


He didn't call back, and no warrant officer showed up at my
door, although I waited for two whole days before I gave up worrying about it. 


And yet I knew, in my weary heart, that he wouldn't let it
rest. 


 


The True Death


 


His apparent age grew too old to support the lie. That was
our first problem. He was remarkably spry, clear of mind, the elder statesman
of our band. But one could tell. The others began to look upon him curiously. A
95-year-old man simply didn't act that way. 


And so, he "died." 


I admit it to be a grand design of my own construction -
both the plan and the coffin, I mean, for one was a part of the other: a false
death, a false box, a false marker. One day he had a "stroke,"
instantly "fatal;" the next I buried him in the little cemetery at
the rear of the estate. 


I do believe he reveled in the ruse, planning his own demise
with meticulous care and infinite patience, looking forward to a fine rebirth.
He fussed over the problems: official papers, some quibble about embalming, the
death certificate, and the dire necessity of stilling his heart and breath so
that his mourners would believe him truly dead. 


The grave was an ingenious affair, just wide enough to
encase the coffin, which I had altered so that the headboard could be removed
from the inside. The headstone was square, and lay flat rather than erect. It
was a lid, actually, a kind of hatch which provided him easy access to the
surface. 


When I closed the coffin for the final time I swear he
winked at me. A shameful risk, but none had seen. I secreted in the coffin a supply
of the little wafers, some five hundred, to keep the Hunger at bay for as long
as he might need to regenerate himself into a younger form. "Younger"
was a relative term for him. He preferred a countenance of three-score years,
claimed it offered distinction and urbanity which true youth denied him. 


Time passed, months, and I admit he was far from my
thoughts. I possessed a newfound freedom. I lived my life and plied my new
trade with vigor. 


And then something went wrong: the winter, the cold. 


The wafers ran out too soon. 


And the Hunger took him into dementia. 


He rose, gaunt and raving mad, much of his memory
disheveled. His face had changed, but his reconstruction was incomplete. He
reverted to the old way: to the cave, to the nocturnal foraging, to the
primeval instincts of survival. And yet again the Hunger betrayed him. My grand
experiment had failed! 


I found him, of course, in his den by the sea, deep within
the rocky crags of the cliffs, dying the True Death. The wasting disease he had
taken into him corrupted his body so that his very flesh blackened and sloughed
off in leprous disintegration. 


His last breath rattled out a single word, my ancient name: 


"Vlad." 


And I answered in kind: 


"Faeder."
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The third angel poured his bowl into the rivers and
the fountains of water. And I heard the angel of water say, "Just art thou
in these thy judgments, thou who art and wast, O Holy One. For men have shed
the blood of saints and prophets, and thou hast given them blood to drink. It
is their due!" REVELATION 16.4 


 


Well after sundown I slipped out the back door of the
mansion, thinking to find a moment's solitude. All was quiet, save for the
gentle susurration of falling brown leaves. They pirouetted through the fitful
Autumn breezes, sails of brittle canvas spinning free in their downward spirals
into the safe harbor of the soil. 


I breathed in the cool, crisp air, which carried the heady
perfumes of pine and cedar, loam and lichen, wood smoke and wisteria. The moon,
receding from its full face, cast a faint opalescence over the scene. A diadem
of ice crystals encircled it, high above the trees in the clear night sky. 


I sighed. It was good to be alive. 


But this bright coin of thought had a darker side: five deaths,
the previous days of terror and tension, and a single, unresolved dilemma. 


Paul LaCrosse. 


I tried to push his ominous silence from my mind, and found
myself trapped in a child's game. 


"Don't think of elephants!" they would scream at
one of their number, singled out for torment. 


"Don't think of elephants!" they shouted, until
their victim's mind was filled to the brim with visions of trunks and tusks and
huge, flapping ears. 


I did not think of elephants. 


I thought of vampires. 


There are mysteries of the night no human mind can
countenance. What terrible harpies must be preying on my friend's troubled
conscience? Those unresolved doubts and suspicions must be flying in the cave
of his mind like screeching bats! He was trained to seek and find the Truth,
not given to the common rationalizations of common men. His soul must be in
agony, I thought. 


And my own mind was no less beset. 


To what lengths might I go to preserve the peace I had made,
a peace denied by misadventure to the sordid creature whose ashes smoldered in
the sea cliff tomb? Would the Colony survive my friend's stabbing inquiries?
Would I? 


As I wandered along the deer paths on the northern reaches
of the estate I weighed my own morality. I found myself heartsick from violence
and blood. I had no will to carry out whatever dire plan I might have devised.
I could, of course, drift away, and find a new life in a different place under
a different guise. But the hard-won truce would be broken. Along that path I
imagined only peril and uncertainty. I had nowhere to run. 


Or, I mused, I might appeal to his reason, if there be any
left in him after the trials he had endured. What compromise might he accept to
preserve that cherished myth of "21st Century America," the modern
land wherein immortality could not be attained by the sacrifice of human blood?



"Ye shall know the Truth, and the Truth shall make you
free?" 


An irony that, for freedom is a double-edged saber, forging
liberty with responsibility - and trust. Yes, trust. 


Could I trust him? Or would the weight of such a compromise
be too great a burden for him to bear? 


Kill him! the ancient part of me advised, or claim him, as
Mary had been claimed. But that would requires skills long dormant, atrophied
by the pleasant years of productive coexistence with recessive Evil. 


"My name is Janos Nadasdy, and I am not a
vampire," I had written. 


And so I believed! 


* * *


I returned to the mansion, strengthened and emboldened by
conviction. I consumed a few of the heme wafers with relish, delighting in the
compact I had made. 


I sighed. One duty remained. I sought to make a further
peace with my grief, to pay my last respects to the man - yes, man - who had
given me new life. I chose the meandering path toward our little cemetery with
a glad heart. 


And then I heard it. 


The sound brought chills racing like demons along my spine. 


Chunk-rattle-hiss. Chunk-rattle-hiss.... 


Digging! A shovel flailing at the packed earth in the
graveyard! 


Flitting from tree trunk to tree trunk I glided to the white
picket fence bordering the cemetery. 


I beheld him there, Paul LaCrosse, sunk to his knees in the
resting place of Morley Hansen! 


"You won't find him," I said quietly. 


The lieutenant yelped and spun around. His shovel went
flying, a steel comet shedding a tail of gray dust. It landed with a loud clang
against an ancient tombstone. 


"Jesus," he cried out. "You scared the hell
out of me!" 


His feet twisted in the rubble of his efforts, grinding
against the surface of the still-closed coffin. 


"What are you doing?" I inquired mildly, affecting
a tenor of amusement I did not feel. 


"I - " 


"You look ridiculous," I said, and he did. His
clothes were soaked in sweat. His hair was matted and wild. His face was
powdered with chalk dust. His jacket was torn and wrinkled. An instant's irony
caused me to smile. He looked as if he had risen from the grave! 


I took a step forward. He piped a small cry, and stumbled
backward, falling awkwardly into the pit. He brought his .38 special from its
holster and pointed it at me. His hands shook. I eased sideways. The quaking
barrel of the gun followed me. I sat down on a concrete bench and turned to
face him. 


"You really think that's necessary?" I asked him. 


He looked at the gun as if seeing it for the first time, a
foreign object come to his hand by some black trick of magic. He holstered it
and levered himself up, sitting on the edge of the hole. For a time, we
regarded each other in silence. I was truly bemused; he, wary. 


"What do you mean he's not there?" he demanded. 


I pointed to the flat lid of the headstone behind him. 


"You'll find a catch under this side of the slab,"
I told him. 


He turned, groping into the earth. A cry of surprise hissed
through his teeth. He raised the lip, viewed the hatchway, and then let the
headstone fall back with a thunk. 


"Did you bring a wooden stake?" I queried. 


"No." 


"Garlic?" 


"No!" 


"Hawthorne branches?" My sarcasm was evident now. 


"NO!" He sputtered. "Quit making fun of
me!" 


"Quit playing the fool," I retorted. 


The blood of anger suffused his cheeks. I thought he might
come at me, but he relaxed, and expelled a vaporous breath into the chilling
air. 


"God, you really piss me off sometimes, Janos!" he
gusted. 


"I suppose so," I agreed lightly. "Now,
again, what are you doing!?" 


He sighed. 


"The shoe," he said. 


I nodded encouragement. 


"The shoe was handmade, by a cobbler. There were nails
in the sole. I checked with some of the shoe stores. There are still some
cobblers around, old guys who cater to an elderly clientele. One of them
recognized the pattern, and the leather, and the size. He kept records on his
customers...." 


"Good businessman," I ventured as he paused.
"Go on." 


"He gave us a name: Morley Hansen. We tried to run him
on the computer." 


"No luck." 


"Right. No driver's license found, no record of any
kind. An old man who doesn't drive, who wouldn't know about VIN plates on
cars," he said darkly. 


"But you found him anyway," I prodded. 


"In the phone book! With his address: the same address
listed for the Colony!" 


"My predecessor," I concurred. "He died over
a year ago. Stroke. We buried him. There." I pointed to the ruin of the
grave. "You're standing on his coffin." 


LaCrosse shuddered. "Bastard!" he snapped. I
ignored him. 


"So, despite my advice, you sent a forensics team to
the cave." 


"Yes. And found charred bones, bits of rotting flesh,
burnt rags of clothing, heme wafers, and..." 


"...the shoe," I finished for him. 


"An exact match!" he challenged. 


I shrugged. "I told you I'd found the killer." 


"BUT HE'S SUPPOSED TO BE DEAD!" the lieutenant yelled,
flinging his final argument at me with the force of a swinging scythe. 


"He was," I said simply. 


"So he didn't stay dead?" he sputtered. "What
are you asking me to believe?" 


"What you already believe," I replied. 


"That - that he's a - a...." 


"Vampire," I said. 


He choked on a breath and said, "God!" 


I stood and paced at bit, allowing his composure to return. 


"You were right," I said with some admiration.
"You figured it out." 


"Did you know - all along?" 


"No," I admitted. "But one cannot be a
detective and deny the obvious." 


He extended an arm toward the mansion. 


"So ALL of you are..." 


"Hardly," I chided. But I saw he didn't believe
me. "He was the only one. The ONLY one. Except for me, no one knew." 


He stared at me for a long minute. 


"What about you?" he challenged. 


"I am what you see." 


"Not by a long shot, mister! You can see in the dark. I
checked. Night vision is not a symptom of porphyria! And neither is day
blindness!" 


"Hemeralopia," I offered. And he was right, of
course. Mary Bethory had worn sunglasses to mask her features; I wore them to
disguise my powers. 


"And there's lot's more. Brown may be small but he
weighs 190 pounds, all muscle. You lifted him with one hand. You were up and
around the day after you were beaten at the hospital. Most men would have been
put down a week! Your bruises healed real fast, my friend." 


One look at LaCrosse's face told me that the game was over. 


"All right," I sighed, "you win. I am not a
vampire, but I was." 


"Was?" 


"Was. I gave it up. I assimilated." 


"So you don't...." 


"Not for a long time." 


"But you still...." 


"Oh, yes, but I keep it in check." From my pocket
I produced a heme wafer. I popped it in my mouth and chewed. "Human
blood," I said, "not as, ah, satisfying as the real thing but it
suffices." 


"You're playing with me!" he snapped. 


"It's your own conclusion," I pointed out. 


"So, he was a vampire, and you are....?" 


"His son," I told him. 


"Son?" he squeaked. 


"Sort of. He found me dying when I was a child, and
saved me by sharing his - nature - with me. I became what he was." 


A sudden thought bludgeoned him with hard implications. 


"How OLD are you?" he wanted to know. 


I ran my hand through my hair, searching for a proper
response. 


"I really don't know. But I've calculated it to be
about twelve hundred years." 


"Twelve centuries!?" 


I shrugged. 


"Time flies when you're having fun." 


"Goddamnit, Janos, don't bait me!" 


"Why not? What do you want me to DO?" I implored
in earnest. 


He dusted himself off and took a high step out of the grave.



"I don't know," he admitted. "Maybe I should
arrest you." 


"On what charge?" I inquired lightly. 


"Charge?" 


"Sure what charge? What legal fiction might you
divine?" 


He threw up his arms in frustration. "I don't know -
public health menace?" 


"I don't believe that's in the Penal Code," I said
dryly. "Vampirism is not illegal. Officially, it doesn't exist. Besides, I
don't present a 'clear and present danger.' I gave up foraging for hematin.
It's no different from insulin for a diabetic or methadone for a drug addict.
Also, you lack something else." 


"What's that?" 


"Probable cause." 


"'Probable cause!'" he hissed. "I've got
plenty of 'probable cause!' Four deaths. The shoe. The witness. And this empty
grave." 


"So," I said slowly, "You could convict
Morley Hansen of capital murder - in absentia, that is. When he comes
back," I joked, "you can sentence him to death, over and over
again." 


He opened his mouth, closed it. 


"Ah - is he - ah - coming back?" he squeaked. 


"No." 


His sigh of relief blew ice crystals over the grave. 


"That still leaves me," I pointed out. 


"Yeah. Hindering a police investigating. Destroying the
murderer's body," he enumerated grimly, "harboring a killer,
withholding evidence...." 


"Solving the crime," I snapped back. "Anyway,
suppose I trade misdemeanors with you." 


"Huh?" 


"Try explaining grave robbing to your chief. You got a
warrant to exhume this plot? Official Misconduct. Abuse of Office. Harassing an
honest citizen." 


"You're a vampire!" 


"No, Paul, he was the last vampire. I'm retired!"
I shouted at him. 


"Prove it!" 


"The burden of proof is on the State," I reminded
him. "I've committed no crime you can take before a judge. This is '21st
Century America,' remember? I've got rights. Life liberty and the pursuit
of..." 


"...throbbing white throats!?" he finished, then
he laughed at himself. "Christ, what a mess! You're going to take the
Fifth on me?" 


"If I have to. You haven't Mirandized me, you
know." 


My legal wrangling was wearing a little thin. It set him off
on a jocular course: 


"Okay: 'You have the right to remain dead. Any blood
you drink will come back to haunt you in a court of law. You have a right to an
exorcist....' Hell, Janos, I just can't let things stand. I've got to
know!" 


"I'm not sure I can give you that kind of trust,"
I admitted." I value my life. I intend to live a long, long time." 


He shuddered at that, but reached a decision. 


"Prove it," he said, "to me, just me.
Unofficially." 


"And then...?" 


"And then I'll go away and leave you alone." 


"Promise?" 


"Yeah, I promise." 


"Come here." 


"What!?" 


"Come here!" 


"No," he said weakly. Annoyed, I stepped toward
him. 


He reached into his jacket pocket and brought out a bright
silver cross! He held it up in a warding gesture. My face contorted in agony.
My hands curled up in pain. I snarled and growled and flailed my arms in the
air. Then I dropped to the ground. 


"Janos?" 


I moaned. 


"Janos?" He stepped forward. 


My body shook. I couldn't maintain the ruse any longer. I
laughed until tears dripped down my cheeks. I laughed until my ribs hurt. 


"Of all the low-down, dirty, conniving...," he
raged. 


"You - you forgot 'bloodsucking,' or perhaps the
scientific term: 'hematophagous'; or the German, 'Menschensaugern!'" I
doubled over as he fumed. "Ah-h-h-h-h!" I gurgled. "I can't
believe you brought a cross! Oh, hell, this is never going to do." I stood
up and dusted myself off. "Come here." 


"No." 


"Come here; I won't bite you, I promise." 


"No!" 


"Why not?" 


"Because I'm afraid!" 


I issued a contemptuous snort. "I'm your friend, Paul!
COME HERE!" 


Carefully, he stepped toward me. I reached out and put my
palms on his shoulders. We were about the same height. Our eyes met. He was
trembling, but he held my gaze with firm resolve. 


"Okay. You remember the kid who wanted to burn the
Colony down with tampon torches?" 


He nodded, grinning in spite of his fear. 


"I took him aside, remember, alone, out of sight."



"Right. And you scared the shit out of him. He ran like
a spooked deer." 


"Spooked is right," I said. "Look, I was
pissed. I slipped a little. Sue me, I'm human." 


"If you say so," LaCrosse said doubtfully. 


"I am, but I'm different. And this is what I did. Look
at me!" 


And he did. 


I opened my mouth and allowed the fangs to grow. 


It was too much for him. He screamed and flung himself
backward, adrenaline surging into his blood. The gun came to his hand without
conscious thought. He pointed it at me. 


And fired! 


The bullet smashed into my left side just under the rib
cage. It tore out a neat hole and exited out the side of my back. It was a
glancing blow, a flesh wound really, but it hurt like hell. I stilled the pain,
and stared stupidly at my fallen friend. 


"What'd you do that for?" I demanded. 


"Oh, God, I'm sorry," LaCrosse burbled. "Is
it bad? I'll get you to the hospital." 


"So I can end up like Mark Haines? No thanks,
pal!" 


I was really angry for a minute but I had work to do. I
cupped the wound with my hand and force my mind to the task of healing. In a
minute the jagged holes were closed. It looked like a bad bruise, and even that
was rapidly fading. 


"How - how did you do that?" Paul asked, truly
amazed. 


"Well," I offered wryly, "you wanted proof.
Now you've got it!" 


He sighed. 


"I suppose so. You going to be all right?" His
concern seemed genuine. 


"Yeah." I smiled. "Now, you can add
Discharging a Fireman in the City Limits to your crimes." 


He rubbed the stubble on his chin. 


"I suppose your - talents - could be useful. What else
can you do? Turn into a bat?" he asked thoughtfully. 


"I've never tried. It might take a couple of centuries
of reconstruction. Probably violates one of Newton's Laws, anyway. I'd be an
awfully big bat!" I joked, clapping him on the shoulder. Then I told him
my various theories about the true genesis of vampires. 


"That business about seeing in the dark..." he
ventured. 


"True," I confessed. 


"And your obvious strength, that healing trick..."



"Also true." 


"The craving for blood?" 


"VERY true," I told him seriously. "We called
it the Hunger. It's real but now it's not a problem." 


He really warmed up to the topic. 


"And all that stuff about not being seen in mirrors and
not casting shadows, cats, goats, wolves, ectoplasm, shrinking in size, garlic
and hawthorn and crosses, and hypnotizing nubile females....?" 


I could see he'd done his homework. 


"Superstition, or literary license," I admitted,
"except for the last one, although I never quite got the hang of it. My
father did it very well. That's how he acquired Mary Bethory's help. He could
cast quite a spell." 


Then I told him the whole wicked story: the plan to "end"
his life, and how it had gone awry; the bloody fight at the hospital, the red
herring of our "contaminated" heme, Mary's betrayal, the dreadful
ironies of my father's desperate and doomed attempts to quell the outcry, his
True Death.... 


"Who was he really?" LaCrosse wanted to know. He
had set about filling in the grave. Later, I would blame the damage on unseen
vandals. I was astonished at how quickly he had accepted my secret, and how
clinical his thoughts had become as he probed its mysteries. I declined to
answer him for a bit. He finished his task, and we walked together along the
winding path toward the mansion. 


"Well," he repeated, "who was he?" 


"My father, known in this time as Morley Hansen. But,
Paul, by my own reckoning he'd lived for three thousand years. He took a
hundred names and spawned a thousand legends. And I had a little notoriety for
my part, too!" 


That brought a renewed shiver to LaCrosse's frame. 


"It's starting to sink in," he said by way of
apology. "What was your name?" 


"Vlad," I said. "He always called me
'Vlad.'" 


"And what did you call him?" 


"'Father.' Or in Old English, 'Faeder.'" 


"'Faeder,'" he mused. "Like 'Darth
Vader!?'" 


The connection seemed to tickle him, and I admit it seemed
appropriate. He did fall to the Dark Side of the Force. I supposed that made me
'Janos Skywalker,' I mused to myself. 


LaCrosse found this all very funny. His good humor had
returned as I led him to the gate in front of the mansion. It gave me hope that
my secret was safe with him. I needed to believe that. He'd sworn an oath of
silence, mortgaged by no greater collateral than his word. 


"So, you haven't told me," he said, weary at last
of my evasions. "What was his name?" 


"Oh, he favored one, or stole it. It meant ‘little
dragon,’ a bit chilling when you read in the etymological texts that it comes
from the Greek word for a huge serpent with 'quick- glancing, terrible eyes,'
or from the Latin, 'a fiery sore, abscess or ulcer.'" 


"'Little Dragon?'" he repeated, ignoring my digression.



I huffed a sigh, conceding defeat. 


"He was, in all probability, the one you'd expect him
to be," I said with mystery in my voice. 


He looked into my eyes and found them glowing faintly, a
mere glimmer of my father's power passed on to me by his blood. And now, he
didn't want to know, but I told him anyway: 


"Dracula." 


The End
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