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* * * * *
Venneman dropped the coffee carafe in the sink as he was filling it with cold water. It smashed into flying slivers. One sliver hit him on the knuckle. He sensed as much as saw one fly past his eye, just missing him.
“Damn!”
His knuckle was bleeding. He held his hand under the stream of cold water, washing the cut until the blood stopped flowing. It stung deeply, but he kept his hand there. He deserved some pain for such carelessness.
It was a small cut, but Venneman was worried that the piece of glass might still be in there. Years ago, his mother had warned him that cuts from broken glass were the worst kind, because often one could not feel the glass in the wound. Unlike a splinter of wood, glass didn’t always give its presence away. The image of a glass splinter under the skin, cleanly slicing away the very nerve endings whenever the wound was touched and thus preventing telltale feelings of pain, had stayed with Venneman ever since.
He shivered and told himself not to fret about such things. Surely the fact that the cut had already stopped bleeding was a good sign. He should expend more energy worrying about the invisible pieces of glass he had just scattered all over the kitchen.
Venneman spent the next quarter-hour sweeping the floor carefully and wiping off all the counters. Then he stepped outside and wiped his shoes on the wet grass just in case there were some slivers in the soles. It was still dark outside, and cold and drizzling, a prelude to the snow predicted for the day. Venneman took his time anyway and did a thorough job before going back inside. Finally he was ready to get the spare carafe from the cupboard and start the coffee-making process all over again. Once the coffee had started dripping, he took the shopping list off the refrigerator door and added to it Coffee Carafe — 12 Cups.
Jill came into the kitchen as he was pinning the list back on the refrigerator door with a magnet. She was wearing only her bra and panties, and she was toweling her hair. “Did you yell, Richie?”
“Yeah, I yelled.” He held up his hand, knuckle toward her, and told her what had happened. “Better not walk around in here until you get your shoes on.”
“Right. Bring me a cup when it’s ready, will you?”
He watched her as she left the kitchen, still rubbing the towel over her hair. The wetness made her hair look dark, but when it was dry, it was a light brown, almost blonde, shining and healthy. It reached almost to her shoulders, turning under at the end. It was naturally fairly straight hair, with only a slight, soft wave. Jill had always avoided permanents, preferring her hair’s natural beauty. It complemented the aristocratic beauty of her face — high cheekbones, firm jaw, straight, slender nose, pale skin. Her eyes were brown and her eyebrows almost black, a startling contrast to her hair and skin color. She stared at people fixedly, sometimes; it was an unconscious habit. Venneman had seen its effect: uneasiness followed by fascination.
Jill was tall for a woman, only a couple of inches shorter than Venneman. She was slender and firm, despite a sedentary job and lifestyle and a large appetite. She had always seemed unaware how blessed she was by heredity.
Venneman knew that Jill Kennedy in her underwear would have excited most other men, but she no longer had that effect on him. Living together, he thought. It’s as good as marriage for suppressing libido.
Not that he had found her as arousing even in the beginning as he was sure other men would have. Their lovemaking was certainly pleasant, though, and Venneman would rather make love to Jill than not do so, most times.
In the early days of their living together, he remembered, Jill had always taken care not to appear in front of him naked, or even so nearly naked as she had just done. He had always assumed that that was due to her shyness about nudity and her uneasiness with her own body. For the first time, it occurred to him now that she might have been afraid of exciting him too much. She had had as many unpleasant experiences with the libidos of others as he had, and she must have feared his. For a moment, the idea amused him.
Later, they had breakfast, drank the last of the coffee, and went to church. Then they came back and read the newspaper, did their various housekeeping chores, and went out on a brief shopping trip. After all of which, it was time for Jill to prepare their lunches for the next day, for Venneman to make sure that all the non-food items he wanted to have in his lunch pail were in there, and for both of them to go to bed.
They were both very tired. They gave each other a quick kiss, said goodnight, lay down back to back, and fell asleep quickly. Despite his fear that it would wake him, the cut in Venneman’s hand didn’t bother him at all during the night, and by the next morning, he had forgotten about it.
* * * * *
The young woman at the front of the bus kept watching him. Venneman tried to keep his eyes glued to his newspaper, but he could not avoid looking up now and then. Whenever he did, his eyes met hers and she smiled warmly at him. Even Jill’s presence in the seat beside him was no deterrence to the young woman.
Predators, Venneman thought. The world’s full of them. He had always hated being stared at, especially when the look had in it that element of sexual interest that he had learned to recognize and fear even as a child.
The bus went all the way downtown, but Venneman and Jill normally got off at an earlier point, at one edge of the university where both worked, Venneman in the basement of Currigan Hall, the building housing the physics department, and Jill as the receptionist for the history department. Today, Jill had an appointment at a doctor’s office along the way.
“Here’s my stop,” Jill said. “’Bye.”
Venneman offered his cheek, and she gave him a peck on it. Then she hurried from the bus into the grey light of a winter morning.
Quickly, Venneman slid his lunch pail from his lap onto the seat Jill had just vacated. He tried to watch the young woman at the front of the bus without actually looking at her. She had half risen from her seat as Jill headed for the exit. Now, seeing what Venneman had done with his lunch pail, she sat down again. She was watching him, though, still trying to catch his eye. Venneman stared at his newspaper again, pretending to read it.
The bus reached the university, and the young woman stood up. This was Venneman’s normal stop, but he decided to stay on the bus for a while this morning. After a long look at Venneman, the young woman shrugged and got off. Venneman relaxed for the first time since boarding the bus and managed to finish the main section of the newspaper before the bus reached its next stop, which was downtown. Venneman left the bus and began the trek back toward the campus.
Walking carefully along the wet, slippery sidewalk, Venneman wondered when it would end. Age would do it, he supposed. At some point, he’d be old and wrinkled enough that women would no longer want him. He had once tried taking up smoking in order to hasten that day, but Jill had objected strenuously. Possibly he would one day get used to the unwanted invitations and learn to ignore them, but he doubted it.
He got to work five minutes late instead of his usual ten minutes early. Not that it mattered all that much. The first supercilious Ph.D. wouldn’t show up until ten or eleven o’ clock. Of course everything had better be ready by then, and both lab technicians must pretend to be eager to jump to the lordly one’s commands.
He and Dale did all the work, but the faculty members got all the credit. No doubt a really good Christian would be able to accept that and even be content with the way things were, Venneman thought. He had never pretended to be a particularly good Christian, though, much as he thought he ought to be. Instead, he was sure he was one of the most sinful ones.
Faculty members and students were already roaming about in the hallways, but none of them paid any attention to Venneman. He was beneath the notice of the faculty members except when they needed his help in the lab, and the students ignored him because they knew he was of no use to their academic careers.
Oh, ease up, Venneman told himself. Less bitterness and more understanding, please.
He went down the main stairway, down to the basement level of Currigan Hall, trying to put a spring in his step, as if doing so would in turn affect his mood and make him feel happy and carefree.
At the bottom of the stairs, the way was blocked by double glass doors. A box was attached to the wall beside the right-hand door. A small light on the box glowed red. Venneman unclipped from his shirt pocket the badge which functioned as a cardkey. He inserted it into the slot in the box and pulled it out again. The red light changed to green, and Venneman heard the faint click as the door was unlocked. He reclipped the badge to his shirt and pushed the door open. “Home again,” he muttered.
In fact, though, he had always liked the cleanliness and order of the lab.
Upstairs, there were other labs, the ones where first- and second-year physics students did what were grandly called experiments as part of their course work. No matter how often the students were preached to about the importance of neatness in a lab, those rooms were always a mess — in Venneman’s opinion, anyway. He had started out up there, setting things up for the kids beforehand and then cleaning up after them. It had seemed a hopeless and endless task. At least he had done it, unlike his successor, who was really little more than a glorified janitor, and not a very good one.
Down here, matters were different. This was Dale and Venneman’s domain. Oh, not in the view of the physics faculty, but in the view of the two lab technicians, who knew the truth of the matter far better than the part-time visitors with doctorates did.
Although the truth of the matter, Venneman knew, was that he was still little more than a glorified janitor. And this was Dale’s domain if it was anyone’s.
Dale was there already, seated at her desk, bending forward to concentrate on the screen of her computer. Venneman could see that she had on her usual Serious Graduate Student expression, but the blue light from the screen made her look like The Graduate Student from Another World.
Venneman was not surprised that Dale had arrived before him. She was as punctual as he, and frequently worked even later.
She had a future to work for, which could not be said for him. She had chosen this way to pay her way through graduate school, preferring it to teaching undergraduate courses or grading papers for one of the faculty members. From what Venneman had heard, Dale was highly respected in the department and was doing very well. She’d be gone all too soon, off to her no-doubt brilliant career. At which time, Venneman was sure, she would be replaced by someone considerably less pleasant to work with.
He called out across the room to her. “Hi, Dale! How’s Dr. Dirtbag’s little darling today?”
Dale looked up from her console, gave him a quick smile, and returned her attention to the panel in front of her. “Humming right along. All the little dials keep spelling out ‘Nobel Prize.’”
Could Harold Dinsmuir with a Nobel Prize to his credit be any more insufferable than he already was? Venneman doubted it.
He put his lunch pail on his desk, hung his coat on the rack beside the desk, and walked over to Dale’s desk. He stood behind her and looked over her shoulder. He realized that he was halfway hoping Dale had found a glitch, some sign that Dinsmuir’s project wasn’t working. Venneman felt guilty immediately. Don’t think about Dinsmuir getting glory out of this, he told himself. Think of the university and the department getting the glory. Think of your job security.
If Dinsmuir succeeded, Venneman was sure, money would start flowing into the department, this lab would expand, and maybe Venneman could even swing a raise for himself. Such a raise would be even more likely if he could bring himself to stay in Dinsmuir’s favor, since much of the money flowing into the department would flow to Dinsmuir, whom other universities would be trying to recruit. Should Dinsmuir choose to stay, he would have more money, more prestige, and more power. A pay raise was important to Venneman and Jill. If it were large enough, they could get on with serious planning for the future.
He realized that he had rarely stood this close to Dale before. For the first time, he noticed a few grey hairs in her short, thick cap of black hair.
Poor Dale, he thought. It’s a good thing for her she’s so good at physics and will be able to support herself. She’ll never get a man.
Immediately, Venneman felt guilty for those thoughts. Dale was a wonderful young woman, he told himself sternly, and the man who won her heart would be lucky, indeed.
“What does he have you doing for the presentation?” Dale asked him.
She was twenty-five, the same age as Jill, but that was the only similarity between the two women. Dale was taller than Venneman, her face was plain, and her body was slender, shapeless, and sexless. “I’m the kind of woman every man expects to find in a physics lab,” she had once told Venneman. But her face was pleasant and open, and Venneman had always found that looking at her relaxed him inside, made him feel calm and peaceful. Perhaps that was largely due to her being one of the few woman who didn’t openly want him sexually.
He said, “I copied and collated all the handouts for Dirtbag. He also told me to double check all the tables and graphs against the original readings. You know, he’s terrified that his positive results will turn out to be an artifact of the instruments, and he’ll look like an idiot.”
“Even more of an idiot, you mean. I bet there are lots of physicists who’d be happy to disprove his results. A lot of them are on the faculty here.”
“Yeah, well, they might dream of undermining him, but they’re also happy enough to hold onto his coattails as long as he’s a rising star.”
Dale laughed. “You’re mixing your metaphors.”
“Dale, I don’t even know what a metaphor is, let alone how to mix one. Anyway, now I have to put the stuff into those glossy binders he bought. And give the place a once over, make it neat and shiny. I’d better get to it. Dr. Dirtbag’ll probably be along in an hour or two.”
Dale widened her eyes at him and said loudly, “Why, here’s Dr. Dinsmuir now. Hi, Dr. Dinsmuir! Everything’s swimming along swimmingly.”
Venneman pasted a smile on his face and turned toward the door.
“Good girl,” Dinsmuir said. The tone of his voice dismissed her. His gaze slid over her and came to rest on Venneman, and his face lit up. Harold Dinsmuir was a tall, athletic man, darkly handsome. Venneman knew that he was past forty, but he looked no more than thirty, and the quantity and quality of his research were those of a young scientist. The current project, the complex of machinery which occupied all of the west end of the lab, was Dinsmuir’s most ambitious research yet. It was also his ticket to worldwide fame. Today, Dinsmuir would be showing a group of money men and policy makers what he had accomplished. It would be the first step toward cashing in that ticket.
“Richard,” Dinsmuir said. He had the voice of an orator even when he wasn’t trying, and now he was trying. His voice grew deeper, richer, more commanding. “Let’s go up to my office, Richard. We need to talk about what you’ll be doing today.”
Venneman stood his ground. “We discussed it yesterday afternoon, Doctor. I know what to do, and all the handouts are ready. I’ve got them stacked over there on my desk.”
Dinsmuir’s glance flicked back to Dale and away again, back to Venneman. “Hm. I see. Okay, carry on, both of you. I’ll check in later today.”
After Dinsmuir had left, Dale said, “I wish I knew your secret, Richie.”
“I wish I knew, so I could get rid of it.”
Dale shook her head. “I don’t think it’s something you can get rid of. Or transfer to someone else, which is what I really wish you could do. You’re more than handsome, you know. In an earlier age, you’d have been called beautiful.”
“No,” Venneman said quickly. “Jill’s beautiful. Men are just handsome. But I’m not even that.”
Dale said, “Jill is beautiful, but so are you. Or handsome, if you prefer. Very handsome. You’re about six feet tall, aren’t you?”
Venneman shook his head. “Five ten.”
Dale laughed. “Okay, let’s compromise. Say five eleven. And in good shape. And you’ve got that gorgeous hair — I don’t even know what color to call it.”
“Let’s call it brown and change the subject. Please.”
But Dale persisted. “No, it’s not really brown. More like auburn — such a dark red that it’s almost brown, but it’s much more interesting than brown. It’s a color women want to touch, to see if it feels as beautiful and sexy as it looks.”
“It feels like hair,” Venneman said.
“Of course it does. But you’re avoiding my point. And then there are your eyes. They’re even larger and darker than Jill’s, and hers are killers. But you don’t look at people the way she does. You’re always looking at the ground, instead of the person you’re talking to.”
“That’s not true!” Venneman said. “I’m looking at you right now.” He forced himself to keep his eyes on her face.
“With an effort,” Dale said. “I can tell. Anyway, it’s more than just your looks. I think you’d have that amazing sexual attraction, that sexual magnetism, even if you were ordinary looking. Maybe it’s pheromones. Every woman wants you. And a lot of men, too, obviously.”
“Not every woman, thank God.” He smiled at Dale, feeling safe doing so.
“Most men probably envy you.”
“They don’t know what it’s like. Anyway, I’d better get on with making Dr. Dirtbag look good.”
Venneman put the handouts for the presentation into the new binders that had “Harold Dinsmuir” prominently printed on their covers. Then he scoured the lab. He found a few stray pieces of equipment and put them back on the appropriate shelves in the appropriate cabinets or in the supply closet, as appropriate. He noticed a couple of crumpled-up pieces of paper on the floor, and he picked them up and threw them away. He dusted surfaces and washed and dried the coffee mug with DINSMUIR stenciled on it. He worked mechanically. He was thorough, but his conscious mind was elsewhere.
He, too, wished that he could transfer whatever it was to someone else — to one of those men who supposedly envied him, perhaps, or to Dale, who obviously also envied him. Whatever it was, in Venneman’s opinion it was a curse.
It had been with him for as long as he could remember. It predated puberty, the awakening of his own very mild interest in sex. As far back as he could remember anything, he could remember adults of every age and both sexes stroking him, hugging him, kissing him, and all those memories filled him with disgust. In school, teachers and other children had done the same thing to him.
God, how he hated being pursued! Pursued, desired, the protagonist in others’ fantasies. He would sell his soul, he sometimes thought, to be free of all that.
Thank God for Jill Kennedy. She too was beautiful, desirable in the eyes of others. And she too wanted to be free of others’ eyes on her body, wanted to be liberated from other people’s needs. She and Venneman had found each other with vast relief. Each had become the other’s shield against the world’s lust.
They had been living together for more than a year. True, they slept together, but the physical side of their relationship was so subdued, so almost chaste, that Venneman was sure God would forgive them for it, especially since it protected them from the temptations of others and since they fully intended to marry very soon — as soon as money permitted, as soon as their financial future seemed secure enough.
Much of that depended on Dinsmuir — unchaste, lust-filled Dinsmuir.
Campus rumor had it that no attractive student in Dinsmuir’s classes — male or female — was safe from him. A man of lesser professional ability would have destroyed his career with even half of the escapades that were attributed to him, but Dinsmuir — Dirty Harold, Dirty Dinsmuir, Dr. Dirtbag — had so high a record of achievement in his field that a university administration desperate for national recognition had chosen to hold its breath and ignore his trespasses and hope that Dinsmuir had the sense to know how far was too far.
Sometimes Venneman felt dirty working in the man’s lab. He also had no options. He was lucky to have this job. Were he to lose it, he would have a hard time finding another like it.
He was only here because of Dinsmuir, in the first place. There seemed no end to Venneman’s dependence on the vile man.
Venneman’s parents had died when he was a senior in high school. He had spent the small insurance settlement on college tuition, books, and room and board. In retrospect, it had been a foolish gamble, and he might have been better off spending the money at the racetrack.
He had reached the first semester of his junior year before admitting that his intellectual abilities weren’t equal to his ambitions: he would never be a physicist. He had signed up for a course in Electricity and Magnetism and one in Optics, both required for physics majors, both taught by Dinsmuir, and both acknowledged as killers. They had certainly killed Richard Venneman’s academic career.
There was nothing else Venneman had ever dreamt of being, nothing but a physicist. But it had become clear to him that it wouldn’t matter if there were anything else, for he was talentless, as inadequate for everything else as he was for physics.
Of all people, Dinsmuir had come to his rescue. Dinsmuir, so vile in Venneman’s eyes, had exerted his influence and persuaded the university to create a permanent lab-assistant position and hire Venneman to fill it.
Ten years later, Venneman was still there.
Even in his own eyes, he was just a glorified janitor. He made up for his lack of intellectual ability, his lack of any qualification for advancement, by an obsessive attention to detail. In any lab that was his responsibility, every surface would be spotlessly clean and every item would be in its proper place.
He would be here, he knew, doing this kind of work, until he was an old man. The years that should have constituted his career in science, he would instead spend in this lab or one like it, cleaning up after those with real ability, surrounded by science he could not understand.
* * * * *
The afternoon visit and demonstration went well for Dinsmuir.
Venneman did his part. He was appropriately unobtrusive except when Dinsmuir needed help, and then he was there immediately, handing Dinsmuir photocopies to distribute to the visitors, getting a clean ashtray for the two smokers in the group, refreshing drinks as necessary. Smoking was not supposed to be permitted in the lab, and drinking was outlawed everywhere on the campus except in one restaurant in the student union building. But Venneman said nothing about that. It was understood that laws did not apply to such visitors as these.
He and Dale had an hour of peace after the tour was over. Then Dinsmuir returned, alone.
He came into the lab shouting. “Great job, guys! They loved it. More important, they believed it. Which means money, funding, greenbacks for everyone. Dale, your doctorate’s in the bag. I’ll see to it. Richard, you still living with that little Kennedy girl?”
“Jill. Yes, sir.”
“Yeah, I remember her from back when she was in my Physics 101 class. Hmm. Dropped out of school, didn’t she?”
Physics 101, Venneman thought. What other faculty member of Dinsmuir’s fame and accomplishments would teach a beginning physics course for non-science majors? But Dinsmuir wasn’t doing it out a sense of academic philanthropy. Dinsmuir did it so that he could bask in the awe of a roomful of freshmen and sophomores and simultaneously select his prey for the semester. Jill had described her experience in that class to Venneman. She remembered no formulas from it; she remembered only the constant feeling of Dinsmuir’s eyes on her body. Venneman had once overheard Dinsmuir refer to the 101 classes as being “filled with juicy little freshmen with elastic skin.”
“Yes, Professor,” Venneman said. “That’s right. She hopes to go back and finish her degree some day. When we have the money saved up.”
“Yeah, money. Everyone’s problem. Well, listen, Richard. You deserve a reward for all your hard work on this presentation. You and Jill ever ski?”
“No, Professor.” What a question, Venneman thought. As if ski vacations were within his economic compass!
“That’s too bad. I’ve got a couple of plane tickets and reservations for a place in Colorado for next weekend, for me and a friend. But now I won’t be able to go, because I’ve got to follow up with these money men, and my friend won’t be able to go because her husband will be in town after all. So, if you and Jill want to use the tickets and the reservation, you can have them. It’s too bad you don’t ski. But hell, no one really goes out there to ski, anyway. Know what I mean? Maybe if you’re really lucky, little Jill won’t be able to go with you, and you’ll get to go by yourself, you know?” He winked at Venneman.
“I think Jill would love a vacation in Colorado, Dr. Dinsmuir. Thanks.”
“Uh huh. Well, then, come on up to my office later. I’ll leave the packet on my desk, in case I’m not there.”
They watched him leave, and then Dale said, “Good thing you know when he’s scheduled to teach, so you can be sure he’s not in his office when you go there. You know,” she added, “it just occurred to me. I bet I know what he really meant when he said that about Jill not going with you. I bet he was thinking about her being here alone, with you out of town, so that he could get in touch with her and offer to keep her company.”
Venneman snorted. “You’re probably right. God, what a slimy toad!”
Dale smiled faintly. “Sex isn’t necessarily bad, Richie. Just complicated.”
Sex. Venneman thought about the word as he finished the few small tasks that remained. Such a small word for something that loomed so large in the lives of so many. What explained their obsession with it? It was the physical process God had designed for the propagation of the species. It was mildly pleasurable, but it wrinkled the sheets. Big deal.
It was a big deal for many, as Venneman knew. People like Dinsmuir risked their entire careers in the pursuit of it. So many people — Dale and Jill being among the rare exceptions — wanted Venneman for sex, even though he tried so hard not to attract them, not to radiate anything. It was as if his broadcasting of sexuality, a broadcast that lied, was another natural force, like sex itself, beyond his control and having nothing to do with his real nature.
In a way, he thought, it was like Dinsmuir’s project.
Venneman came to a halt in front of the mass of equipment. It was two cylinders bolted together to form one longer cylinder, turned on their side, sealed at both ends, encrusted with the devices that controlled and measured the progress of the experiment. He corrected himself. This afternoon, it had officially progressed beyond being an experiment to being something else. Being what? A prototype, Venneman supposed. A first stage in something new and strange, something that would unsettle the world. Or so Dinsmuir hoped.
Venneman had read and tried to understand the handouts as he had copied and stapled them. He had, he thought, a vague understanding of the project and its significance.
Somewhere inside that long cylinder, a plasma burned. Venneman pictured it as a slender bar of light, a glowing cylinder within the metal cylinder. Perhaps it was unmoving, unchanging, or perhaps it writhed and twisted as though alive. Atoms tore themselves apart, shedding electrons, becoming naked nuclei. The nuclei rushed together and merged — no, “fused.” But what was generated was not heat, but electricity, direct current.
That was where Venneman’s understanding broke down. He had read enough popular science articles about fusion power to understand what the giant experimental setups in various parts of the world were working toward. But Dinsmuir, he gathered, had bypassed all of them and leaped ahead. Some new physical principles were involved, principles discovered by Dinsmuir. If Dinsmuir were not really responsible for their discovery, he would no doubt manage to claim credit for them.
Venneman didn’t understand the physical principles themselves, but he understood the result obtained by applying them. Dinsmuir had used these new concepts to cobble together a pile of machinery which contained a small plasma in which fusion took place and electricity was produced directly from the plasma. The plasma was small enough, and well enough contained, that there was supposed to be little physical degradation of the equipment inside the cylinder. The entire project was small and fairly simple and required little maintenance by humans. If Dinsmuir had come even close to achieving all of this, then he would very soon be famous and rich, and he would have changed the world.
Dinsmuir planned to run the experiment for a few weeks more, to gather enough data to put his achievement beyond any possibility of doubt. Then he would shut the experiment down and unbolt the two cylinders and pull them apart to see how much damage the plasma had actually done to the equipment on the inside. His hope was that the damage would be slight enough to verify the commercial feasibility of his approach to fusion power. Overnight, giant power projects would shut down all over the world and industrialists would beat a path to his door. Could the Nobel Prize be far behind?
Venneman knew he should be impressed by Dinsmuir’s accomplishment, but it was the plasma at the core of the experiment that fascinated him, the fiercely gleaming thread of sun hidden within that silent cylinder. It was all so mundane on the outside, but what must it look like beyond those metal walls?
It was like human nature, he thought. Outwardly, most people were bland, ordinary, quiet. But the glances Venneman always felt on him, the gazes that moved up and down his body, showed what blazed inside, the fascinating, deadly fire that would consume him if he ever dared expose himself to it. The mundane exteriors shielded him and must be maintained.
Only he — and Jill, thank God — lacked that awful inner flame. Only with Jill was he safe.
He wondered, though, what it would be like to have that fire blazing within him.
* * * * *
First class, of course. What else should he have expected?
Venneman shifted from side to side. First class seats were designed for much wider hips than his; they were designed for the hips of the rich, the kind of rich whose hips are wider than those of the poor. But there’s a kind of rich people whose hips are narrower than those of the poor, Venneman thought. People like that would slide around in these seats. They’d be knocked from side to side every time the plane hit some turbulence.
He chuckled aloud at the image. Four free glasses of champagne made it easier to chuckle aloud. Anyway, even here in first class, there was enough noise from the engines to hide the sound of his laughter.
No, they wouldn’t slide from side to side. They’d have all kinds of expensive doodads with them on the seat, doodads enclosed in expensive leather. They’d be using the doodads to work as they flew, to increase their wealth and power. “Must be nice,” he muttered.
It would be even nicer if Jill were with him. That had been the plan, but the head of the history department had decreed otherwise. At the last moment, on Thursday afternoon, with their flight scheduled for Friday morning, Montfort, the chairman of the history department, had rounded up his office staff and told them that any weekend plans they had were canceled.
“But he knew about that damned conference months ago,” Venneman had complained to Jill on Thursday evening. He was packing for the trip. Jill, looking unhappy, was unpacking what she had already packed and hanging it back in her side of the closet. “So why didn’t he prepare ahead of time?” Venneman persisted. “Why is he doing this to you now?”
“Who knows?” Jill said. “That’s just the way he is. Why didn’t you pack your stuff ahead of time, so you wouldn’t be doing it now, the night before? Same with him.”
“No, it’s not the same. The difference is, because I didn’t pack ahead of time, I’ll end up losing some sleep in order to get it all done in time. But I’m not screwing up someone else’s weekend. I’m only screwing myself.”
“I wish you wouldn’t use expressions like that,” Jill said. “Anyway, it’s irrelevant, right? I’m stuck here, so you might as well go to Colorado and enjoy yourself.”
“Enjoy myself without you? I doubt it. Why don’t you just tell Montfort to go scr — To get lost.”
Jill’s hands dropped to her sides. She felt exhausted, physically and spiritually. “Oh, Richie. We’re not making it financially now. Let alone saving up anything for the future, for me to back to school, which we said we’d do. I can’t risk my job, especially not with the way the economy is these days, and me without any kind of marketable skill.”
“You could be a model,” he said impulsively. “You could get rich that way.”
Jill smiled at him. “That’s sweet of you to say, Richie. But I’m already too old to break into modeling — even if I thought I could do that sort of thing, which I never could. Can you imagine having people looking at you and taking pictures of your face and your body like that?” She grimaced. “Thanks, but I’ll stay with the job I’ve got. Montfort’s not so bad. I’ve heard about bosses who’re a lot worse.”
“I’d rather not go without you. If you’ve got to stay here, then I should stay here, too. Just say the word.”
“Oh, don’t be silly, Richie!” She laughed. “Just because I’ll be stuck here doesn’t mean you should be, too. I’ll feel better knowing that you’re enjoying yourself.”
“I won’t enjoy myself at all without you,” Venneman assured her, but he felt relieved that she had rejected his offer to bypass the vacation.
* * * * *
So now here he was, lolling in the luxury of a first-class seat, drinking free champagne, waiting for his lunch, and watching the snow-dusted farmland of the Midwest slide away beneath him. And doing his best to ignore the gaze of the stewardess, who kept trying to make eye contact with him.
Dinsmuir wouldn’t ignore her, Venneman thought. Dinsmuir would jump at the chance. Dinsmuir would maybe even grab the pretty young woman and see if these first-class seats were wide enough to hold two. Hell, Dinsmuir would probably grab the pretty young man from the coach class, too. Venneman chuckled again. Dinsmuir would...
Maybe Dinsmuir would drink less of the free champagne and keep his wits about him. And maybe Venneman should do the same.
He sat up straight and put his champagne glass on the fold-out tray in front of him. It was still about a quarter full, and Venneman was determined to leave it that way.
The stewardess took his gesture as a request for more champagne, or perhaps simply as an opportunity to approach him. She came down the aisle with the open bottle. “A refill, sir?”
What a lovely smile she has, Venneman thought. She is very pretty. Not quite so pretty as Jill, but that left considerable leeway for prettiness. And she was trying very hard to be friendly. Venneman smiled back. “No, thanks, Miss. I’ve had more than enough. Lunch is coming, isn’t it?”
“Oh, yes, sir. It’s heating right now. It should be ready in less than a minute. Traveling alone, are you?”
No, it wasn’t a lovely smile; it was a frightening one. The lips wanted to touch him, the tongue to suck, the teeth to nibble and tease. Venneman shriveled within and drew back, shutting himself off, donning his armor. “Only to Denver,” he told her. “My fiancée is meeting me there.” A lie was surely forgivable in such circumstances as these.
The stewardess nodded. “I see. She lives there?”
“No, we’re meeting there. We’re spending the weekend in Steamboat Springs.”
“That’s a nice town. Hope you enjoy yourselves.” She paused. “I have a layover in Denver this weekend, and I was kinda thinking of going to Steamboat myself. Maybe I’ll see you there. My name’s Karen, by the way.”
Venneman smiled and nodded but said nothing. It was unlikely that she would see him in Steamboat Springs, since he would not be there. His weekend reservations were for another resort town entirely. He had seen the name Steamboat Springs on the map of Colorado he had been looking at before leaving on this trip. The name had appealed to him, and it had come in handy to mislead this particular predator.
A few hours later, when Venneman was wandering around helplessly in the winter-vacation madness of Stapleton Airport, he bumped into Karen again. Or she bumped into him.
She was pulling a small suitcase behind her on a wheeled metal frame. Amid the colorfully garbed skiers with their bulky jackets, she looked trim and appealing in her dark, form-fitting uniform. “Hi!” she said. “Fiancée didn’t show up?”
“Oh, ah, no. Minor change in plans. We’re going to meet in Steamboat Springs, instead. If I can find the airline that flies there, that is.”
“If you don’t, I could put you up for the weekend here in town.”
“It’s called Rocky Mountain Ski Transport,” Venneman said, pretending he hadn’t heard her. “But I don’t see any signs for it.”
“Oh, I know where that is. Come on.” She took his arm and steered him through the crowd.
Her hand was small, but her grip was strong. Venneman, despite himself, found that exciting. The feeling frightened him. At last he saw a sign for Rocky Mountain Ski Transport ahead of him, above the heads of the crowd. “There it is!” he said, relieved. “I’m okay now. I can find my way. Thank you, Karen.”
She smiled that lovely, predatory smile at him again. “At least you remembered my name. I remember yours: Richard Venneman. Thank you for flying with us, Mr. Venneman. Climb aboard any time.”
Venneman mumbled something and pushed his way through the crowd toward the Rocky Mountain Ski Transport ticket counter, thankful when the mass of people closed again behind him and hid Karen from him. He realized that he was sweating. She could not have realized, of course, how she had terrified him. He told himself that, excusing her.
He verified his reservation and then headed for the appropriate gate. He had little time to spare. The small prop-jet would be leaving soon.
After Venneman had disappeared, Karen approached the desk and asked the young man behind the counter what Venneman’s destination was. The agent grinned at her. “Better taste than usual, Karen.” He told her what she wanted to know.
“I bet it tastes very good,” she told him. “And I intend to find out.”
* * * * *
This was another world, and Venneman wasn’t sure if it was one he cared for.
There was snow everywhere up here in the mountains. And it wasn’t dirty from traffic like the snow at home. Colored lights draped the buildings and the coniferous trees along the streets, as though the whole town were already decorated for Christmas. There were people in a party mood everywhere, the same gaudily dressed skiers he had encountered at the airport, and all in frantic pursuit of fun. For the most part, they went in pairs, happy couples bent on enjoying the slopes, the restaurants, and each other. As he watched them, Venneman’s mild missing of Jill became less mild.
The biggest difference between this world and the one he knew was the prices. Everything cost two or three times as much as he was used to. It became clear to him suddenly just how generous Dinsmuir’s gift really was. The seasonal room rates listed behind the receptionist’s desk at the hotel took Venneman’s breath away. Dinsmuir, however, had telephoned ahead and made sure that the room cost was covered and that Venneman would be able to eat in the hotel’s coffee shop and charge his meals to his room — which meant to Dinsmuir’s charge card. If not for that arrangement, Venneman realized, looking at the prices on the menu, he would have had to manage with one meal a day for the whole weekend. If this was what he would have to pay for simple food in a coffee shop, what would he be charged in one of the town’s fancier restaurants? He would never find out, obviously.
Well, it would be a very simple vacation. He would spend a couple of days wandering around, watching other people having fun. He would eat only in the coffee shop at the hotel. He might window shop, but he would not be able to buy anything. And then he would go back to the small airport and begin his trip back home. It would not be an escape and it would not even be fun; he could already foresee that.
It was still only Friday evening. He had a long, lonely weekend ahead of him.
I think, Venneman told himself, that I will splurge on a lonely drink in some sleazy bar.
It seemed an appropriate way to kill what was left of his first evening alone in this town dedicated to skiing and sex. He showered with the hotel’s fragrant soap, dried himself off with the thick towel, and put on layers of clothing. He had brought with him the warmest clothes he had, but it was scarcely enough, as he had already discovered from his stroll around town in the late afternoon. Now, with the sun long down, it was bound to be even colder. His woolen cap should be adequate, but he wasn’t sure about his gloves. He looked at himself in the mirror, contrasting his bulky, drab appearance with the brilliant peacocks he had seen earlier roaming around the town. He felt poor and out of place.
You are poor and out of place, he told himself. So, all the more reason for a drink.
One drink would probably be all he could afford. He hoped Jill would understand his spending the money. He would tell her how lonely he had been and how silly he had felt for coming here. She would be sympathetic, he knew.
Venneman need not have worried about his colorless clothes. The revelers on the sidewalks ignored him. They were far more interested in each other.
He walked past the bars the peacocks seemed to be frequenting and kept on going. Eventually he should reach a part of town where the streetlights were further apart and there were no colored lights on the buildings. Even in a town like this, there must be an area frequented by those with less money. There, perhaps, he would find a bar where he could afford to buy a drink. Or maybe even two.
One of the peacocks blocked his path.
“Well, hi, fancy meeting you here! Another change in plans, right?”
It was Karen. She took his arm as she had in the airport in Denver and held on. “Going for a walk?” she asked. “I’ll go with you.”
“Uh, no, I was just going to head back to my hotel room.”
“‘My’ hotel room? No fiancée?”
“A delay. She’ll be here tomorrow. Well, ’bye.”
But Karen held tight to his arm. “In that case, come on in here and let me buy you a drink.”
Weakly, Venneman let her lead him into one of the bars he had shunned earlier. Inside, the place was a bewildering riot of color and noise and the smells of cigarette smoke, alcohol fumes, and something pungent that Venneman didn’t recognize. Karen seemed to know everyone there. They exchanged cryptic greetings with her, and twisted their faces, and it all seemed to be a secret language, communicating whole volumes that were closed to Venneman.
She pushed him onto a bar stool and climbed onto the one next to him. “There, now. What do you want?”
“I shouldn’t let you —”
“Of course you should. Hey, Stan, margarita. Okay, Rich, what?”
“Uh, just a beer.” The bartender was looking at him with raised eyebrows. “Miller Lite, if you’ve got it.”
The bartender shook his head, but it must have been in disapproval rather than negation, for he opened a cabinet beneath the bar and took out a bottle of Miller Lite beer, opened it, and put it and an empty mug on the bar in front of Venneman. “You gotta watch those things,” the bartender said. “Two or three of them, and you’re flyin’.” He winked at Karen.
“Stan,” she said, “you’re a killer. Where’s my margarita?”
Stan held his hands up, palms out. “Comin’, darlin’.”
“Stan left his g’s behind when he moved out here from Boston,” Karen told Venneman. “But if you can get him drunk, he finds them again.”
Venneman grabbed his beer with relief and drank a large part of it, from the bottle, without pause. He decided that as soon as he finished it, he would be justified in leaving the bar and Karen and this whole repellent subculture and heading back to his hotel room.
In the dim light of the bar, Karen looked even prettier and younger than she had on the plane. She surely couldn’t be spending much of her time in this sort of unhealthy, smoke-filled atmosphere. How old is she? Venneman wondered. A kid, for Heaven’s sake! What am I doing here, feeling lonely, out of place, with a girl hardly out of high school buying me drinks? I should be at home with Jill.
For the first time, Venneman noticed another woman, seated around the curve of the bar and watching him with interest. She reminded Venneman vaguely of Jill. She was blonde, like Jill, and although her face was only moderately pretty, there was something about the bone structure and the eyes that resembled Jill’s. She wasn’t as pretty as Karen, either, he decided, after a longer examination. And her clothes were less colorful and flamboyant than those of Karen and most of the others in the bar. But more expensive, he decided, after a closer look. Through all of this, Karen was talking to Venneman, trying unsuccessfully to draw words from him. She was already on her second margarita.
The woman across the bar smiled at Venneman. It was a smile that lit up her face, transforming her from pretty to beautiful. It was also a conspiratorial smile, as if she were expressing her sympathy for his awkward situation.
But behind all of that, Venneman knew, was something else, something old, something he knew too well and hated with all of his heart. He finished his beer quickly.
“Gee, don’t drink so fast,” Karen told him. “You’ll get nonfunctional. Alcohol affects you a lot more at this altitude. Less oxygen in the air. I think that’s the reason. Stan, another one for Rich.”
“No, really, Karen, no more for me.”
“Hell, yes, Rich. Just accept what you’re offered, okay? Now, I’ve got to go pee. Will you just stay here and sip your beer and wait for me? Really, just sip it. Okay?”
Venneman sighed. Perhaps this was marginally better than a lonely hotel room. “Okay, I’ll wait. Go on.”
Karen left. This time Venneman poured his beer into the mug. He sipped at the beer and then stared into it. He told himself that he had not felt so foolish and out of place since adolescence.
Someone slid onto Karen’s barstool. It was the woman whom Venneman had been watching earlier.
“I’m Elizabeth,” she said. Her voice was low, strong, and pleasant.
“Good grief,” Venneman muttered. No one had any shame or self-restraint in this place.
“I said, I’m Elizabeth,” the woman repeated. She had raised her voice, and now it was not quite so pleasant to Venneman’s ear. She seemed demanding, and she reminded Venneman momentarily of Harold Dinsmuir.
“You’re Elizabeth, and I’m leaving,” Venneman said. Karen would have no trouble finding someone else to fill her evening, he was sure. He finished his beer in a few gulps, then slid off the bar stool. “Good night.”
To his surprise, Elizabeth laughed. “Whoa.” She grabbed Venneman’s coat sleeve and kept him from leaving. With her free hand, she picked up Karen’s margarita and swallowed what was left of it. “Wait for me.”
They left the bar side by side, Elizabeth keeping a firm grip on Venneman’s coat. Outside, she finally let go of him, and he turned to face her. He put his hands in his pockets for warmth. His gloves were in there, but he felt more protected this way, with his hands inside his clothing. Elizabeth stood there without gloves, without even a coat. For the moment, at least, she seemed unbothered by the cold.
She was taller than he had realized. She was quite a bit taller than Jill — almost as tall as he, in fact. The light from the bar window lit up the right side of her face, and the left side was almost in shadow. For a moment, Venneman wondered how he could have thought her only moderately pretty. She radiated something — sexual power, or perhaps just her desire for him — that affected him despite himself. He was aware that his heart was beating fast and that he had the beginning of an erection. She’s a dangerous and unclean influence, he thought.
He said, “Thank you for walking me out, but now that I’m safely here, I’d better get back to my room. I need a good night’s sleep. My fiancée will be flying in tomorrow, and —”
“And that’s all the more reason to enjoy yourself tonight, while you still can,” Elizabeth said.
“This is ridiculous,” Venneman snapped. “You people ought to be ashamed of yourselves!”
Elizabeth drew away from him. She frowned and stared at him. “‘You people’?” she repeated. “What people are those?”
Venneman waved his hand toward the bar. He was trying to work himself up into a fit of anger to match his words, hoping that the anger would dampen his growing sexual arousal. “All of you. All those people in there, all the people walking around the streets in this town. All of you oversexed people. You all seem to be thinking about nothing except picking each other up and going to bed with each other.”
Elizabeth’s frown disappeared. She laughed again. Her laugh, like her speaking voice, was strong and low pitched, and it stirred Venneman all the more. “Oh, those people,” Elizabeth said. She stepped closer and put one hand on his cheek and stroked him gently.
Her hand was very warm. It sent a thrill through him, like a wave of heat. His heart was hammering now. He had never felt anything like this with anyone before. God, she’s a stranger, he told himself. I don’t even know her last name!
Behind Venneman, someone said, “Why didn’t you wait for me, Rich?”
It broke the spell Elizabeth had cast, and he turned around. Karen stood in the doorway of the bar, her coat over one arm. Now she saw Elizabeth. Karen glared at Venneman. “Oh, I see. So much for your shy act, you son of a bitch.” She spun around and went back inside the bar.
“Rich,” Elizabeth said softly.
Venneman turned back to her.
“Richard, is it?”
“Yes, Richard.” He had trouble making his voice work properly. The words came out in a broken whisper.
Elizabeth whispered in response. “Richard,” she said, caressing the word with her voice. “Richard.” She put her hand against his cheek again. “Come, Richard.”
She lowered her hand from his cheek and gently tugged his hand from his pocket. Clutching his hand firmly, she led him from the well-lit street and down a short alley.
Even her hand was almost as large as his, and he sensed that it was stronger. Her skin was like a flame against his, sending heat into him, kindling something inside him that he had always thought he lacked.
The alley was narrow, a snow-packed walkway between dark building walls. They could just barely walk side by side, and Venneman could scarcely walk at all. His knees were weak and he was gasping for breath. Elizabeth gripped his hand more and more tightly, pulling him along urgently. Her breath came unevenly, too. “I wanted you right away,” she said. “As soon as I saw you. All women want you, don’t they?”
Venneman said nothing. He was overwhelmed by what he felt growing and burning inside him. Was this how other people felt all the time, whenever they were excited by each other? Was this was he had been missing all his life? It was wonderful and it was terrifying.
“Now,” Elizabeth said. “Here.”
They were far away from the buildings of the town, at the base of a mountain. Far above them, along a ski run, the mountainside was brightly lighted. Behind them, the town gleamed against the night. Around them, the snow glimmered with reflected light. But Venneman and Elizabeth were two silhouettes, dark figures against the whiteness. They reached for each other, mouths meeting and opening, tongues sucking eagerly.
Venneman wanted to fill her with himself in every way he could. He wanted to touch her everywhere. She was hard and strong through her clothes, large, powerful — different from Jill in every detail.
Somehow, she had stripped her clothes off, and now she was tugging at Venneman’s. He didn’t think of the cold, didn’t notice it. They sank down onto the snow, onto the pile of clothing, bodies glued together.
He was in her, her legs were wrapped around his, her arms around his neck. Her body was like a fire inside. She rolled on top of him and raised herself slightly. She stared into his eyes as she thrust her hips against his. His body responded without his willing it to consciously. He was under her control, or else under the control of this new force inside him.
“Never,” Venneman tried to say. “Never, never, never.”
Elizabeth’s eyes widened. “Never,” she whispered. She lowered her mouth onto his and sucked his tongue into her mouth. Even her mouth was fire. She gripped his head with both arms, his legs with hers. He wrapped his arms around her and squeezed as hard as he could, thrusting into her rhythmically, knowing he need not fear hurting her.
His climax began and went on and on, growing more intense, drawing more from him than he would have thought he had in him. Elizabeth was moaning into his mouth. Her eyes were closed. Her eyelids fluttered open slightly, showing only white. She pulled her mouth away from his. “Oh, God!” she whispered. “Oh, God!”
She slid her arms down from his head, past his neck, down his torso until she was embracing him around the waist, trapping his arms. She began to move even more urgently, pounding against him, hurting him. The pain added to his own excitement, lengthening his climax still more. Her arms tightened around him until he could scarcely breathe, and her legs squeezed his still tighter.
She lowered her mouth again, this time to his neck. She kissed him, a long kiss that he felt throughout his body. She opened her mouth and bit deeply into his neck, through the skin, through muscles and ligaments, down to his carotid artery and into it.
Venneman tried to scream, but it came out as a choking gurgle. He tried to pull away, but Elizabeth held him immobile. Her face pressed into his neck, and he could not get away from her mouth. Through the agony, he could hear and feel her sucking at him, drawing his blood in with huge gulps. All the while, her pelvis kept thrusting and rotating against his, and she moaned repeatedly as her orgasm continued, and his own hips kept responding to hers and his ejaculations continued.
Venneman kept struggling, kept trying to free his arms and pull away from her. But she was too strong, and already he was growing weaker. He tried again to draw a breath and scream, but he couldn’t quite manage it. He was too weak, and her crushing grip around his waist kept him even from being able to pull air into himself.
Now the pain was fading. All feeling was fading. No, not quite all. He could feel the cold, now. He could hear Elizabeth sucking at his neck, a slurping sound, and he could hear her moans, which were growing even louder. And he could feel his own ejaculations, still going on, becoming more intense.
It would never end, he thought. It would last forever.
His thoughts became more and more muddled and then stopped.
* * * * *
When even her powerful tongue could suck no more blood from him, and her orgasm had diminished to nothing at last, Elizabeth pulled herself slowly off Venneman’s still erect penis and pushed herself to her knees.
She knelt above Venneman’s corpse for a moment. She touched his cheek as she had before and whispered, “Richard. Thank you, Richard. Goodbye.”
She put the corpse’s clothing back on it quickly, hurrying while the joints were still warm enough to be flexible. Then she scooped up a handful of snow and carefully wiped away the trace of blood that remained on his neck. She pulled his woolen hat down over his face and turned up his collar. The huge wound she had made was completely covered. No one would notice it — not while it still mattered.
Now Elizabeth put her own clothes on quickly. Sated and happy, she walked back into town. Her strides were long and energetic.
By the time dawn came, and some early-morning skiers discovered Venneman’s body, it was frozen stiff. The sheriff was called. He said to himself, “Another drunken idiot frozen to death after an evening in a bar,” but he kept his expression grave and reverent. He arranged for the body to be taken to the local funeral parlor, whose director doubled as county coroner, for the inquest required by state law. The coroner promised to get to it as soon as the corpse was sufficiently thawed. Or possibly the following morning, depending on the press of other business.
* * * * *
It was in the funeral parlor, in the early morning hours, that Venneman awoke.
* * * * *
He was cold. Jill had pulled the covers off him again. He was filled with a slow, sluggish rage. He fumbled toward his right, toward her, to yank them back, and his hand encountered empty space. At the same time, Venneman became aware that he was lying on a hard surface, not the mattress he was used to.
What? he asked himself. This isn’t right.
He struggled to wake up. He had been trapped in some dark, deep place. Light shone high above him, and he felt himself rising toward it, toward the world and life.
But even his eyelids felt sluggish and glued together. He rubbed at his face with both hands, numb and awkward hands that felt like someone else’s, and managed to open his eyes.
He was in a dimly lit room he did not recognize. A faint light shone through thin curtains covering a window off to his left. Venneman pushed himself slowly and painfully into a sitting position. He was hungry and thirsty, and his joints felt stiff and uncooperative. Suddenly, he remembered drinking some beer and that stewardess, Karen, warning him that alcohol affected people more at higher altitudes. This must have been what she was talking about. You could wake up in someone else’s bedroom feeling like hell. And, he realized, looking at himself in the dim light, still dressed in all your clothing. That last was a relief, in a way. It meant he had not done anything for which he would have to apologize to Jill.
Elizabeth. He remembered a woman named Elizabeth, and he remembered kissing her. Had they done more? He couldn’t bring any more memories about her to the surface.
He turned and let his legs dangle over the edge of the hard surface he had been sleeping on. Some sort of table, he thought. He had actually fallen asleep on someone’s table! I’ll never drink alcohol again, he vowed to himself.
It was a long, narrow metal table with a raised edge, and it was cold. His clothes were damp, and so was the woolen cap that covered his head and his forehead down to his eyebrows. He pulled it off and ran his hand through his cold, wet hair. He longed for a hot shower, but even more, he longed for food and drink.
He slid off the table, onto his feet. His knees buckled, and he grabbed the edge of the table just in time to keep himself from falling. He held onto the table. His legs were shaking, his head swimming. His pulse pounded in his ears.
Venneman stood still for a while, bent over, leaning against the table, and breathed deeply. At last he felt able to stand straight. In the dim light, he could just make out glass-fronted cabinets lining the walls and filled with unidentifiable objects. He walked cautiously over to the window and drew the curtain aside. Outside was a snow-covered hillside, gleaming with reflected light. The sky overhead was dark, filled with brilliant stars.
Venneman let the curtain fall back into place and walked cautiously across the room to the doorway. He began to feel stronger, more his normal self. His legs had regained their strength, he no longer felt dizzy, and his pulse seemed normal again. His hunger and thirst, though, were overwhelming.
Wherever he was, he thought, there must be something to eat and drink in the place. Finding it was his first priority. And then dry, warm clothing.
He opened the door and stepped through it. Some light came through the door from the room behind him, but not enough to see anything. Venneman slid his hand around on the wall beside the doorway and found a switch. He threw it, and a brilliant white light came on overhead, showing him another room much like the one in which he had awakened. In this room, too, there was a metal table in the center of the room. Someone was lying on it. The person was asleep on the table, just as Venneman had been, but was covered by a sheet up to the chin.
Venneman hesitated. The other person might also be sleeping off the effects of alcohol at high altitude. But Venneman’s hunger and thirst were becoming too powerful to ignore. He stepped forward and cleared his throat.
Now he was close enough to see that something was wrong with the sleeper’s face.
Venneman stepped even closer. The sleeper was a young man. His eyes were closed, and one seemed lower than the other, with the eyebrow where the eyelashes should be. His forehead sagged down on the same side. Above that, his scalp had been sliced open in a line running from side to side across the top of the head, and the skull gleamed through the opening.
Venneman gasped in horror and jumped back. Where was he? What had he gotten himself into?
Elizabeth, the woman in the snow... Something moved beneath the surface of his mind, some nightmarish memory involving her, something this mutilated young man reminded him of.
Hesitantly, Venneman stepped forward again. He couldn’t just run away and leave this injured man alone, much as he wanted to. He reached for the sheet. “Listen,” he said, “I’m not going to hurt you. I just want to see if you have any other injuries before I go looking for a doctor, okay?”
He peeled the sheet back. The young man had been sliced open from shoulder to shoulder, and from the breastbone down to his genitals. Bone and muscle and skin had been pulled back in two huge flaps, exposing a dark emptiness within.
Venneman stood staring down into the opening, unable to breathe, unwilling to move. “Jesus,” he whispered at last. “Oh, God!”
He leaned over the corpse for a closer look. His first impression had been wrong. There were some organs within the opening. Which was which? he wondered. That one, he thought. What’s that one? He reached in cautiously and touched something reddish-yellow with a veined surface. It was cold. He had somehow expected it to be hot. The coldness disgusted him. He pulled back and grimaced and let the sheet fall over the corpse.
And then he realized what he had just done. A wave of nausea hit him. It’s the cold, he told himself. Hunger. I’m confused because I’m so hungry.
That was his excuse. What excuse could the mutilators of this poor young man have?
He had to get out of this place, wherever and whatever it was, and find the police and tell them what was going on in here.
The room had another door. Venneman went to it and turned the handle. The door was locked. “Damn you!” he shouted. He turned quickly to the corpse. “Sorry.” Jesus, he thought, I’m going off the deep end. Apologizing to a goddamned corpse. A sliced-open corpse. He laughed, and stopped short. “I’m going crazy,” he said aloud. “Hey! Open the door! Let me out!”
He rattled the handle. “Let me out!” he shouted. He threw himself against the door. It shook on its hinges but remained locked. “God damn you!” Venneman shrieked. He took a few steps back, then ran at the door, hitting it with his shoulder. The door split down its middle, and Venneman was free.
He stood on a sidewalk in the night. At one end of the street, a quarter moon hung above the mountain peaks visible between the low buildings. At the other end, the horizon was almost flat and the sky was turning grey. There were no human beings in sight. Venneman didn’t recognize the building he had just escaped from or anything else around him. Where was his hotel? What had happened to him while he slept?
Have to find the police, he thought.
The strength and alertness he had felt before now drained away again. Once again, hunger gnawed at him, and thirst made his tongue stick to the roof of his mouth. He was cold, shivering. He feared he would freeze to death. He staggered down the sidewalk, choosing his direction at random. Got to find someone, he thought. Got to find help. Got to clear my head.
A few blocks along, he saw someone coming toward him on the sidewalk. Venneman stopped and waited, weaving slightly from side to side, lacking the strength to walk further.
For a nightmarish moment, Venneman thought the figure walking toward him was the young man he had seen moments before, cut open and lying on a metal table. Then, as the other pedestrian came closer, he realized that it was also a young man covered in white, but the white was a coat covered with white fur and a white ski cap. There the resemblance ended. This young man was filled with life and warmth.
Venneman held up a trembling hand to stop him. “Help me,” he tried to say, but the words came out garbled and incomprehensible. “Police. A body.” He couldn’t seem to make his tongue work properly.
The young man looked at him warily and kept his distance. “Wrong town for a handout, buddy.”
Venneman shook his head. He felt a faint return of his anger. “No, no. Police. Murder.”
The young man’s face cleared. “Oh, a foreign tourist, huh?” He started speaking slowly and louder. “You tell me what you need, okay? I help you, okay?”
Loud though they were, his words faded away, drowned out by the sound of his beating heart. Venneman could hear nothing else.
The young man’s coat was open at the neck, as was the collar of the shirt underneath it. Venneman stared intently at his neck. He could see blood vessels pulsating there. Listening with all his being, Venneman heard the faint whisper of the blood rushing through them.
How young and alive this man was, how vital!
That was what Venneman needed, that vitality. His hunger and his thirst became intolerable, but now they were a force urging him forward, not a weakness holding him back.
He took a step toward the other man, reaching for his neck.
“Hey!” The other man stepped back. “Watch it, buddy! This is America!”
Venneman lunged at him, flinging his arms around the other man’s chest, trapping his arms against his side. There was something familiar about this, but he could spare no thought for that. He could think only of the blood now so close to him.
His victim shouted, “What the fuck!” He struggled vigorously, but he was helpless against Venneman.
Venneman seemed to be watching all of this from somewhere outside. He watched Richard Venneman lower his face to the struggling man’s neck and sink his teeth in, deep, down to where the blood flowed.
The other man was large and heavily muscled. How, Venneman wondered, watching himself from the side, could the weakened Richard Venneman hope to overpower him? And yet he was doing it. The other man’s shouts had turned to weak gurgles, and his struggles were subsiding. He was unable to pull his arms free and unable to wrench his neck away from Venneman’s teeth. His kicks against Venneman’s legs seemed to have no effect.
Venneman snapped back into his own body, drawn by the rush of blood through his mouth.
It was honey, it was wine, it was electricity. He had never tasted anything like it before. He had never felt such delight. He had never felt so strong. He was possessed by a strength that had come from somewhere outside. No, it came from the blood he swallowed greedily. That strength flooded his body and his being, suffusing his every cell, filling him with the other man’s life and heat.
Venneman’s victim hung limp in his arms. With some difficulty, Venneman loosened his grip and let the man slide to the ground, where he lay on his back, staring sightlessly up at Venneman. His head was bent to one side, away from the ragged hole in the side of his neck. The edges of the wound were colorless, bloodless. His face was pale.
Venneman’s hunger and thirst were gone. He was filled with life and warmth. His clothes were still damp, but that no longer bothered him. His mind was now clear and alert.
With alertness came horror and disgust at what he had done.
With it came memory, too. He remembered everything that had happened with Elizabeth, from their glances at the bar to his death outside in the snow. She had done to him what he had just done to this young man.
Understanding came as well. Elizabeth was a creature that, until now, Venneman had thought was only a myth.
She was a vampire, and she had made him one.
* * * * *
The street was still deserted. Venneman picked up the pale, drained body of his victim and carried it between two adjacent buildings and left it in the narrow, dark space.
How easily he had picked it up and carried it! He was something more than he had been before Elizabeth.
No, he thought, I’m only superior physically. Morally, I’ve become a beast, a killer, a predator. I’ve murdered a fellow human being.
But he could no longer speak of fellow human beings. Those old movies he had watched on television as a boy had taught him that much about vampires. He had become a nonhuman, a creature of night and nightmare. He had died and come back as one of the undead — soulless and beyond salvation.
What good had all his years of going to church and believing in God done him? Through no fault of his own, Venneman was now cut off from God, from Heaven, from any hope of an afterlife. This was his afterlife: to lurk in the shadows and avoid the light and kill innocent human beings. This would be his eternal life, until the world ended.
Venneman raised his face to the lightening sky and shouted, “No!” He would put an end to this.
Vampires could be killed. So the movies had told him. He considered driving a sharpened stake into his own heart, but the idea horrified him, and he doubted if even this new vampirish strength filling his body would be sufficient for that. He had felt weakened by his hunger and thirst, so perhaps he could simply starve himself to death, but he couldn’t remember seeing anything in a movie about vampires dying that way. Nor was he sure he could exert enough self-control to starve himself. He remembered how little control he had had over himself when his victim’s blood had called to him. The blood had been in control, not Venneman. What chance that he could hold back from feeding again, when the hunger and thirst struck, and the blood sang?
That left sunlight. A single touch of a sunbeam was supposed to make a vampire burn and shrivel and steam away into nothingness. He had seen that scene often. It looked like an agonizing way to die, but didn’t he deserve a painful death for having committed a terrible murder?
Venneman stepped back out onto the sidewalk and stood still and waited for the sunlight to find him.
Overhead, the grey was turning to blue. On the horizon, the blue was tinged with red. Any moment now, Venneman knew, the first golden edge of the sun would appear, coming over the horizon to destroy him. He felt gripped with panic, with the need to run and seek a place where he could hide until nightfall. That’s not me feeling the panic, he thought. That’s the vampire inside me. I’ll defeat him.
But his panic grew. His body vibrated with the need to move. He clenched his jaws and held himself stiff and still.
His right foot began to slide along the sidewalk, moving in the direction of the dark place where he had left his victim’s body.
“No!” Venneman said. He forced his feet together and squeezed his knees against one another, willing his legs not to move.
The edge of the sun glared above the horizon, and Venneman shut his eyes.
His face was on fire.
The sun rose higher, and the furnace heat moved slowly down over Venneman’s clothing, seeking a way in, to his skin. It caught his ungloved hands and set them ablaze, too.
Venneman yanked at his coat, pulling it open, trying to expose more of himself.
But it was intolerable. He couldn’t control his need to escape any more than he could have ignored his earlier need to kill and feed. He broke and ran, diving head first into the dark, cool space between buildings where his first victim lay.
He landed on the corpse, rolled off it, and lay half conscious beside it.
When the first pedestrians passed by an hour later, their voices echoing from the walls to either side of him, Venneman roused himself enough to crawl further back into the shadows, dragging his victim’s corpse behind him. Well back in the dark, safe from the eyes of the living and the light of the sun, Venneman curled himself into a ball beside the stiffening corpse and slept.
In his sleep, he shivered with fever. He dreamed dreams of blood and fire and pain, of a sea of blood that choked him with its smell, and lakes of fire that burned his ever-renewing skin off him over and over. He dreamed of agony that filled the universe, inescapable, that chewed him and swallowed him and spat him out so that it could chew and swallow him again.
Slowly, the pain and fire disappeared. Only the blood remained. Rivers of blood rushed and pulsated through his dreams, emptying into a sluggish red ocean. The smell was a perfume.
Venneman drifted up into wakefulness.
He opened his eyes and stared into the empty eyes of his victim.
He jerked away and sat up. Above, visible between the buildings, the sky was fading into darkness again. The brilliant stars of the high altitudes gleamed down at him.
Each one is a sun, Venneman thought. Why don’t they burn me? Distance. I’m far enough removed from their light. Distance from the light means safety, distance from the light that powers creation.
He rose to his feet. He felt strong again. He ran his hands over his face. The skin felt smooth and unharmed, and he felt no pain from his own touch. But his mouth was dry, and in his stomach once again he felt the beginning pangs of hunger.
“No, please,” Venneman whispered. “Not again. I can’t do it again.”
He brushed the snow from his clothes and walked out onto the sidewalk.
The glow of sunset was still fading in the west, where the mountains were a jagged silhouette against the orange afterglow. Venneman looked in that direction, squinting against the brilliance, and then turned away. He walked toward the darkest horizon.
The sidewalks were alive with vacationers, the same gaudy peacocks Venneman had sneered at before. But now, as he walked, they didn’t ignore him. Their eyes seemed drawn to him, and yet they moved aside for him, leaving him walking in an island of loneliness.
And now he saw them differently, too: not as a superior species, looking down at him, but as a herd of cattle, walking repositories of a life that was by natural right his to take when he needed it. Their blood pounded in them and filled the air about them with its sound and smell.
I will not, he told himself. I will not do it again. I will not.
To keep that pledge, he had to avoid these creatures. Their blood and his hunger would overpower him.
Venneman walked as fast he could, desperate to leave the crowds behind.
The street and the sidewalk ended abruptly. The town had been planned and built as a ski resort. Beyond its designed edges, the original landscape reasserted itself. Venneman found himself in a snowy field surrounded by tree-covered hillsides, with the light and life of the town behind him. Here, the snow came up above his knees. Yet the cold didn’t bother him, and he had so much more strength than before that he could plough his way through the snow with little difficulty.
Off to his right, he could see a steep hillside. A wide swath running from its top down to its base glowed in the remnants of twilight and the man-made lights strung along its length. Around it, the hillside was dark. It was a ski run, Venneman realized, and a familiar one. He was not far from the place where Elizabeth had made love to him and killed him.
Drawn against his will, he made his way through the snow in that direction. The place of his death was still hidden from him by the shadowy bulk of a snow bank when he heard a last faint, gurgling cry, dying away, and then a slurping, sucking sound that lasted for minutes more.
Frozen in place, his heart pounding, Venneman listened. The sucking ended, and then he heard a sigh of satisfaction.
Then he heard Elizabeth’s voice, clear and loud in the darkness. “Come, Richard. Come here.”
* * * * *
For a moment, Venneman stood still. Elizabeth must have heard him somehow, but if he didn’t move, didn’t make another sound, then she wouldn’t be able to find him.
“Come here, Richard.” Louder, deeper, thrilling through him. His legs moved. Control of them had been taken from him. He pushed his way forward through the snow, breaking through the head-high snow bank as easily as if it had been mist. The powdery snow floated in the air and drifted slowly away. He could feel it faintly on his face, cold little points of ice. He could see it sparkling in the air, reflecting manmade light.
Elizabeth knelt in the snow, looking up at him. She was a dark figure against the white. On the ground before her lay another dark figure.
“Come closer, Richard. Look.” She lowered her head toward the still figure on the ground.
Venneman stepped forward. Her victim this time was a middle-aged man. He lay on his back, his head tilted to the right. His heavy coat was pulled open at the throat. The left side of his neck was a huge wound, its edges pale and bloodless. His eyes were open, staring over Venneman’s shoulder. His face was slack, expressionless.
“He has his clothes on,” Venneman said. “So do you.”
Elizabeth smiled. “Of course, Richard. Did you think I make love to all my prey? You have a lot to learn about what you are. I have a lot to teach you. Look.” She gestured again at the body in the snow. “He was prey, that’s all. A sack of blood, a reservoir of life that I needed. I didn’t want him after that. Not like you.”
She rose to her feet. She was as graceful and strong, he thought, as a lioness. She stepped over the corpse, not even looking at it. “You came because I called you,” she said. “You’ll learn to do that, too. You can keep your prey alive for your future use. You don’t have to kill them. You can take just some blood from them. You’ll learn how to do that, too. I think we must have something in our saliva that stops their bleeding and encourages their wounds to heal fast, even a deep bite that would otherwise be fatal. So they live and become healthy again — and filled with blood again. And then you can call them to you when you need them again. Always, for the rest of their lives.”
Venneman stepped back, filled with disgust. “I’m not going to be a parasite like that. I won’t live that way.”
Elizabeth smiled and stepped forward, stopping inches away from Venneman. “You can’t live any other way, Richard. And you won’t want to do anything but live.”
He tried to protest, but he couldn’t speak. And now he couldn’t move. Elizabeth put her hand up slowly and stroked his cheek, as she had done before. Venneman’s heart raced and his knees felt weak.
“I can hear your heart,” Elizabeth whispered. “I can hear your blood. Oh, Richard, it’s so much stronger than it was! Come, Richard.”
She stepped back and undressed slowly. She laid her clothes out on the snow and stretched out on them and held her arms up to him.
Venneman pulled his clothes off and fell on her, hungry in a different way, in a way he had felt only once before, and that with her. But now he was stronger than Elizabeth. He could feel strength and vitality surging through him, growing with each thrust into her, each grinding of body against body. He was unaware of the cold snow beneath, of the cold sky above, of the cooling corpse beside them.
But when they finished, hours later, he was drained and weak again. He rolled off Elizabeth and lay on his back in the snow. “I need...” he gasped. “I need...”
Elizabeth raised herself onto one elbow and looked down at him, stroking his face. “You need blood. You need it most at the beginning of your life. You have to feed frequently, now, to build and grow properly, to complete the process. The need diminishes later. I usually feed once a month or even less. Here.” She leaned closer. “Just for now, just to give you a bit of strength, take a little sip of mine. Vampire blood is so much stronger than human blood, it only takes a little bit.” She bent down over him and pressed her throat against his mouth. She whispered, “Just a tiny nip, Richard.”
Venneman tried to turn his head away, to take his mouth away from her skin, but the sound and smell of her vampire blood overpowered him. He bit carefully into her skin, making only a tiny wound, and sucked.
And pushed her away and rolled off the clothing and into the snow, coughing. Her blood was sour and bitter and nauseating. He spat it out again and again, unable to get the disgusting taste from his mouth.
“See how well evolution works, Richard?” Elizabeth said. “We can’t take blood from each other, only from our natural prey. I could have told you, but this way, you’ll always remember it. We never attack each other. Come, now. Let’s go into town and find you someone.”
Venneman scooped up a handful of snow, stuffed it into his mouth, and let it melt there. He swished it around in his mouth and spat it out. The taste of Elizabeth’s foul blood was almost gone. Only a faint, stomach-churning hint of it remained. He struggled to his feet and stumbled backward. He picked up his clothes and pulled them on clumsily. “Evolution? This doesn’t have anything to do with nature! We’re not part of nature, we’re something unnatural!”
She shook her head. “We’re the top of the food chain, Richard. Whether you like it or not, you’re very much a part of nature. You’ve never seen a lion take its prey, have you? Or a bear or a tiger or any of the other great predators? It’s magnificent to see, Richard. Thrilling. Now you’re the same as they are. And you have to learn how to live the predator’s life properly, just as they do. You must have felt that when you encountered humans on the way out of town. Didn’t you?”
“No,” he lied. “All I could feel was that I was something unnatural and evil and that God hates me now.”
“God?” Elizabeth repeated. “Oh, my. Richard, if God exists, and if He’s all-powerful, then He created us, too. He’s responsible for our needs and our deeds, isn’t He?” She thought for a moment. “Perhaps our victims deserve what they get. Perhaps we’re their punishment for some sin, and we’re helping to fulfill God’s plan, whatever that is. If one believes in God.”
“I believe in God,” Venneman said. “But He didn’t create us. The Devil did.”
“While God wasn’t looking? God must have allowed the Devil to create vampires for some impenetrable reason of His own. So, once again, everything’s as it should be, and we should just get on with enjoying our lives. Our very long lives. Richard, this is the sort of theological silliness college boys argue about late at night. We have pleasure to concern ourselves with, and that’s far more important than religious arguments.”
“There’s nothing more important than this,” Venneman said. “Because of you, I’m going to spend eternity in Hell.” He stopped, struck by a new idea. “I think I’m already there, God help me.”
Elizabeth smiled. “You’ll change your mind about that. Come. Let’s go into town, and I’ll show you that for us, this world is Heaven. Your mind isn’t working properly because you need blood. You’ll see how much better you’ll feel after you feed.”
“You mean kill another innocent victim?” Venneman said. “I’ll die first. I’ll die,” he repeated. “I’ll do it somehow. I’ll kill myself.”
“You’ll try, perhaps, but you won’t succeed. Forget the stake and the cross and the silver bullet. They don’t work. And you might as well forget God, too, Richard. If God does exist, He didn’t raise a finger to help you, and now He’ll shun you. We’re immortal, and we have dominion over mankind. That makes us the true gods.”
“Damn you,” Venneman said. “You and your smooth tongue. The Devil has a smooth tongue, too.”
“Come and see again how smooth mine is, Richard.”
Venneman snarled at her. “You’re going to Hell, but I can still redeem myself.” He staggered away from her. His feet were almost too heavy to lift, and he gasped for breath. His belly shrieked with hunger, and his tongue stuck to the dry roof of his mouth.
From the darkness behind him, Elizabeth said, “Don’t go too far away, Richard. I’ll be calling you later.” Then she laughed.
* * * * *
Venneman made his way through the town toward his hotel. He avoided the crowded streets because he thought he would have trouble controlling himself when surrounded by so much blood. It pounded in their arteries. It sang to him, called to him.
For a moment, reality tilted, and he thought he was walking, not through a bustling crowd of human beings, but rather through a rushing, pulsating sea of blood, and the humans were figments of his imagination or memories left over from his past life, or at best emptied sacks floating on that red sea.
Venneman turned a corner abruptly and left the busy street behind him. He wandered instead down dark, almost deserted streets, encountering only occasional pedestrians. But this made it even harder for him to resist his urges. Alone with a potential victim, in no danger of being seen by a third party, Venneman found it almost impossible not to give in to his hunger and thirst, and to feed.
He managed to reach his hotel without yielding. He let himself into his room, closed the door behind him, and fell onto the bed. He had a moment to congratulate himself on his self-control and virtue before he fell into an exhausted sleep.
He awoke a few hours later, just before dawn, pulled from sleep by his hunger and by a nagging thought he couldn’t pin down.
He realized that he was still wearing the same clothing he had put on before going out on the town on Friday evening. Did becoming a vampire make one less fastidious? He was able to smile at the thought. He felt better for the small amount of sleep, he realized. Perhaps a shower would make him feel still better. More human, he thought, with conscious irony.
Later, drying himself off, he wondered if that had been entirely ironic. What if he resolved to live as human a life as possible? He could refuse to drink human blood. He could simply eat normal, human food to satisfy his hunger and drink water to satisfy his thirst. I can make myself human again, he thought.
And he could pray.
How simple it all was!
Elizabeth and any other vampires the world might contain could surely do the same thing, if they really wanted to. That she didn’t, indicated only a lack of will. One was what one chose to be. Elizabeth was choosing to remain a vampire.
Heartened by this realization, Venneman dressed in clean clothes, combed his hair, and headed for the coffee shop. A sleepy waitress brought him the ham and eggs and coffee he ordered. He stared at it. He could no more imagine eating it, he realized, than he could imagine eating the tablecloth.
“Something wrong?” the waitress asked.
He looked up at her. “No, noth —” Blood pulsed in her smooth neck. He could feel her heart beating, pounding across the small space that separated them, pulsing against his chest. He could smell her skin and knew how it would feel and taste to bite into it, to bite deeply into her, to draw her blood into him. How that blood would suffuse him with its strength and life!
Venneman managed a smile and shook his head. For God’s sake, get away from me! he screamed inside.
“Okay,” she said. “I’ll pick this up whenever you’re ready.” She put the bill on the table beside his arm.
Venneman shrank away from her, avoiding any possibility of a touch.
The waitress shrugged and walked away, vanishing into the kitchen.
His hands shaking, Venneman scribbled his room number on the bill, adding a very generous tip. He pushed himself away from the table and stood up. His head swam and he felt breathless from even that small effort. He leaned on the table for a few seconds, trying to regain some strength.
Doing his best to appear normal, Venneman left the coffee shop and went through the hotel lobby and out the main door.
Overhead, the sky was grey. In the east, it was already bright enough to hurt his eyes.
Another dawn, he thought. Another barrier shutting me off from human beings. Why, it’s Sunday! It’s Sunday morning! Jill’s getting ready for church at this moment!
But Venneman would never see the inside of a church on Sunday morning again. He could go in only at night, and even then not to pray. Elizabeth was right about that. After his experience in the coffee shop, he knew that prayer would do him no good. According to what she had said, he needn’t bother going inside a church to try to kill himself, either.
Assuming she was telling the truth. Could a vampire tell the truth? Weren’t all of the Devil’s creatures able only to lie? Such ideas seemed less certain and clear cut to Venneman than they once had.
There remained the sun. Venneman’s one experience with it had persuaded him that that legend, at least, was true. The sun could kill a vampire. All that had been missing the first time was sufficient will on Venneman’s part. Now he had another chance to prove that his will was stronger than this evil which had been imposed on him. What better way to do it than with the glorious sunlight of Sunday?
He headed out of town again, hurrying as the sky lightened further. This time, he would take no chances. He would reinforce his will by finding a place away from shadows, away from refuge.
* * * * *
In the middle of a snowy field covered with animal tracks, Venneman undressed and lay down on his back. He lay with his head pointing toward the sunrise, his arms straight out to the side, crucifying himself on the snow, and awaited the sun.
The shadows of night moved away slowly, retreating eastward toward the mountains above which the sun rose. The first light touched Venneman’s feet, bathing them in fire. He gasped but lay still. The fire crawled over his ankles and slowly, slowly up his shins toward his knees. Venneman began to writhe and groan. Then he drew a deep breath and forced himself to lie still.
The agony continued upward, searing his thighs, and then washing over his genitals. He clamped his jaws shut to keep from screaming, but he could not quiet his moans and gasps. It continued — up his belly, over his chest, creeping onto his face. I don’t deserve this, he pleaded with God. Why should I burn this way? I’m guiltless.
But he wasn’t free of sin. He recited to himself a list of his sins, culminating in the worst: murder of an innocent man. Or was lying with Elizabeth the vampire the worst of his sins? He deserved to burn, and this was just a foretaste of what his Eternity would be.
Venneman opened his eyes against the awful glare and looked down at himself. His skin was steaming. Strips of it were peeling up, standing up to greet the light. The ends of the strips gleamed and steamed in the sun’s glow and then turned dark and shriveled away.
He couldn’t watch this happening to himself. He clamped his eyes shut, clenched his jaws, and waited to die.
Instead, the agony continued.
Throughout the day, Venneman lay in the field in the full glare of the sun, burning, burning, endlessly burning. He was afloat in a sea of fire, immersed in the eternal torments of Hell. It was never ending.
His will was strong enough to keep him there, but he did not die. He did not even gain the release of unconsciousness.
Eventually, even as his will was weakening, he became too weak to move. He lay on his back, his eyes partly open, steaming tears running down his cheeks, whimpering, begging his God for release. “Why have you forsaken me?” he whispered. “What more can I do?”
* * * * *
The air began to cool. The pain faded slowly. Venneman opened his eyes further. The sky was fading from blue toward black overhead, and Venneman could see stars.
As his pain faded, some strength returned, and he could move again. Groggy, he sat up. His skin was a mass of open sores and cracks. His chest looked like raw meat, stripped of its skin. And yet he was still alive. Awful as his wounds looked, they must actually be superficial. He had suffered so horribly for so many hours, and he had achieved only this instead of self-destruction.
The hunger and the thirst were greater than ever.
He caught movement from the corner of his eye. At first, he thought it was a small wolf, or possibly a coyote, but then the animal came hesitantly closer and Venneman saw that it was a half-grown husky with a collar around its neck.
He held out his hand. “Good dog,” he said. “Good boy. Come here.”
The husky wagged its tail slightly and crept forward, face averted, looking at Venneman sideways.
“Don’t be afraid,” Venneman said, his voice low and soothing. “I won’t hurt you. It’s okay.”
The husky gained courage and came close. Venneman let it sniff his hand and then slowly moved his hand to the side of its neck and stroked softly, gently. The husky relaxed. It lowered its haunches to the snow and looked at Venneman and whined.
“Are you lost?” Venneman asked it. “Need a friend? Huh? Just like me. Two lost souls, right?”
He was relieved that he felt no bloodlust. Animals were exempt, it seemed. Or perhaps he should tell himself that he remained to that degree human and not an unreasoning hunter and killer.
But then the hunger and thirst returned, shooting through him like a lightning bolt. Venneman flung himself on the dog, forcing it to the ground under his weight, and buried his face in the fur of its neck, his teeth seeking the flesh beneath. The dog squealed in alarm, struggled, snarled, snapped furiously at Venneman. But it couldn’t get at his face, and Venneman bit into its neck, finding the blood coursing there.
It was strange and unpleasant-tasting stuff. Not as foul and disgusting as Elizabeth’s blood had been, but still he could scarcely swallow it. And yet it cut through the dryness in his mouth and filled a small part of the emptiness in his stomach and gave him energy.
When he had finished, Venneman rose from the dog’s still body and pulled his clothing back on. He couldn’t bear to look at himself, at the oozing sores covering the front of his body. They hurt when his clothing passed over them, but he persevered.
With his clothes on, only his face betrayed him. He walked back into the town, feeling nervous and jumpy. The dog’s blood unsettled his stomach and filled him with a twitchy unease that was unpleasantly different from the electric energy he gained from human blood. As he walked, nausea grew in him.
He roamed the darkened back streets and took his second victim toward midnight.
It was a young woman this time. It might have been the waitress who had served him in the coffee shop that morning, it might have been Karen, the stewardess from the airplane, or it might have been some stranger he had never seen before. He neither knew nor cared. The human, whoever she was, was only a vessel for the blood. As Elizabeth had said, the prey was a container for the life he needed and wanted — and to which he had a right.
This time when he was done, he took the drained body of his prey back out into the fields beyond the town and left it there, beside that of the dog he had killed earlier. He hoped that animals would discover both of them and tear at them, making more wounds like the ones he had inflicted.
Venneman tried to dredge up feelings of self-hatred and disgust, but he failed. He was filled instead with a fierce delight. He touched his face and found that his skin was smooth and healthy again. The open sores and cracks inflicted by the daylong exposure to the sun were gone. The blood of one young victim had compensated for all of that damage and had satisfied the hunger and thirst he had felt even before lying in the sun.
He realized that he felt stronger and more alive than he ever had during his previous, human life. He thought that realization should depress him, but it didn’t.
It was time to think about the future. If the sun could not kill him, then he would have to continue to live as a vampire. Perhaps in the future he could try some other way of destroying himself, but for now, he needed human blood on a regular basis. At home, in a great city, it might be possible to satisfy his needs without fear of detection, but not in this small town.
His flight home was scheduled for Tuesday morning. He would be relieved to climb aboard that airplane and start the journey home.
But it takes off during daylight! he realized. I can’t take the flight!
Venneman despaired for only a moment before remembering that vampires in movies could change themselves into bats. Can I do that? he wondered. I could fly home under my own power!
He concentrated on his body, frowning with effort. He imagined himself as a bat, a great, flying mammal, weighing as much as a man, his leathery wings beating the night air as he rose from the ground and soared through the dark.
For a moment, he thought he felt his bones changing, growing thinner and longer, and his flesh flowing into a new shape. For an instant, he imagined he could hear a universe of sound he had never heard before. But it was all imagination. Nothing had happened. He was still Richard Venneman, unchanged from his changed condition.
Wouldn’t be much good, anyway, he told himself. It would take me days to get home, and I couldn’t fly in the daylight. Every day, I’d have to land and find prey and a place to shelter until dark. It’s not a practical approach to travel.
For an instant, he yearned to go looking for Elizabeth to ask her advice. Obviously she had come fully to terms with the vampire life. She would know what he should do. Then he shook his head. No, he told himself. I’ll do everything for myself. I don’t need her, and I don’t want her. I’ll think of something.
* * * * *
Venneman returned to his hotel room and started making telephone calls. He was able to change his flight home to one that left from Denver during Monday night and landed at Venneman’s home city well before sunrise. The flight from Denver to the mountains had been a short one, so he was sure he would have no trouble finding a flight from the ski town to Denver that left the mountains after sunrise and would still get him to Denver in time to catch his flight home.
However, the reservations office for Rocky Mountain Ski Transport was closed for the night, and the message on the answering machine informed him that the company had flights leaving for Denver only between ten a.m. and four p.m.
Venneman felt tendrils of panic creeping in. This is the way it’s going to be, he realized. Terror of the sun, love of the night, a life constrained by those two forces. Get used to it.
He tried to think calmly. Any other way of getting to Denver would require money — more cash than he had, and he had no credit card. I could kill someone and steal a credit card, he thought. For a moment, the callousness of the thought horrified him.
Impractical, too, he thought. It could link me to the murder.
And yet he was a creature of the darkness, an inhabitant of others’ nightmares, an extension of the power and cunning of the Devil. Shouldn’t he be able to use that somehow to solve such a minor problem?
He packed his belongings quickly into his single battered suitcase and went to the front desk to check out.
The night clerk’s eyes flickered over the suitcase and Venneman’s drab, bulky clothing, but his face remained impassive. “Do you need someone to carry that out for you, sir?”
“This?” Venneman lifted the case easily. “It’s lighter than it looks. No, thanks.” The case was in fact heavier than it looked, but to Venneman, it now seemed light. “What I do need is directions to the highway to Denver.”
* * * * *
Venneman left the hotel and walked swiftly through town to the state highway the clerk had directed him to. He walked rapidly along the highway, his suitcase on one shoulder for convenience. Overhead, the sky was still dark. Venneman estimated he had four hours till daylight. He could have wished for more time, but that would be more than enough if someone came along soon.
For close to an hour he walked in utter silence unbroken by the passage of a car.
He could hear animals moving and breathing in the dark all around him. In his human days, he would have been unable to hear any of those sounds. If he had been able to, he would have been frightened by them. In those days, the dark alone would have made him uneasy, worried about something dangerous sneaking up on him and attacking him. Now he was enchanted and excited, and he felt a part of it — of the dark, of the animal life. He too was an animal, the greatest hunter of them all, just as Elizabeth had said. He belonged here.
No, he thought. The animals belong here because their prey is here. I belong in a city, where my prey is abundant.
Headlights swept around a curve behind him. They lit up the snow and the dark trees beside the highway. Venneman stopped and held out his hand, thumb extended. The car roared by him without slowing down.
Good decision, Venneman thought. Maybe the next guy won’t be so smart.
The next guy was actually two men in a pickup truck, and they were not so smart as the previous driver. The truck slowed to a stop beside Venneman. A deep voice called out. “Where you going?”
“Denver,” Venneman said.
“Hop in.”
He threw his suitcase in the back of the truck. It landed with a soft thump instead of the metallic bang he expected. He pulled himself up into the cab, settled into the seat beside the door, and pulled the door to, slamming it loudly.
“Jesus, take it easy!” the man beside him said.
“Sorry.” He was still delighted by his new strength, but he knew he’d have to learn to control it.
The truck’s wheels spun on a patch of ice, and then the vehicle lurched ahead and moved along the highway.
The driver and his companion were beefy, middle-aged men. They both wore heavy boots and coats with the hoods thrown back, and they smelled of beer and tobacco and something else Venneman could not identify, something wild and exciting.
“What’re you doing out here in the middle of nowhere on a night like this?” the driver asked.
“I was on a ski vacation,” Venneman said, “and I got a call to come home right away. Medical emergency. But there’s no transport to Stapleton Airport this late at night.”
“Ski vacation, huh?” the passenger said, looking Venneman up and down quickly. “Hm.”
Venneman laughed. “Okay. Truth is, my boss was on a ski vacation, and I was along to be his errand boy. He fired me when I got that phone call and told him I had to leave and go home. He said that wasn’t covered in my contract.”
“And how much of his stuff you got in your case?” the driver asked.
“None,” Venneman said. He decided to drop his pose of affability. “You guys are pretty suspicious. What’s your problem?”
The passenger shrugged. “Force of habit. We’re Denver cops. Sorry. I’m Skip and this is Greg.” He pulled off his right glove and held his hand out.
“Richard.” Venneman shook his hand, which was large and soft, like the rest of the man. “So, Skip and Greg, are you up here looking for a bad guy from Denver?”
“No. We were hunting.”
“In the dead of winter? I didn’t know people did that.” Venneman remembered the sound his suitcase had made when it landed in the back of the pickup. He twisted around and looked through the small window behind Skip’s head, but he could see nothing in the dark. “What did you catch?”
The two men exchanged a glance. “Bear,” Greg said. He turned onto a rising entrance ramp. The headlights picked up a sign reading I-70 East. Beneath it, on the same pole, another sign told Venneman that they were sixty miles from Denver.
“Don’t they hibernate?” Venneman asked.
“Yeah,” Skip said. “We got one in her den. You ever tasted bear cub roasted over a campfire?”
Venneman shook his head.
“Really good,” Skip said, growing enthusiastic and losing the caution Venneman had sensed in him from the beginning. “A lot like pork, but real tender. Pretty fat, of course, this early in the winter. Got the grease on my jacket. Real good, though.”
“Think you could take me to the airport in Denver?” Venneman asked abruptly. “Or is it too much out of your way?”
“No problem,” Greg said. “See this highway we’re on? It runs right by Stapleton.”
“Good. So, tell me, Skip and Greg, is that legal? I mean, killing a hibernating mother bear in her den and then killing and eating her cub?”
Skip turned toward Venneman and glared at him. “Don’t you worry about that, guy. We’re the experts here on what’s legal.”
Venneman smiled disarmingly and nodded. “That makes sense. Say, either of you guys ever tasted fresh human blood?”
Skip’s mouth fell open, and Greg took his eyes from the road for long enough to lean forward and look at Venneman around Skip’s bulk. “What the fuck?” Greg said.
“You keep your eyes on the road,” Skip said. “Dangerous tonight.” He turned his glare on Venneman again. “Richard, you got something you want to tell us? We’re the guys who can help you out, you know.”
Venneman nodded. “Yes, I know you’ll help me out. See, the thing is, I’m a vampire.”
The other two burst out laughing. “A vampire, huh?” Skip said. “Okay, Richard. We thought you were going to say something that would make us take you to our district station and lock you up, but I can see that you need a different kind of facility.”
Venneman joined in their laughter. “You mean an insane asylum, right? That right, Skip? Greg? Say, I wonder if crazy people’s blood tastes any different. You think so?”
After a moment of hesitation, the other two laughed again. Then Skip said, “Richard, if you’re a vampire, what happened to your fangs?”
Venneman had never thought about that before. “You’re right! Vampires always have fangs in the movies. Maybe we could stop at a novelty store in Denver and I could buy myself a set.”
The other two laughed again, but it was more forced this time. They were tiring of the game, Venneman knew.
He put his hands on his stomach and doubled over. “Oh, man, I feel sick. Must’ve been the bad blood in that teenager I killed. I’m going to throw up.”
Greg yelled, “Not in here! Get outta my truck!” He stepped on the brakes and the truck slid down the highway, turning slowly sideways. It came to a stop sitting at a right angle across both lanes.
“Asshole!” Skip yelled. “Get us out of traffic!”
Greg started up again and pulled off onto the shoulder. All three men piled out of the truck. Venneman shuffled bent over toward the railing at the side of the highway. The truck’s headlights reflected off the snow beside the road, lighting up the immediate area, but beyond the railing the ground sloped downward and vanished into dark emptiness. Venneman leaned against the railing and looked into the blackness. He heard a metallic click behind him and turned around.
Skip was pointing a rifle at him. The muzzle looked enormous.
Greg came to his partner’s side. “Skip, I don’t think this is necessary.”
Skip spoke quietly, calmly, in control of the situation. “I don’t know how much of what he said was made up and how much was real, but I’m not taking any chances. We’ll keep him covered from now on until we’ve got him safely locked up at the station.”
Venneman said, “Skip, I’m just a harmless kook. I’m just a guy who thinks he’s a vampire.” He stepped forward.
Skip said, “Stay where you are, damn it.”
Venneman looked at Greg. His movement had alarmed the other policeman. He shrugged — a disarming motion, he hoped. “Okay, Skip.” And then he moved.
He punched Greg full in the face. He felt the bones of the man’s head crunch and collapse under his fist, and it filled him with excitement. Greg gurgled and went limp, but Venneman caught him and held him up as a shield between himself and Skip.
Skip had scarcely reacted, so quick had Venneman’s movements been. Now Skip yelled and fired wildly, repeatedly.
Venneman felt Greg jerking as the bullets tore into him. He felt two of the bullets pass through Greg’s body and into his own, striking him in the chest. He felt his breastbone shatter. Pain exploded in his chest. He couldn’t breathe.
He staggered back, dropping Greg. The policeman fell to the ground and lay unmoving. Venneman’s legs hit the railing at the edge of the road and he tumbled over it backward. He seemed to be floating into the darkness and then down. He hit the sloping ground and rolled until he fetched up against a tree.
Venneman lay in the dark unable to move, filled with agony. Every attempt at drawing in a breath filled his chest with cutting pain, as though the pieces of his breastbone were sawing through the tissue around them. From above, he could hear Skip calling Greg’s name and then shouting curses at Venneman.
Venneman’s thoughts swam randomly. Elizabeth had been wrong about bullets. He was dying.
And then the pain faded away, and he could move again.
He rose to his feet ravenous with hunger, filled with strength, consumed by rage.
He ran up the slope and into the beams of the truck’s lights. Skip saw him and began to turn his way, raising his rifle. To Venneman, Skip seemed to be moving in slow motion.
Venneman kept running, getting the truck between him and the policeman. He kept moving, circling the truck.
He came around it and found himself facing Skip’s back. The policeman was moving slowly, slowly, following Venneman, rifle pointed ahead of him.
Venneman slammed into him, knocking his rifle away. He bore the policeman to the ground, face down, yanked his head back, and sank his teeth into the side of his neck before the man had a chance to yell.
Skip regained enough breath to shriek once, and then the last of his strength deserted him. Venneman sucked eagerly, powerfully, draining the policeman’s body of blood and life.
Venneman rose to his feet and bounded over to Greg. The other policeman was dead, his face smashed by Venneman’s blow and his torso riddled by the bullets Skip had fired. But most of his blood was still in him, and it was still liquid enough to be drawn out. Venneman raised the corpse in his arms and lowered his mouth to its neck. He found the collapsing veins and bit into them and drew the corpse’s blood into him.
When he was done feeding, Venneman carried Greg’s body over to the railing at the edge of the road and threw it out into the darkness as far as he could. After a long pause, he heard it land far below and bounce twice, then roll further down the hillside. He went over to Skip’s body, picked it up, and threw it after Greg’s. His rage began to ease.
He walked back to the truck and looked in the back. His suitcase lay there, atop a tarpaulin. Venneman pulled one edge of the tarpaulin back, revealing the head and shoulders of a bear, its eyes open, its mouth slackly open, its tongue protruding limply. He pulled the cover back further. Now he saw just the head of a bear cub. He thought for a moment, then took out the cub’s head and threw it after the two hunters’ bodies. He threw Skip’s rifle down the slope, too.
Finally, he covered the body of the bear sow up again and put his suitcase in the truck cab. Then he climbed in behind the wheel, restarted the engine, and pulled onto the highway. Only when he was underway did he realize how well he was suddenly able to see in the dark. The most recent meal, the blood of two full-grown men, had pushed him past some threshold.
He felt his chest. He pressed gently at first, then thumped vigorously. There was no pain, and there were no wounds from the bullets. He had thought himself a vampire before, but he had still been in the process of becoming one. Now the process was complete.
* * * * *
The eastern sky was growing pale by the time Venneman reached the western outskirts of Denver. The highway carried him eastward along the northern edge of the city. Traffic grew heavier as he drove, slowing him down. He gripped the steering wheel, fear of the day growing in him.
The light in the east was almost blinding him by the time he saw the sign for the airport. He followed the signs along a busy local street and headed into the airport’s parking garage. Now he was under cover, safe from the direct light of the sun when it rose, although not from indirect light. The open sides of the parking garage were already impossibly bright to his eyes.
He left the truck in the first space he found, hurriedly wiped his fingerprints off the steering wheel, gear shift lever, key, and door handles, and then grabbed his suitcase and ran for the entrance to the covered ramp leading into the airport terminal.
Even the ramp had large windows along both walls. Venneman ran along it, ignoring the stares he drew. He kept his eyes almost closed, looking out through a narrow slit, and still the pain of the light lanced into his skull. And still the sun had not yet risen.
It’s even worse than it was before, he thought. I can see better at night now, but the sunlight hurts me even more. Maybe, since I’ve become so much more a vampire, the sun can kill me now.
He pushed that thought away from him. He no longer wanted to die. Now he wanted to do whatever he needed to do to survive, for as long as his new nature allowed him to.
In this respect, too, Elizabeth had been correct.
Inside the terminal, he found it easier to stay away from windows. The fluorescent lighting everywhere bothered his eyes and felt unpleasantly warm on his skin, but it didn’t feel dangerous, just uncomfortable.
He found an airport shop selling various tourist knick knacks. It was like tourist kitsch sold in other airports throughout the world, but each item was stamped with the Colorado state flag or a drawing of the Rocky Mountains. Venneman bought a garish pair of sunglasses and put them on. Now he found he could walk around inside the airport without discomfort. Through the dark lenses, the light inside the building seemed about the same as bright sunlight had seemed to him before, when he was still human.
For a few hours, Venneman walked around the airport, watching the crowds with distant curiosity. I can handle this, he thought. I can make it until tonight, when it’s time for my plane to take off.
But then his face began to itch. He went into a men’s room and looked at himself carefully in the mirror. Unlike the vampire of mythology, he had a perfectly normal reflection, and also unlike the mythological creature, he looked ruddy and healthy, not pale and corpselike. But the itching, he realized, was due to sunburn. The lighting in the airport was sufficient to do this to him.
Venneman looked around the restroom. No one else was there. There were two urinals and one stall, and there was a light switch on the wall beside the door. He flicked the switch off and removed his sunglasses.
In the dark, he relaxed, aware for the first time how tense and on guard he had been. He knew that the room must be pitch black to a human being, but to his eyes it was bathed in a soft, delightful, directionless glow. He took his suitcase into the stall and locked the door. Then he sat down on the toilet, set the alarm on his wristwatch, and tried to doze.
His sleep was uneasy and frequently interrupted. Twice, men opened the door and then, seeing the room dark, gave up and went elsewhere. But three other times, men came in, fumbled at the wall until they found the switch, and then spent what seemed to Venneman to be endless hours using the urinals. After each man had left, Venneman turned the lights off again and tried to go back to sleep.
He was deeply asleep when his alarm beeped.
He awoke feeling refreshed and vibrantly alive. Outside, in the terminal, the windows were dark except for manmade lights in the distance. The crowds were sparse now. Venneman was relieved to find that he could look at them without feeling hunger. He hoped he was already reaching the advanced stage Elizabeth had mentioned and would no longer need to feed so often.
Venneman went through the tedious details of checking in and boarding. His airplane took off on time, for which he was thankful. Now he would be sure of arriving home before daylight.
When he was in the air, bound for home, he looked with interest at the two stewardesses assigned to the coach cabin. At first, they both reacted to him with the sexual interest he had become so familiar with and had always been so frightened by. But after a few seconds, they began to seem afraid of him and seemed to be hurrying by his seat, avoiding catching his eye. Now that he was interested in them for their blood, they shied away from him. The irony amused him.
He turned the overhead light off and put his seat back and relaxed. How nice it felt to be going home — home to peace and refuge and escape.
* * * * *
Jill awoke with a gasp when he slid into bed beside her. “It’s me,” he said quickly. “It’s okay.”
“What?” she said, her tongue fumbling with the word. She sat up and turned on the light on the wall on her side of the bed. “Richie? Oh, God, you scared me!”
“Sorry, darling,” Venneman said. “I left early. I couldn’t stand the place, and I missed you. And I picked something up. A virus, maybe. I don’t feel well.” He pulled the covers up over his shoulder.
Jill drew away from him unconsciously. “You don’t look right,” she said. “Would you like me to make you something? Some tea?”
Venneman smiled at her. “Thanks, but I don’t think tea will cure me. I think I need extra sleep. I think I’ll just take the day off and sleep. I’m not expected back at work until Wednesday, anyway, so there’ll be no problem.”
Jill nodded. “Good idea. What time is it?” She leaned over Venneman and twisted the clock radio so that she could see the red numbers glowing on its face. “Three a.m. Oh, good, I don’t have to get up for three more hours.”
Venneman looked up at her nightgown and imagined the familiar breasts under it. He felt a stirring of desire and almost reached for her, but he knew that doing so would undermine his claim of being ill. Instead, he closed his eyes and lay still as Jill kissed him, told him she was glad he was home, turned the light off again, and slid back down beside him.
He heard her breathing become slower and steadier as she fell back asleep. He kept his eyes shut and lay without moving, but his mind was busily awake.
It had already become impossible for him to sleep during the night, he feared. And of course it was impossible for him to go outside during the day. At the same time, no matter how his new metabolism worked, he would need shelter and clothing. He wanted the trappings of normal human life. That would require money, and that would mean a job. He would be unable to stay at his old job, since there was no such thing as a night shift there. So that meant a change. But a change meant, among other things, interviewing. There were night jobs in the city, but he was sure the interviews for them were conducted during the day. He could see no way of resolving any of this.
A new problem intruded. As he lay beside Jill, her breathing seemed to fade away, replaced by her heartbeat and the pulsing of her blood.
Venneman clasped his hands together on his chest and held them tightly together. He pressed his arms against his torso, his legs against each other. He stared up at the ceiling, illuminated by the soft glow that, to his eyes, permeated the room.
She’s not safe with me, he thought. Tears filled his eyes and rolled slowly down his cheeks on his pillow. I can’t trust myself with her. I have to leave.
He would have to leave Jill for her own safety. For her to be completely safe, he would have to move to another city.
How could he tell her what he was planning without breaking her heart? Better to break her heart than to murder her, he told himself. And yet the prospect of hurting her, even for her own good, filled him with pain.
No, he told himself, that’s a lie. It fills you with discomfort and guilt, but not pain. The truth is that you’re eager to enter into your new life, and Jill is a trapping from the old one. You’ll be happy to be free of her.
Was that part of the vampire’s nature, too, he wondered — that coldness, that lack of feeling and commitment toward others?
But they’re not others in that sense, he reminded himself. Not in the sense of being others of my kind. They’re human beings. They are others in the sense of being something else, something utterly different from me.
He lay as still as he could, almost as still as a corpse, as the hours passed and his dilemma gnawed at him.
Eventually the radio turned on. Jill came awake with a moan. She turned over to face Venneman and smiled at him. “Feeling any better, Richie?”
He forced a smile in response. “A bit. Sleep helped. I’ll make the coffee while you shower.”
* * * * *
It was still dark outside.
Venneman stood with the coffee carafe in his hand, the tap still running, the kitchen light turned off, and stared out of the window. The dark drew him. There were millions of people out there, most of them still in their houses or apartments, but some of them walking the cold streets. And some of those streets were almost deserted. He could go out into the city at night and find prey everywhere. There were legions of the homeless and helpless whom nobody would miss. Indeed, the city would be grateful if their numbers diminished.
* * * * *
After Jill had left, Venneman stood again at the window. How much time did he have before daylight? Not enough, probably — not enough to find his prey in a deserted place, to kill, to feed, and then to hide the remains and to return here to shelter from the light.
He was aware of only the faintest feelings of hunger and thirst. He hoped he could go without feeding for at least another day.
He watched until the sun had risen and the street beyond the window was bathed in its light. The pain in his eyes had become intolerable. He turned the blinds over the window as far closed as they would go and retreated to the bedroom. Here, heavy curtains kept the room dark — darker to him, in fact, than during the night, for the sunlight had driven away the soft, directionless glow that now lit the night for him.
With daylight came sleepiness. Overcome by it, Venneman barely managed to climb into bed before he drifted into a dream of blood.
He swam in a red ocean. Slow, heavy swells buoyed him up and carried detached arms, legs, and heads past him. The smell of blood was overwhelming and nauseating. He was frightened only for the first few minutes of the dream. Then his fear faded and he felt invigorated. Something shifted in his sense of smell, and now the scent of the ocean filled him with delight. Above, the sky was black and filled with stars. The sea was warm, glowing with a light of its own, and a lazy current carried him along. As he rose on the swells, he caught glimpses of a jagged headland. The current carried him past it and toward a gentle coastline. Figures stood on the coast holding their arms out to him in welcome. He heard their voices calling him, melodious, gentle, loving.
Venneman swam toward the coast. His strokes were powerful, but the current became stronger, too strong for him to fight. No matter how hard he tried, the coastline and the welcoming figures receded. They were lost in a red mist, and Venneman found himself floating in the middle of the red ocean, with only a misty horizon in all directions.
He drifted still deeper into sleep, dreamless this time. Later, toward evening, the dream began again. Again he dreamed of the sea, the headland, the coast, and the beckoning figures. As he was trying to swim toward them, Jill entered the bedroom and tore him into reality.
She turned the light on. Venneman gasped and covered his eyes.
“Sorry,” Jill said. She turned the light off again. “Have you been sleeping all day, Richie?” She came to the bed and sat down on it and gently pushed his hair away from his forehead. “Are you feeling better?” She leaned over and kissed his cheek softly. “You do feel hot.”
Sexual desire exploded in Venneman, so sharp and intense that he gasped as if in pain.
“Richie!” Jill put her hands on either side of his face. “Richie, what is it?”
Venneman slid his arms out from under the covers and put them around her. He pulled her down beside him and kissed her.
Jill pulled her face away from his and held him off. “You need rest, Richie. Take it easy.”
“I need you,” Venneman said. He felt as he had when he first kissed Elizabeth, the way he had never felt before with Jill.
He realized for the first time that he was still fully dressed. Holding Jill easily with one arm around her, he pulled his trousers down clumsily with the other and then began undressing her.
“Richie, stop it!” She tried to push him away, but he scarcely noticed her struggles, and they had no effect on him.
He kissed her again, and just as he had absorbed that otherworldly sexual arousal from Elizabeth, Jill absorbed it from him. She slid her legs around him. She put one arm around his neck in order to hold his mouth against hers, and with her other hand she guided his penis into her.
She moved her pelvis wildly, back and forth, pounding it against his. She sucked and bit at his tongue.
They climaxed together, shouting, gripping each other. Venneman pressed his face against her shoulder and kissed her there. Jill groaned into his ear, “Jesus! Oh, Christ!”
As he emptied himself into her and felt her constricting around him, Venneman felt the pounding of her heart against his chest and heard the rushing of her blood through the artery only inches from his mouth. He could smell her blood through her skin and flesh.
The sound of her blood drowned out her cries of pleasure. He felt another kind of lust, and he was powerless to resist it.
Turning his face, Venneman buried his teeth in Jill’s neck, his powerful jaws crunching through flesh and tendons, his teeth biting into her carotid artery.
He drank in her spurting blood, swallowing it and sucking out more, even while he continued to pump his own fluid into her. It seemed for a moment to be a cycle of some kind, liquid life passing from her to him, through him, and then back into her. And the blood had never tasted so wonderful to him before. None of his previous victims had filled him with such delight and life.
Jill struggled only briefly, cried out once in pain, and kept moving her hips under his as she died.
When he rose from her pale body, her eyes were closed, and he couldn’t tell if she was grimacing in pain or smiling with pleasure.
Venneman sat on the side of the bed and wept. How could he stand an eternity of this? Oh, God, he thought, I’m cut off from everything. I’ll never be able to love or be loved again. It will always lead to this.
Trying not to look at Jill, he pulled his clothes back on and went into the living room. There was nothing for him here, either. The apartment seemed empty to him in a way it never had before. It had lost the warmth and affection Jill had imbued it with.
Venneman sank onto the couch and put his head in his hands. He sat there for a long time, trying to think about the future, trying to come up with a way of avoiding the future.
I’ve got to try again, he thought. I’ve got to come up with a way to kill myself. I can’t go through this again.
But how? he wondered. Bullets didn’t work. I tried the sun, and that didn’t work. It just made me hungrier. Maybe I’m an exception to the rule, a vampire who can’t be killed by the sun. Or maybe, he suddenly thought, I need something stronger than ordinary sunlight. Something more intense, something closer.
He had already found that starlight didn’t hurt him, even though starlight was really sunlight, but at a vast distance. So perhaps even the sun itself wasn’t close enough.
A sun close to me, he thought. Yes.
* * * * *
Venneman put back on the warm coat he had worn to Colorado, took the gloves from the pocket, and left the apartment. For a moment, he considered taking the bus, but it ran on a reduced schedule after rush hour, and he lacked the patience to wait for it. He decided instead to take the old car he and Jill used for shopping and evening trips. This late in the evening, there would be free parking at the university.
He parked in a free lot a short walk from Currigan Hall. It was close to nine p.m., and all the building’s doors were already locked.
Venneman walked around the old building, trying to find a way in, an unlocked side door. At last he gave up and walked up the cracked concrete steps to the front doors.
The double doors were of heavy wood, with thick glass panes in their upper halves. Beyond the doors, the short corridor ended in a staircase, the left half leading up, the right half leading down to the lab where Venneman worked. The lights in the corridor were bright even out here. Venneman fished out of his coat pocket the sunglasses he had bought at the airport in Denver and put them on.
The night security man, Willie Gold, was supposed to be in the building. Venneman pounded on the wood, making the doors rattle on their hinges. He knew he didn’t have to wait for Willie. He was strong enough now to smash the doors open. But he also didn’t want to alarm anyone and risk interference before he was finished.
Eventually, Willie came down the stairs toward the door, frowning. His frown eased when he recognized Venneman on the other side of the glass panels. Willie fumbled with his heavy key chain and opened the doors.
Willie Gold was a heavyset man in his sixties. He had retired from a local suburban police force and was supplementing his pension with the easy work of babysitting buildings whose daytime inhabitants were only too happy to stay away from them at night, and which local burglars knew contained nothing of interest to them.
“Hey, Richie! What’re you doing here? I thought you were on vacation until tomorrow.”
“I came back early, Willie. Got to get some stuff ready for Dinsmuir, so I thought I’d work on it this evening.”
Will shook his head. “You’re an idiot to put in extra time for that guy. You know that, don’t you?”
Venneman smiled. “I should. You’ve told me often enough.”
“Yeah, well, it’s still true. What’s with the shades?”
“Oh, I got a touch of snow blindness out there, on the ski slope. Got to protect my eyes for a few days.”
“Jeez,” Willie said. “You really should be home taking care of that, not here straining your eyes.”
Venneman shrugged. “I don’t have much choice this time.”
“Guess maybe you’ll get your reward in Heaven, huh?”
“Oh, yes,” Venneman told him, edging past and toward the staircase. “That’s what I’m counting on.”
As Venneman walked away, Willie called out to him, “You look good, Richie. The break did you good, except for the eyes.”
Venneman raised a hand and waved acknowledgement. Oh, yes, he thought. It made a new man of me.
He was surprised at how calm and unemotional he felt, despite everything that had happened. It was the imminence of death and release, he decided, that had given him this brief moment of peace.
He went downstairs and let himself into the lab with his cardkey.
Automatically, he reached for the light switch beside the door. He caught himself in time and took off his sunglasses instead. Here again was the soft glow he was coming to love, the pale, directionless light that soothed his eyes and calmed him.
All the surfaces in the lab were clean and well organized. Dale had been keeping things in hand, as usual. He smiled at the imagined picture of her down here, quietly and competently maintaining control despite Dinsmuir’s interference. He wished she were here now, so that he could tell her his problems. Surely Dale would have calm, rational advice for him.
Surely Dale would excite his blood hunger just as easily as anyone else might, alone here with him in the dark.
Venneman gritted his teeth and turned his attention to the reason he had come here.
Dinsmuir’s experiment was unchanged, the great cylinder sitting quietly in the center of the room, steadily gathering data for the advancement of Dinsmuir’s career. At least I’ll be throwing a wrench into that, Venneman thought with some pleasure.
He took off his coat and went over to the cylinder and examined it.
It consisted of two shorter cylinders which had been bolted together, so that it could be easily opened at the end of the experiment for examination. But the seal was a tight one, for safety, because of the ferocity of the energy being generated within. The torque required to loosen the bolts was far beyond what a human being could generate by hand.
Venneman rummaged around in the tool cabinet until he found a wrench of the right size. He applied it to one of the bolts. He put his weight on the wrench, pushing down, grunting. His heels lifted from the floor, but the bolt did not move.
Venneman stepped back and thought for a moment. His strength had increased greatly now that he was a vampire, he knew, but as far as he could tell, his body weight was unchanged. He got from the tool cabinet another wrench of the right size for the cylinder’s bolts. Then he put the new wrench on the bolt above the other one and, with one hand on each wrench, forced them toward each other. The movement was tightening the lower bolt, but the upper bolt began to move. Once it was loosened, Venneman unscrewed the upper bolt and dropped it to the floor. Then he moved on to the next pair of bolts and repeated the process.
Eventually he was left with only one bolt, with nothing to use as leverage against it. But the cylinder was unsealed except for that one bolt. Still the two halves sat firmly against each other, held in place by their weight.
Venneman stepped back again and paused, gathering his courage.
Slowly, he undressed. The more exposure, he thought, the greater the likelihood of death.
When he was naked, he stepped forward again, put one hand against each half of the cylinder, and leaned forward, pressing as hard as he could.
One of the halves shifted slightly. A shaft of light shot out through the opening between the two halves, striking Venneman in the face and blinding him.
He dropped to the floor and curled into a ball, gasping in agony. His eyes were two spears of agony thrusting into his brain. He clapped his hands to them and felt only soft, jellied flesh. He knew that his eyes and much of his face had been melted away. He could no longer see that soft light that made the night so comforting and inviting.
Venneman forced himself to his knees and felt around for the cylinder. He felt the heat of its inner light before he touched the metal. But this was not enough. This would wound and cripple him, but it might not be enough to destroy him. Only the bar of sun imprisoned within the experiment could do that.
He groped up along the seam and found the opening. He managed to force his fingers into it, and he raised himself to his feet and struggled to pull the cylinders further apart. The light glaring out through the slit seared his chest and stomach, but Venneman persisted, exerting his new strength to separate the cylinders.
With a loud rasping squeak of metal sliding across concrete, the cylinders slid apart, and Venneman fell into the opening and inside the experiment.
He had only a brief moment of consciousness. He was bathed in agony as he had been when he had exposed himself to sunlight, but it was vastly more intense.
And then consciousness faded. He felt the world slipping away from him, and he was grateful for it. He welcomed real death at last.
* * * * *
“Richie! Richie!”
He became aware of the voice and of someone shaking his shoulder. The lights were on in the lab.
“Richie!” It was Willie Gold. He was on his knees beside Venneman. Willie’s eyes were wide and staring, filled with horror. His face relaxed in relief when Venneman opened his eyes and looked up at him. “Jesus, Richie, I thought you were dead!” He rocked back onto his feet and pushed himself up. “Don’t move! I’ll call for an ambulance.” Willie looked around for a telephone and took a step toward Dale’s desk.
“No!” Venneman rolled over and pushed himself up onto his knees and elbows. “I’m okay. Minor accident, that’s all.” He could scarcely hold himself in position. His muscles were shaking with weakness. Can’t alarm Willie any further, he thought. He struggled to stand up. “Help me out.”
Willie jumped back to his side. “Of course, Richie.” He put an arm around Venneman’s naked waist, and Venneman put his own arm around the guard’s shoulder and leaned heavily on him.
Venneman’s head lolled forward. He felt scarcely able to hold it up. “So weak,” Venneman whispered.
“You sure you don’t want an ambulance, Richie? What the hell happened in here?” He began to lead Venneman toward Dale’s chair.
Venneman stopped moving and forced his head up and looked at Dinsmuir’s machine. The two cylinders still stood apart, separated. The interior was dark, though, the plasma dead.
And I’m still alive, Venneman thought, despairing.
He could see without any trouble. His eyes must be normal again, healed. He raised a shaky hand to his face. The skin felt smooth and unmarred. The damage from the plasma might have been far greater than that done to him by the sun, but he seemed to have developed the ability to heal himself that much faster and more thoroughly. “How much time?” he asked Willie.
“Since you came in? About seven hours. I was finishing up my shift when I checked in here.” He had followed Venneman’s glance and now stared at Dinsmuir’s experiment. “Shit,” he said. “We’re all in trouble now. Or was it Dinsmuir, Richie?” Willie grew angry. “Was that who it was? Did the bastard attack you, Richie? Is that why you’re naked?”
Attack, his blood echoed. Naked.
“I’ve been reborn,” Venneman said. “That’s why I’m naked. And so hungry and thirsty.”
He tightened his arm around the guard’s shoulder and pulled the man him, chest to chest. His other arm went around Willie as well, so that Willie’s arms were trapped against his side.
“Hey!” Willie shouted. “What the fuck? Richie, take it easy. Richie!”
His shout became a scream as Venneman bit deeply into his neck. Venneman found the carotid and began to suck eagerly.
But something had changed.
The blood burned in Venneman’s mouth. It was acid in his throat, in his belly. He was filled with fire and pain. And Willie writhed against him, whining in delight.
Venneman sprang back, pushing Willie away violently. Willie flew backward, hit one of the heavy wood lab benches, and fell to the floor. He lay on the wooden floor and held his arms out to Venneman. “More, please! Richie, more!” Blood pumped from his neck, calling to Venneman with its lying promise of ecstasy.
Venneman needed more blood. He had not fed enough to repair and strengthen himself. He stepped forward, unable to resist the call of the blood.
“Yes,” Willie said, “please.”
Venneman closed his eyes and fought the song the blood sang. It burned me, he thought. Something about Willie. Something wrong with him. Have to find someone else.
He ignored Willie’s moaned appeals and the whisper of Willie’s blood and pulled on his clothes. I can murder anyone now, he thought. Good or bad, friend or stranger, lover or enemy. Anyone but myself. I have no soul and I’ve been cast out by God, so now I can kill without feeling. I only have to satisfy my own needs.
But Willie’s voice persisted, and Venneman was filled with pain at the sounds of Willie’s death.
“I’m sorry, Willie. It wasn’t me. I didn’t have any choice. I can’t control it anymore. It controls me. It was your blood. It’s the fault of your blood.”
Willie’s blood had stopped flowing. He was still alive. He sat up, balancing himself with hand on the floor. He swayed. He held out the other hand toward Venneman. “Please, Richie,” he said, his voice weak and rasping. He sat in a pool of his own blood. It soaked into his uniform and into the old wood of the floor.
The wood is dry and thirsty, Venneman thought. It needs Willie’s blood. He stepped forward again before catching himself and moving back. “No, Willie. I’m sorry I killed you for nothing. I can’t use your blood.”
But then he noticed that the wound in Willie’s neck was almost closed. Willie had lost a lot of blood, but he wasn’t losing any more, and he was neither dead nor dying.
Willie pushed himself forward onto hands and knees and crawled toward Venneman. “Richie, Richie, more.”
Venneman backed away and pushed through the lab’s double doors. He climbed the staircase hastily and left the building.
It was still dark outside, but he could already see a faint glow on the horizon. He stared at it for a moment in confusion, too stunned by what had happened in the lab to feel frightened.
Venneman climbed into his car and drove back to the apartment that had been his home.
* * * * *
Inside the apartment, Jill still lay across the bed as he had left her — unmoving, unbreathing, pale, the gaping wound in her neck as bloodless as the rest of her. She stared up at the ceiling, unblinking, uncaring. The blood Venneman had missed stained the sheet beneath her head.
My God, Venneman thought. My God. He repeated the phrase over and over as though it would save him, as though it would undo what he had already done, as though it could bring Jill back to life, as though it could at least save her soul.
Nothing changed.
He had destroyed Jill, but he could not destroy himself. And as he had already discovered, he could not resist the drive to feed. He was excluded from real human life, but he could not end his own. He could not even imagine what lay ahead of him, what kind of undead half-life he was doomed to endure until...
Until when? Until the sun died? Until the Second Coming?
Or would he survive even those? He and Elizabeth and whatever other vampires there might be on Earth — would they be left, in some unimaginably distant and terrible future, to wander the surface of a cold, dark, depopulated world, dying of hunger and thirst but unable to die, avoiding each other, unable to hunt even each other, growing ever weaker and hungrier and thirstier but enduring forever?
That will be our Hell, he realized suddenly, our eternal punishment. Eternal loneliness, eternal dark, eternal cold, eternal hunger and thirst. It would be even worse than the lake of eternal fire he had been brought up to fear.
Someone was pounding at the apartment’s front door. Venneman left the bedroom, closing the door behind him, and went to the front door to see who it was.
Willie Gold stood in the hallway. He still had his right hand raised to knock, and he leaned against the wall with his left. He was panting with the effort of driving over from the campus and climbing one flight of stairs. His face was haggard, the lines deeper than Venneman remembered. His heavy body seemed to have shrunk, and what was left sagged more than before, yearning toward the earth. When Venneman opened the door, Willie let his right arm drop heavily to his side. He bent his head to one side, exposing his neck. A heavy scar had formed where Venneman had torn his neck open. He said nothing, but his eyes pleaded.
Venneman stared at him in shock, unable to move. Even the faint pulsing of blood beneath the scar tissue in Willie’s neck lacked the power to make him move.
Willie fell forward against Venneman. He flung his arms about Venneman’s neck and tried to drag Venneman’s face down toward his neck.
Venneman turned and pushed Willie into the apartment. The guard staggered across the room, crashed into the closed bedroom door, and fell to his knees in front of it.
Venneman ran from the apartment, down the stairs, and out into the parking lot. He still had no idea where he should go or what his future would be, but he knew that this part of his life was forever closed to him.
The sun had risen. Venneman stopped moving and stood, suddenly breathless, in full sunlight.
It felt warm and pleasant on his skin. He could keep his eyes open and see without trouble.
Venneman looked around in wonder at the daylight world.
Willie Gold appeared in the doorway of the apartment building. He pushed himself away and weaved across the sidewalk toward Venneman.
Venneman shivered in horror and felt the taste of Willie’s acid blood rising up from his stomach. He climbed into his car, started it up, and headed out into the street. In his rear-view mirror, he caught a glimpse of Willie Gold leaning against another car, fumbling with the door handle.
Pursued by that image, Venneman drove west.
* * * * *
Willie let his hand fall away from the handle. He sagged hopelessly against the side of the car. His guess that Venneman would head for home after what had happened in the laboratory had been a lucky one, but he had no idea where Venneman was going now, and Venneman’s car was already out of sight. Even if Willie managed to open the door of his own car, he would be unable to pursue Venneman. He knew he couldn’t drive in his present condition.
All he could think to do was wait here in hopes that Venneman would eventually return. The alternative was to give up all hope of ever again experiencing what he had felt when Venneman began to suck the blood from his neck, and Willie could not face that prospect.
Slowly, Willie made his way back into the apartment building.
He stood at the bottom of the long flight of stairs and looked up at it. He tried to recall the desperate energy, the desire that had driven him up those stairs only a few minutes earlier, but it had become a fleeting memory. At that time, he had been convinced without any logic that Richard Venneman was in his apartment at the top of the stairs, and that conviction had been enough to give Willie the strength to climb the stairs. Now he knew Venneman was not there.
Willie sat down heavily on the lowest step. For perhaps half an hour, he sat in a stupor. No one came or went, and Willie remained undisturbed and lost in both exhaustion and despair. If only Venneman came back, Willie would promise not to be importunate, not to overwhelm him with his needs. Once a day — no, even once a week. He would demand no more than that.
But I’ve got to give him something in return, he realized. I’ve got to give him some reason to give me what I want.
More than want, he realized: need. That shock of supreme delight, part sexual, part spiritual, was already more important to him than food or air or love. Willie knew that his former self — the self he had been before Venneman attacked him — would have been horrified and repelled to know what he was thinking now, but the opinion of his former self mattered as little as anything else when set against what Venneman had given him and could give him again.
If he wants to, Willie thought. If I can talk him into it.
Suddenly he saw the solution.
I’ll be his servant!
It was obvious, once it had occurred to him. He would do whatever Venneman and... and... What was her name? Jill, yes, Jill Kennedy. Whatever Venneman and Jill Kennedy wanted him to do — cooking, cleaning, laundry, buying groceries. Money, too. He didn’t have much, but he’d share it with them. He’d do whatever he could to persuade Venneman to give him that ecstasy again.
And I’ll keep myself healthy for him, too, he thought. Take much better care of myself, so I’ll have a good supply of blood for him. If that’s what he needs, if he’s a...
Well, it was obvious enough what Venneman was. For a brief moment, a shiver passed through Willie Gold. Venneman was a vampire, and Willie was planning to make himself a vampire’s slave. It was a disgusting and terrifying thought. Then he remembered what he had felt when Venneman had pulled his blood from him, and the disgust and terror both faded away.
I’ll start right now, Willie thought. I’ll clean up for them, and then maybe when Richie comes back, he’ll be grateful enough to do it to me again right away.
Briefly energized by that image, Willie pushed himself to his feet and climbed the stairs.
At the top, faced by the open door to Venneman’s apartment, Willie felt a moment of fear. Instead of the delight, he remembered the agony when Venneman’s teeth first tore into his neck. He put a trembling hand to the side of his neck, half expecting to feel the wound Venneman had made. Instead he encountered a faint ridge of scar tissue. The skin was almost smooth and healed already.
All the movies he had seen were completely wrong, Willie realized. In them, vampire attacks meant terror and death, sometimes followed by resurrection as a vampire. But he had instead experienced something wonderful, he was still alive, and he hungered only for his usual food, not for human blood. Being a vampire’s victim was only a positive thing. All he needed to do was talk Venneman into being gentler the next time, so that Willie would experience no pain at all.
Willie entered the apartment and looked around. It was fairly neat already. Not much need for him in the living room. He stepped into the small kitchen. Here, everything was put away and all the countertops were clean. The kitchen looked considerably cleaner and neater than Willie’s own. Maybe the bedroom, he told himself. If Venneman and Jill kept even the bedroom clean and neat, then they wouldn’t need his services at all. If that were the case, then what could he offer?
Depressed, he pushed the bedroom door open and stepped inside.
“Jesus!” he gasped. Jill Kennedy lay on her back on the bed, naked, the sheet beneath her head red with blood. Her eyes were closed, her skin scarcely less white than the pillow beside her head.
Now he understood what Richard Venneman was running from.
* * * * *
Venneman drove west.
As soon as he could, he switched over to the interstate highway system. From time to time, he looked in his rear-view mirror for signs of pursuit, but he saw none. The cars behind differed from time to time, and they passed him and continued away from him at high speed when he slowed down to see what they would do. When he needed more gas, he pulled off the highway and then sat for a while, parked beside the exit ramp, to see if anyone else would take the same exit. But no one ever did.
Willie must not have tried to follow him after all. Or if he had tried, he had lost Venneman’s scent. The possibility remained that during his years as a policeman, Willie had learned techniques of following another car that enabled him to do so without the target of the pursuit being able to detect him, no matter how clever the target thought he was being. Venneman thought about Willie’s personality and dismissed that possibility.
Perhaps Willie had gone back inside the apartment building and had discovered Jill’s body. If so, Venneman would have to worry about a larger and more determined pursuit.
For a moment, the idea of that pursuit, and of the capture and imprisonment and condemnation to death that would follow, terrified Venneman. But then he imagined the weak bodies of human beings trying to hold him down and put handcuffs on him, and he laughed aloud. Why, he thought, I could probably pull the bars of a jail cell apart, even if they did manage to get me behind them!
And as for execution — no, he would no longer welcome that, he no longer wanted death. Not that he could be put to death, he knew. He had already tried to kill himself with part of the sun itself, and that had failed. Even the electric chair was a pale silliness by comparison with that.
Each time he filled his car, he paid with a credit card. Each time, the charge was accepted as valid. Surely, he thought, if the police knew about Jill’s death and were chasing him, they would have had his credit cards canceled.
Jill’s murder, he corrected himself. Call it what it is.
* * * * *
Evening found Venneman in northern Indiana, passing signs showing the diminishing distance to Chicago. He thought of the vast, spread-out city with its millions of citizens, its millions of walking sacks of blood, and his mouth watered.
Then he remembered that Jill’s parents lived in one of the northern suburbs, and he gritted his teeth and kept driving.
He skirted the city, passing south of it.
The highway interchanges grew more frequent and complex for a while, the traffic denser, the drivers more casual about changing lanes. Venneman grinned fiercely at them and stepped on the gas, excited by the speed and danger, the high-speed dance of man and metal, the imminence of death — death for the other drivers, but not for him, who was immune to it. After a while, that very immunity to death made the game seem silly, and he slowed again and became, to outward appearance, just another weary, distracted commuter, driving unconsciously while dreaming of another world.
By dark, Venneman was in the western outskirts of Chicago and heading due west again. The buildings and the traffic were both growing sparser. Ahead of him lay the flat farmlands of western Illinois and, he supposed, ever fewer places to spend the night. He had little experience of America from this point westward, and he imagined that it was all empty wasteland, with only the occasional city to provide relief. From here to Denver, he thought, he would find nothing but snowy wilderness, like the place beside the highway in the mountains where he had waited for someone to pick him up and take him to the airport in Denver.
That image brought back the memory of the two policeman who had picked him up and whom he had murdered and drunk from. For a moment, he wondered if their bodies had been found yet, and if anyone had investigated the back of their pickup truck, which he had left parked at the airport. Then Venneman forgot those details and remembered only the taste of their blood. He smiled. He was still hungry and thirsty, and he still needed to find someone with normal blood, not like Willie’s, to satisfy himself.
He began to look for a motel.
From the various lighted signs gleaming beside the highway, he selected one that had the word “economy” in it. Creature of the night and nightmare he might be, but certain old habits died hard. The night clerk was a plain, bored young woman who perked up when Venneman entered the office. He stared at the registration card she put before him, wondering whether to use a false name in case of police pursuit. No point in doing that, he realized, since he was using his credit card to pay for the room. He shrugged and filled in his name and the license plate number of his car, noticing in surprise how firm and bold his handwriting seemed now. I should sign it “Count Venneman, Prince of Darkness,” he thought, amused at the idea.
“You’re in 2B,” the clerk said, handing him a key. “Go out the door and up the stairs. Real nearby.” She turned the card around to read it. “Venneman?” she said. “That’s a German name, right?”
No, he almost wanted to say, it’s Transylvanian. “I guess so,” Venneman said. “My folks never kept track of that sort of thing.”
“My name’s Anderson,” she said. “Anita Anderson, but everyone calls me Nita. I’ll be here for the next few hours, if you need anything.”
The girl kept on trying to make idle conversation, and Venneman indulged her. One sack of blood was as good as another. If he was friendly now, it would be that much easier to return later and continue to the next step.
When he let himself into his room, Venneman stood in the doorway and looked at the double bed and the cheap furniture. He caught himself before he flipped the switch beside the door. With no light from the ceiling fixture or bedside lamp, the room was illuminated only by the last faint glow of evening shining through the thin curtain of the room’s single window and through the open door. In this light, the room looked no better than it would have by electric light. I should have better, he thought. If I’m really some sort of superhuman being now, why am I spending my nights in a place like this? I should have a castle and wear a cape, like the vampires in the movies.
He smiled at the thought and closed the door behind him, but he couldn’t easily shrug away the feeling that he didn’t belong here. It was too mundane, too pedestrian. It was the sort of room in which traveling salesmen spent their nights. It was beneath him.
But how was he to obtain better? For that matter, what was he to do about his future? Where would he sleep, and how would he live? He tried to look into the future and could not make it take any definite shape in his mind. He had always been able to imagine his older self. In the future as he had always envisioned it, he was married and had children, then grandchildren, and so on. He had never gone so far as to imagine his own death, but he had accepted that it was inevitably part of the picture.
Now children and grandchildren were as impossible for him as death itself.
Or were they? He realized that he had no idea. He knew so little about the creature he had become! Could a vampire impregnate a human woman? Or a female vampire?
A female vampire! The image of Elizabeth filled his mind, and a kind of desire that had nothing to do with blood overwhelmed him. He sank down onto the bed, onto his back, and closed his eyes.
He had had sex with her the second time after his transformation from human to vampire, and the experience had been even more shattering and overwhelming than the first time, the time she had murdered him. What would it be like now — now that he had grown so much more into his new nature?
The only way to know was to find Elizabeth. He could wait until she called for him, assuming that she really could do that, as she had claimed. But she might decide never to call him. That might have been a cruel joke, the sort of cruelty he thought she must be quite capable of. So he must search for her.
Now his drive west had a goal at last.
He stared at the ceiling, thinking of Elizabeth. The last light faded away and the room turned dark.
But not to Venneman. The familiar glow was back, but now it was tinged with red and pulsed faintly with the beating of his heart. It was warm and soothing and enveloping. Venneman closed his eyes and gave himself to it.
And entered again into the sea of blood. Pulsating, rising and falling, living, it bore Venneman along, rushing him toward the dim shoreline where lovely voices sang to him and welcoming arms reached out to him, and then away again, out into the open sea. He floated endlessly under a red sky, sunless, featureless.
* * * * *
Venneman awoke shortly after midnight, hungrier and thirstier than ever, but refreshed by sleep. He left his room and stood for a moment at the railing outside, looking over the parking lot. There was a scattering of cars. Not many travelers at this time of year, Venneman thought. Or perhaps most others bypass the cheapest motels, like this one. Suitable for a vampire, though, he told himself, smiling at the oddness of the thought.
He looked right and left along the building. He couldn’t see any lighted windows. Nor did he see any movement in the parking lot. The few people who had chosen this place to stop were all asleep, getting what rest they could before they rose early and drove away again.
At intervals, cars rushed by on the nearby interstate, and occasionally a truck roared past. Venneman thought he could catch the faintest hint of the drivers’ blood flowing through their veins, over the sounds of their vehicles, but he told himself that must be his imagination. How could even a vampire’s hearing be that acute?
Venneman wished it were still summer, for then he would also be able to hear the rustle of small animals in the grass beyond the parking lot, the whispery flight of bats above him, the struggles of insects caught by the bats in midair.
But perhaps, he thought, to us the sound of blood is a louder roar than any other.
He closed his eyes and concentrated.
A car passed on the interstate. Venneman heard the humming of its engine, the whine of its tires upon the road, the song of the wind flowing over and around and under it. And through all of that, beneath it, behind it, above it, he heard the rhythmic thumping of a heart.
The car receded into the distance. The noises of engine, tires, and wind faded with it. The heartbeat faded last of all, as though it lagged behind the car, reluctant to go away from Venneman, calling to him to follow.
Impossible! he thought. It can’t be!
But now that he had caught the trick of listening for that sound, he could hear it with every car that passed, and even over the louder, more aggressive roars of passing trucks.
He turned his attention to the building, now, and he could make out the soft thumping of beating hearts everywhere. With that came the sound of the blood itself, rushing through arteries, whispering through capillaries, flowing slowly through veins. The sounds grew louder as he stood there listening, as though they had been waiting only for him to notice them, to learn how to hear them, waiting only for that to attack him.
Venneman staggered under the assault of the tide of blood.
It was too much. It was like being surrounded by a screaming crowd that would not stop. It was a nightmare, not a delight. Venneman clamped his jaws together and squeezed his eyes shut and concentrated on hearing nothing.
Slowly the song of the blood receded into the background. It was still there, but it no longer tortured him.
He realized that had been gripping the railing harder and harder. He released his hold and raised his hands. The metal bars were bent where he had been holding them. Venneman sighed. This new strength of his was one more thing he must learn to control if he was to keep his nature secret.
Venneman went downstairs to the motel office. The door was locked. Through its glass front, he could see that the desk was unoccupied. Behind the desk was a door, through which flickered the blue glow of a television set. Venneman closed his eyes and listened. He heard the voices of the actors in the movie on the television set, and beyond that, he heard a heart beating and blood pulsing.
He knocked on the door. The sound echoed across the empty parking lot, but inside the television must have been loud enough to drown it out. Venneman looked around nervously, but he saw no one in the parking lot or at the doors of any of the motel rooms. He knocked again and waited, but again no one appeared inside the office.
Venneman grasped the door handle, squeezing hard, and turned it slowly. At first, it resisted. He increased the force, and then something cracked and broke inside the lock, and the door surrendered and opened. He looked around again, quickly, and then entered the office and closed the door behind him.
He went behind the desk and stepped through the door, moving quickly to the side of the doorway so that he would not be visible to anyone outside the office. The room in front of him was simply furnished with a sofa, an armchair, and in front of the chair a small table with the television set on it. The young clerk, Anita, was in the armchair, sleeping, equally oblivious to the movie on the television and to the intruder in the room.
The girl had slipped down in the chair while she slept. Her hands were in her lap, and her head was turned to one side, with her hair concealing her throat. Even through the draping of hair, Venneman thought he could see the pulsing of blood in her neck.
He looked again toward the office, then moved silently, passing behind the armchair to the side away from the office door. He was sure that no casual passerby outside would be able to see him now. He looked down at the girl again to find that she had been awakened by his movement and now watched him, her eyes wide with fear.
Venneman stared into her eyes and smiled. “It’s all right, Anita,” he whispered. “You’re safe.”
She continued to stare at him, and the fear drained away. She nodded. “Yes,” she said, sounding half asleep still. “Safe.”
Venneman bent down toward her. He brushed the hair away from her neck. There was the gentle pulse he thought he had seen before. He stroked her neck softly. “Safe,” he repeated, bending further, leaning toward her neck.
The girl gasped and stiffened.
Venneman said, “Ssh.” He kissed her neck softly, and she relaxed with a sigh.
He kissed her again, moving his lips up and down along the side of her neck. He put a hand lightly on each of her shoulders.
Then he gripped her shoulders tightly and bit into her.
For a moment, she cried out and struggled, but then his teeth sliced into her artery and he began to suck in her blood. She relaxed and bent her neck so that he could reach her even more easily. She put her arms around his head and pulled his face harder against her. She cried out and arched her body.
Venneman was in agony.
His need for blood had become so urgent that he could not stop feeding on her, but her blood burned in his mouth and throat and stomach as much as Willie’s had. He tried to push her away, but for a moment, she was stronger than he was, as though his power had drained into her even as her blood flowed into him. He gagged on her foul blood but could not stop it from gushing into his mouth with every beat of her heart, could not keep himself from swallowing it, could not stop it from eating him away inside.
At last he managed to tear himself away from her. He staggered back, gasping for breath. He stumbled and sat down hard on the floor.
The girl pulled herself up in the chair to a sitting position and stared down at him, her face pale, her eyes wide in wonder. She held her arms out to him. “Again! Please!” The wound in her neck was closing as he watched.
She got out of the chair and stood beside it, swaying slightly. With one hand, she tugged at the collar of her blouse, fumbling with the buttons, trying unsuccessfully to open the blouse wider, to expose more of her flesh to Venneman. She held her other hand out to Venneman. “Please!” she said again. “Please! I want more! You’ve got to give me more!”
Venneman slid away from her and rose to his feet. The pain in his stomach was easing, although his mouth still felt burned. But he did feel stronger. The blood had done for him what it had before.
But when he looked at her and saw the trace of blood still on her neck, his stomach lurched in revulsion and he felt overcome by fear of her. “No more,” he said. “Stay away from me.” He wiped his arm across his mouth, rubbing away the last of her evil blood.
“I know what you are,” the girl said. “I’ve seen it in the movies. I didn’t know it would be so wonderful.” She tried to come to Venneman, but her legs were too weak to hold her up. She went down on one knee. She looked up at Venneman pleadingly. “I need more,” she said. “Please. Please let me have more!”
Venneman backed toward the door. “No more,” he said. “Leave me alone.” He spat on the floor, trying to get the last of the burning and foul taste from his mouth. He left the office and went back upstairs to his motel room, where he rinsed his mouth repeatedly at the bathroom sink.
It would be too great a coincidence for both Willie and this girl to be suffering from some affliction that made their blood such torture for him to drink, he knew. He was the one who had acquired an affliction of the blood.
Why had he chosen to stop here for the night? He felt more awake and alert now than he had during the daylight. That might have been the result of the girl’s blood, though. Perhaps it had been some lingering trace of his human self that had caused him to pull off and check in for the night, like any normal man on a long trip. Or perhaps it had been the overwhelming need for blood.
He left the room and went down to the parking lot and into his car. He was pulling out of the parking lot when Anita appeared in the door of the office, barely able to hold herself up, staring at him. Her eyes were huge in a face grown suddenly skeletal. They blazed at him, glaring out her need, drawing him, filling him with fear. As he drove away, she stood unmoving, only her head turning, her gaze locked on his car, following the car until it disappeared into the dark.
Even as he pulled onto the interstate and accelerated, he imagined he could feel the pressure of her gaze on his back, as if she could follow him with her mind and find him again. Venneman shivered and stepped on the gas, speeding up still further, escaping. He fled into the red glow the night had become, escaping into its welcome cover.
Now he knew what he had done to himself when he used Dinsmuir’s experiment in his suicide attempt. Modern science had not destroyed him. Instead, it had transformed him into a vampire unaffected by the sun but tortured by the blood of his human victims. At the same time, it had not released him from the need for that blood. He was as much a prisoner of his need and of his victims’ blood as he had ever been. But his victims felt overwhelming pleasure at his bite. He had changed from a creature who caused agony in exchange for his own pleasure into one who suffered agony to survive and gave delight in return.
* * * * *
Venneman sat quietly at his table, his fork resting on his plate, and listened. Around him, the hum and chatter of human life filled the restaurant.
He let go of his fork and raised his glass of wine to his mouth instead. He sipped delicately from it, enough to enjoy the taste but not enough to sicken himself. He put the glass down and concentrated on the people around him again. Now and then he cut a small bite off the fish he had ordered and ate it — slowly, carefully, keeping each bite in his mouth for a long time before swallowing it. It was a small meal, although the price was absurdly high. He had finally learned to tolerate such small amounts of human food and drink. Light food, only — fish, sometimes chicken breast, vegetarian food, white wine, nothing heavier or darker than that. He could drink water in normal amounts now, although it had a hollowness that filled him without satisfying him. He put his fork down again and picked up his water glass. In the end, as always, he would eat little of his meal, small though it was. He was a generous tipper, and waiters at the better restaurants in town seemed quite willing to tolerate his eccentricity.
He came to restaurants not to eat, for only one food could now satisfy and nourish him, but rather to watch and listen to human beings. Surrounded by them but eternally separated from them, Richard Venneman drank in the sight and sound of humans as thirstily as he did their blood.
And yet the irony was that the food and drink he had trained himself to tolerate in small quantities no longer tasted foul to him. It made him ill if he ate or drank too much of it, and it passed through his body undigested, unchanged, exiting in a form more disgusting to him than feces had been in his previous lifetime, but he could hold it in his mouth and not feel compelled to spit it out. Human blood, on the other hand, burned his mouth and stomach, horrified and repelled him even as he drank it, and yet he had to have it to survive. He had tried again, as he had at the very beginning of his life as a vampire, to hold back and avoid blood, and again he had been unable to keep himself from taking a victim. Human blood ruled his eternal life and tortured him.
“Is everything all right, sir?”
It was Venneman’s waiter, a tired man in late middle age trying hard to project the same youthful good cheer as the younger waiters did. Venneman wondered if his blood moved as sluggishly in his veins as he moved over the restaurant floor. That tired old blood would do Venneman’s body less good than that of a younger man, as Venneman had learned from experience. Even so, it would do Venneman more good than the tasteless meal he had been mechanically chewing his way through. He smiled up at the waiter. “Oh, yes. Everything’s perfect, as always.”
The waiter responded to his smile, as everyone did. He straightened and seemed momentarily more energetic. “Thank you, sir. Glad you’re enjoying it.” He walked away to another table, his back straighter and his step firmer.
I do give them something in return, Venneman thought. I take just a tiny sip of their blood, but they take a glimpse of something from me. What? Life lived at a higher, more vibrant level?
He had seen himself in such terms at first, but now he was coming to feel that his life was less than that of human beings. If he was a superior being, then why did he spend his days and nights so emptily and meaninglessly? Why was he so alone? Why did he yearn for human company? What kind of lion begged to be accepted as one of the lambs?
He became aware of the pressure of someone looking at him.
Venneman turned his head slightly and then glanced to the side. Across the room, a woman was staring intently at him. Venneman turned his head further to see her more clearly.
She was about his own age, he guessed. He thought she must normally be fairly pretty, but now her face was distorted by the emotions she was feeling. He knew what mixture of feelings must be possessing her, and he knew he should leave immediately.
The woman was sharing a booth with a man and another couple. She was ignoring them completely, seeing only Venneman, aware only of him.
How does she know? Venneman wondered. She can’t have seen my face. I’m too careful nowadays.
But the way she stared at him was unmistakable. She was a former victim, someone he had caught in the dark, as he did all of his victims now — in the dark, from the rear, quickly and violently, giving them no chance to see their attacker. He had settled on this as a way to keep them from knowing who he was and pursuing him.
He was down to once every other month, now. He had learned to satisfy his physical needs without violating what was left of his conscience by killing any of his victims. For that matter, the foulness of their blood prevented him from taking too much at any one time. So they lived, but by not letting them see him, he was still free to move about his new city without fear of detection. And yet every now and then he ran into someone, a former victim, who sensed who he was.
The woman staring at him now must be feeling fear, he knew, remembrance of the pain and terror. And yet, like all of his victims, she must also be remembering the terrible ecstasy she had felt when he was feeding on her. He wondered if it was as intense and glorious as what he had felt when drinking human blood, during that short period before he had exposed himself to Dinsmuir’s experiment. If so, then it was no wonder they all wanted it again.
Venneman gestured to the waiter. The man hurried over to him, concern on his face. He knew from experience that Venneman never ordered more than he now had before him. “Is something wrong, sir?”
“No, everything’s fine. I need the check, though. I have to leave immediately.”
“Certainly, sir. I’ll be right back.” He hurried away.
Venneman fidgeted impatiently while he waited for the man to come back. He tried to watch the woman without staring at her. She said something to the man beside her, and he heaved himself out of the booth, an annoyed look on his face. The woman slid across the seat of the booth.
Venneman pulled his wallet from his coat pocket and tried to calculate the total cost of meal, tax, and tip. He was gripped by panic and couldn’t think clearly. He stood up, his napkin still in his lap, tipping his chair back so that it fell with a crash that brought instant silence to the room.
The waiter returned with the check. Venneman glanced at it and threw down some money — far more than enough — and headed quickly for the doorway.
The woman caught up with him before he could leave the dining room.
She grabbed his arm. “Wait,” she said. “Please. I know who you are.”
Venneman looked over her shoulder. The man she was with still stood beside the booth. He was watching her and Venneman with a surprised and angry frown. In a moment, Venneman guessed, he’d be coming this way himself.
“I’m sorry,” Venneman said. “I don’t know you.”
“Of course you do,” the woman said. “I was almost certain when I saw you across the room. Now I am certain. Please.” She was almost crying. “Please! I’ve never begged a man before.”
“Your husband,” Venneman said. “He’s getting very upset.”
“Not my husband. Just a date. He doesn’t matter. No one else does. Look.” She bent her head to one side and pointed to her neck. The scar was faint and well healed, but it was still visible to Venneman, as was the pulse of acid blood beneath it. He could smell her blood. The smell was as beautiful as ever, belying the taste.
Venneman had never before been confronted so directly by a victim. He had no idea how to deal with the situation. Denial seemed pointless. She was too completely convinced that he was the being who had attacked her to be diverted. “Where did it happen?” he asked her abruptly.
She was caught off balance for a moment, and then hope flickered. “Just off Seventeenth.” She named a side street across from City Park. “It was about two in the morning. I was going to my car after visiting a friend.”
Venneman nodded as though he remembered the incident. Perhaps he did. He wasn’t sure. Even though he’d taken only seven victims since arriving in Denver, they all blended together in his memory. They had no individuality. “Be there tonight,” he told her. “Same time.”
The tension and fear disappeared entirely from her face. She smiled happily, beautiful at that moment.
For that moment, Venneman wished he could think of her as a fellow being, a companion, even a lover, and not as prey. Meaningless, he told himself. Silly. Too great a risk. You can’t afford to think of them as being in any way like you. That’s a trap.
He shook his head, as if warning himself to be cautious. The woman gasped as though he had struck her. “You’re not changing your mind!” she said.
“No. No, I haven’t changed my mind. Better go back to your table now.”
Her date had finally lost his patience and was stalking toward them. His expression said I’m going to have it out with this guy.
Venneman grinned at him over the woman’s shoulder. He waited until the other man reached them and then said, “You can have her back. For now.”
He left the couple avoiding each other’s eyes and walked from the restaurant feeling pleased with himself. But once outside, Venneman realized how foolish he had been to draw the other man’s attention to him. Not drawing attention was at the center of his new lifestyle. He shook his head again. Too late to do anything about it now, he told himself. He would solve the problem presented by the woman during the small hours of the morning, and he would avoid the problem presented by the man by moving on to another city.
He walked slowly down the sidewalk, chewing over the problem. He had known that this time would come. Slowly as the number of his victims grew, it did grow. Every new human being who had come into Venneman’s grip was another hunter looking for him afterward.
He stopped and looked up at the night sky. An early cold front had blown in during the day, dry air from the northern plains, clearing away the smog and what few clouds there had been. Despite the downtown lights, the stars shone brightly and steadily in the thin air. Venneman unbuttoned his coat and undid the top few buttons of his shirt, letting the cold air bathe his chest. He inhaled deeply, drawing it into him.
He felt someone watching him from behind.
Venneman spun around. No one. The sidewalk was empty.
Odd, he thought. He had learned to rely on that instinct, that awareness of being watched. But he also knew that he now moved so much faster than a human being that no one could have been standing on the sidewalk and managed to duck into hiding as he turned.
It was the incident with the woman and her date, he realized. The awareness that he had made Denver inhospitable to himself was affecting him, making him imagine hostile eyes upon his back.
Why was he in Denver at all? Why had he chosen to stop here in his flight to the west, his flight from the body of Jill Kennedy? He had asked himself this before but could find no satisfactory answer. Something had told him to rest in this city. Not a feeling of security or refuge; even then, he had felt that this city was as dangerous to him as any other city of humans. He wondered if he had decided to stay in Denver because it was close to the place where it had all started for him, the town where he had been murdered, but not so close to it as to be frightening. Perhaps he was close to Elizabeth, if she was still in that mountain town. But not too close.
Venneman continued walking along the sidewalk toward his car. He had been in Denver for ten months already. Before tonight, he had managed so well to avoid his victims after feeding on them, and had lived so comfortably on the money taken from them, that he had foolishly begun to think of his present situation as permanent. He had begun to feel at home in the city. He was becoming increasingly familiar with its streets, especially at night. He had learned where and when he would be most likely to find wealthy young people walking alone in the dark — sources of both blood and funds for his new lifestyle.
He was, in a way, the ultimate thief. He took both his victims’ lifeblood and their cash. The theft of blood no longer bothered him. Indeed, he had long ago ceased to think of it as theft. Money, though — why, that was simple thievery! Yet he was forced to live in these creatures’ world, and therefore he must have the funds to live in it properly. And certainly he had lived well for these past ten months. If only blood still tasted like life instead of ancient death....
He reached his car and stood next to it for a moment, looking down at the ground, feeling for the keys in his pocket, aware again of the pressure of a gaze on his back.
This time, he suppressed the urge to spin around. Instead, he took the keys from his pocket and pretended to be fumbling at the door lock as though he were having trouble inserting the key and it was occupying all of his attention. He bent over as though to concentrate on the problem. Then he turned his head quickly to the right and looked over his shoulder.
No one. But had he seen just the final instant of movement, the corner of a piece of clothing disappearing around a corner?
Venneman shook his head in frustration. His imagination was playing tricks on him. He was the creature of nightmare, the evil that hid in the dark! How absurd that he should start fearing the dark and the imagined dangers that lurked in it!
* * * * *
At two o’ clock in the morning, Venneman was leaning against the wall of an apartment building on a side street leading off 17th Avenue. All thought of dangers lurking in the dark — dangers other than Venneman himself — were forgotten. All he could think of now was this woman who knew who and what he was. She was danger enough, and she was not a figment of his imagination.
Venneman undid his coat and the top two buttons of his shirt. He wanted the chilly air against his skin — not so much to cool him down as to slow his heart, which was hammering. Tension, he told himself. Not fear. What do I have to be afraid of?
She came around the corner from 17th, a silhouette against the lighted street. She stood at the corner, trying to see into the darkness of the side street.
Venneman stepped away from the wall and out onto the sidewalk. “Here,” he said.
“Thank God!” the woman said. She walked quickly toward him. “I was afraid you’d change your mind. All this time, I haven’t been able to think about anything else but you.”
Venneman felt himself slipping into what he had come to think of as his feeding mode. Her could hear her voice less with every word, her blood more with every heartbeat. He stepped toward her.
“I didn’t know how I’d ever find you again,” she said. She breathed rapidly, having trouble speaking. “I thought I’d never experience it again. When I saw you in the restaurant, I — I didn’t know what to do. I was scared. I didn’t — I don’t — I don’t even know your name. What’s your name?”
Venneman put his hand against her cheek and stroked it gently. “Richard.”
“Richard,” she whispered, almost reverentially. “Richard. My name’s —”
“No,” Venneman said sharply. He shook his head. “Don’t tell me.”
She stared up into his eyes, searching for something there. “Not my name? You don’t want to know my name? But how can we get to know each other?”
Venneman smiled at her. “You have your whole lifetime for that.” He slid his hand down her cheek and to her neck and bent slowly toward her.
She closed her eyes and bent her head to one side, exposing to him the faint scar she had shown him in the restaurant.
Before his lips could touch her skin or his teeth bite through it, Venneman raised his head suddenly and stood listening. Eyes. The pressure of someone’s gaze. He had felt it again. And he thought he had heard something, too, this time, some slight movement, a breath, a muttered word.
“What’s the matter?” the woman asked.
“Wait. Be quiet.” Venneman closed his eyes, concentrating on his sense of hearing. If someone else were nearby, he should be able to hear the heartbeat and the blood. But the human heart now beating against his chest, the pulse he could feel beneath his hand, the heat of this woman’s blood, the scent of it, all drowned out anything fainter.
“Nothing,” he said at last. “Come.” He took her hand and walked down the sidewalk toward his car. She came with him without hesitation or resistance.
He opened the car door and held it for her until she was in, then locked it behind her. He went around the car and stood beside the driver’s door, looking up and down the street, listening carefully. Again there was nothing. But he couldn’t shake the feeling that he was being watched — and what was worse, watched by someone he could not see. Despite the risk, he would take the woman to his apartment, he decided.
But when he got into the car and closed the door behind him, he was overwhelmed by the scent of her blood and her openness to him. It was as though the enclosed space of the car had magnified both. Waiting any longer was impossible. He reached for her, and she laughed happily and flung her arms around his neck and pulled his face down to her throat.
He waited only until he had a firm hold on her, in case she panicked and began to fight, and then he bit into her neck, roughly and without any attempt at delicacy, and began to feed.
She writhed against him, shrieking in pain and crying out in pleasure. She moved her pelvis back and forth, trying to reach him with it, to press her genitals against his.
He sucked hard, pulling the burning fluid into his mouth and forcing it down his throat. He was filled with the acid, but he kept drinking it in and swallowing it. He opened his mouth and bit still deeper, seeking some hidden core of being, some place within her where the blood was sweet again, some place where her soul dwelled.
Her movements were becoming more sluggish, and her moans of delight no longer came through her mouth but through the huge hole he had torn in her throat. The gaping hole was filled with pink foam, a froth of blood mixed with air from her lungs. Even as she died, her pelvis kept moving rhythmically.
Venneman wept as he fed. The tears burned down his cheeks and mingled with the caustic blood.
At last the woman moved no longer, and Venneman could draw no more blood from her body. He cradled her in his arms. He put one hand behind her head and moved it gently so that it rested on his chest. He stroked her cheek. He rocked her back and forth and kissed her forehead gently and whispered, “I’m sorry.”
After all, he wished he knew her name. He wished he knew her. He wished she could have been allowed to live and that he could have learned to know her and love her. For those brief moments in his car, she was a person, an individual, and not just a prey animal. For that short time, now that she was dead, he felt in contact with her.
Venneman reached around her to her purse, which lay on the seat beside her. He opened it clumsily with one hand and took out her wallet. He flipped it open, exposing her driver’s license. The glow of night, the red-tinged light of distant stars, revealed her photograph — smiling a bit too much, eager and nervous at the same time — and her name, Geraldine Travers.
Her friends must call her Gerrie, he thought.
“Gerrie,” he whispered to her.
But she was immobile and unresponsive. She was a corpse, a bloodless corpse, thanks to him, cooling far more rapidly than a normal dead human body would.
Venneman let her slide from his arms onto the passenger seat. He got out, walked around the car, and opened the passenger-side door. He looked up and down the sidewalk quickly and saw no one. He pulled the woman’s body from the car and carried it down the sidewalk, looking for a good place to dump it.
A bloodless corpse with a hole torn in its neck, he thought. Whatever I do with her, she’ll attract attention. Good thing I was planning to leave the city anyway.
I could dump her in the river instead, he thought, hesitating. He wondered if the effect of water would mislead a coroner. Probably not, he realized. Absence of blood must be unmistakable, surely, even for human minds.
She felt so light to him. He had not killed since coming to this city. He had created seven victims who had yearned and hungered for him and therefore hunted him, but he had killed no one in all that time. If not for the threat this woman had posed, he would not have had to kill her. And yet, by creating victims who wanted him again, he had made this murder inevitable. This woman, this Geraldine Travers, had been consumed with the need to find him again, as all of his other victims were, and that had led her to recognize and confront him. And that had led him to kill her.
Venneman sighed. He was driven by what he was. He was defenseless against his own nature. But I always was, he thought. Even when I was human, I was the captive of my own nature. Everyone is.
He came upon an alcove formed by the meeting of the walls of two apartment buildings. There must be an alley somewhere, since this was an older part of the city, but he was growing nervous, worried that he would be seen carrying the woman’s body. Gerrie’s body, he corrected himself. Now you can afford to let her have her name, now that it’s too late for her name to save her. He stooped and placed her light, lax body in the alcove and stepped back.
To his eyes, she was clearly visible, glowing faintly red against the red-tinged bricks, but he thought that human eyes would not be able to see her in this light. She would not be discovered until morning. Perhaps not even then, not right away. He had hours ahead of him during which to pack what he wanted, decide on a destination, and leave town.
He stood for a moment watching. Goodbye, Gerrie. He mouthed the words silently. I’m sorry. He said that again, knowing how pointless it was. She was clay, empty and lifeless and useless. He had taken everything from her and left nothing leaning against the brick walls.
Only now was he becoming aware of the sick, burning nausea in his stomach. Pity the woman though he might, her blood was simultaneously as nourishing and sickening as anyone else’s.
He turned to leave and found himself facing another woman. She was almost as tall as Venneman, and she glowed with a light of her own, something beyond the red light that illuminated the nighttime world.
He knew her well, even in this light. She was the woman his soul had yearned for, and she was more beautiful than ever. Venneman gasped and stepped toward her, his arms held out. She must be a dream! How could she be real and here?
He was stopped by the scorn, the very real contempt in her face.
“You’re as passionless as ever,” she said. “You were an unfeeling man, and now you’re an unfeeling vampire.”
It was Jill Kennedy.
* * * * *
“How many bodies have you cluttered the city with, you cold-blooded fool?” Jill asked.
They were in Venneman’s apartment.
“None, before this.” Venneman was still dazed by her reappearance. On the drive here, he had asked her what had happened to her, why she was still alive, but she had told him brusquely to wait for her answer. Her force of personality and command of the situation had unnerved him.
He looked around his apartment, wondering what he could offer her and simultaneously aware how bizarre it was to be wondering that. He had no food or drink for humans in the place, of course. “Would you like a glass of water?” he asked her finally.
Jill snorted. “I don’t drink water. Don’t you get it yet, Richie? I’m what you are. I’m a vampire.”
Venneman sat down abruptly on the couch. “A — ? But...” He drew a breath and began again. “I don’t understand.”
Jill’s face softened slightly. She came to the couch, sat beside him, and took both of his hands in hers. “I’m a vampire, Richie. Just like you. You made me one.”
Venneman shook his head in denial. “It can’t be,” he whispered. “Oh, Jesus!”
Jill laughed. “You regret it? I don’t, Richie. I don’t regret it at all. It’s wonderful!”
She stood up and spun around, her arms out wide, embracing the world. “I only thought I was alive before you killed me!” She looked at Venneman’s horrified expression, and she laughed again. “I’m grateful to you, Richie. You did something wonderful for me.”
“What about the others?” Venneman asked. “My God, do you mean I’ve been creating vampires all along? That’s the way it is in the movies. Someone bitten by a vampire becomes one. But I thought I was avoiding that by not killing people. I’ve been so careful!”
“You mean you’ve never killed anyone except me?” Jill asked.
“Not since you,” Venneman said. “At first, I had trouble controlling myself. I killed... I don’t know how many I killed.” He shivered. “I try not to think about that. My God, they’re all vampires now! All of those people!”
“The world isn’t overrun with vampires, Richie,” Jill said. “Haven’t you noticed that? Anyway, what you do at the beginning doesn’t count. At that point, you were still rebuilding your body and gaining your new strength. It takes lots of blood for that. Did you have sex with any of your prey?”
“What?” Venneman was as shocked by the question as he was confused by it. “I don’t understand you.”
Jill stood before him, leaning forward slightly, looming over him. “I asked you if you had sex with any of your victims. While you were killing them, I meant. The way you did with me. Why is that so hard to understand?” She stood up and moved away. “Jesus Christ, Richie! You’ve become a vampire, and you’re still as inhibited and moralistic as you were before!” She shook her head. “You’re probably the only Calvinist vampire in the whole fucking world. You realize that?”
Venneman stared at her. “It’s obviously changed you,” he said at last.
“Thank God for that!”
“God!” Venneman looked aside. “I don’t think God is due any thanks for what we are now.”
“Didn’t God make vampires, too?” Jill asked.
She sounded uncannily like Elizabeth at that moment. Venneman looked at her in shock. “God made man in his own image,” he said, his voice husky. “Satan made vampires.”
“Then Satan’s a better craftsman than God,” Jill told him.
She sat down beside him again, and again she took his hands in hers. “Never mind all that God and Satan shit, Richie. That’s the sort of thing you always used to like to talk about. Hell, you used to go on and on about it sometimes. It drove me crazy.”
“You liked that sort of discussion!” Venneman protested.
Jill frowned, as though trying to remember. “I suppose I did. Now it all seems pretty silly. You released me from all of that when you killed me.” She watched Venneman’s reaction to that phrase and repeated it. “When you killed me. When you made love to me and tore my throat out and drank my blood and drained me of life.”
Venneman cringed away from her, retreating across the couch until he was pressed against one of its arms.
Jill moved after him. “Why are you denying it to yourself, Richie? You never could deal with reality, but now you should be able to! You’re a vampire, and you had sex with me and killed me, and that made me into a vampire.”
“Why do you keep talking about sex?” Venneman said. He was aware of the whine in his voice. “What does that have to with anything?”
“That’s what makes the difference between just killing your prey and making your prey into a vampire, Richie. Except that you probably say ‘victim,’ instead of ‘prey.’ You’re still so scared of sex that you never even let yourself realize that.”
She was right, of course. He could see it, now that she had pointed it out — could see both that Jill was right about the role of sex in the passing on of vampirism, and that she was right that he had avoided recognizing that role. Elizabeth had seduced him and murdered him, and he had become a vampire. He had done the same to Jill, with the same results. He had not had sex with any other victim, so that must mean that none of his other victims had become vampires.
Now he understood what Elizabeth had meant when he had come upon her with her latest victim, lying together in the snow, and she had told him that she had not made love to the man because she hadn’t wanted him the way she had wanted Venneman.
She meant that she wanted to make me a vampire, Venneman thought. She did it to me cold-bloodedly, not because of some kind of overwhelming hunger, not the way I killed my early victims. She wanted me to be a vampire like her. She’s worse than I am! I only do what I have to because I have no choice, and even then I do as little damage as I can. I made Jill a vampire because I didn’t know what I was doing.
How, he suddenly wondered, did Jill know about this? Had she learned the hard way? Christ, what was he thinking — that Jill had had sex with many victims? Impossible! Not Jill!
He looked at her. He slid down on the couch so that he was resting on his spine, his legs splayed out before him. Jill was sitting up high, her back straight, looking down at him with a strange expression he could not interpret. It vanished and her face smoothed as he stared at her.
“Off in dreamland again, Richie? You spend too much time there.”
“How did you find out about how vampires pass it on, Jill? I mean, how vampires are made?”
“You mean,” Jill said, “what sex has to do with it? Can’t you even say the word, Richie?”
“I can say ‘sex,’” Venneman said. “I can also say ‘vampire.’ I just prefer not to say either one.”
Jill sighed and turned away from him. “No, you really haven’t changed. Too bad. I spent all of this time looking for you, listening to my blood, learning from it, imagining how much better it would be between us than it ever was while we were human. Instead, you’re just the same.” She turned back toward him and looked at him for a while, coldly, analytically. “I lived with someone for the last few months. A man named Henry. He’s one of us, a vampire. But he’s a very old one. He’s been this way since around the time of the American Revolution.” She grinned with fierce enthusiasm. “Can you imagine that? That’s what’s ahead of us, Richie! Anyway, he’s learned a great deal about being a vampire in all that time, and he taught it all to me.”
“You ... lived with someone?” Venneman said.
Jill laughed. “Good God, have you been alone all this time? Yes, I suppose you have.
“Right,” she continued, “I lived with someone. Henry and I recognized each other immediately. I can’t say how, really, but it happened. You must know what I mean.”
Venneman shook his head. “I’ve never met another vampire. Not since it began for me, I mean. Not until you, now.”
“And you couldn’t tell what I was until I told you,” Jill said. “I guess it’s just another aspect of what’s always been missing in you, Richie. That animal side. You never had it when you were a human and you don’t even have it now.”
We were never all that tender and loving toward each other back then, Venneman thought. But we weren’t vicious toward each other. We were always considerate. Kind, even. That’s gone in her now. “If you’re saying that I’m more like a human being than a vampire,” Venneman said, “based on your extensive experience, I mean, then I’m complimented.”
“Sarcasm!” Jill said. “I don’t remember that you were capable of that before.”
“And you weren’t capable of sex with another man before,” Venneman said. “Hell, you were scarcely capable of it with me.”
She nodded. “I’m so glad I left that behind me. That last time with you, though, the time when you killed me, Richie — that was pretty amazing. I wanted you then. You did have that special animal power that one time. So it’s really in you, too, just like every other vampire. Just like me. Just like Henry.”
“The difference is that I fight it. Up to now, I’ve been fighting that side of me for ethical reasons. Now that I know what will happen if I make love to one of my victims, I’ll be even more careful.”
“But you didn’t fight it all the time, did you?”
“What do you mean?”
“I mean,” Jill said, “that even when you were still human, you must have had sex with another woman at least one time.”
“Never!” Venneman said angrily. “I was always faithful to you.”
“There was that girl at the lab you were always talking about.”
“Dale Whitmer?” Venneman realized that he had not thought of Dale in all this time. Now he saw her face perfectly in his mind’s eye, and he realized that he missed her soothing company. “She was a friend, Jill. There was never anything romantic between us.”
“You never heard yourself talking about her. Anyway, that’s not the woman I was referring to, Richie. I meant the woman who made you a vampire. You must have had sex with her for you to have been envamped. That’s the word Henry likes to use. Envamped. The woman who envamped you.”
“Envamped,” Venneman muttered. What a ridiculous word. And a misleading one. It made the whole process sound magical, like the casting of a spell, whereas the truth was that he had been infected with something horrible and incurable.
“Did you try to kill yourself?” he asked suddenly. “When you realized what you had become, did you try to commit suicide?”
Jill drew back from him, frowning. “Have you gone crazy, Richie? I was confused about it all at first. I was physically weak, and I had trouble thinking clearly, but instinct took care of me. I made my first kill without really knowing what I was doing, but once I tasted his blood and felt his strength fill me and felt him weakening and dying against me...” She paused, breathing hard, her eyes shining. She turned her gaze on Venneman. He was struck again by the new force of her presence. “I realized at that point,” she said, “that I hadn’t really been alive before. I had been dead until you killed me and woke me up to real life. Why would I want to kill myself, even if I could? Wait a minute,” she said, “you mean you did try?”
“I tried to save my soul, yes. It was the only thing to do, rather than go on the way I was.”
“Theology, Richie. You keep seeing everything in those terms. Forget all that soul and Heaven and Hell shit. You’re still a part of nature, just as you were before. You’re just one step higher up on the evolutionary ladder, that’s all. Henry taught me to see it that way.”
“Up the ladder or down it?”
“Which do we admire more, Richie, the lion or the goat?”
“Is this argument something Henry taught you, too?”
Jill grinned at him. “Jealousy! Well, at least you’re demonstrating some kind of feeling. Anyway, you’re trying to change the subject. Look, you ran away and abandoned me. First you murdered me and used me and my blood for your own pleasure, envamping me in the process. Then you ran away. Moreover, before all of that happened, while you were away in Colorado on your vacation and I stayed home and worked, you were unfaithful to me. Just a little adventure — I suppose that’s what you thought. Jill won’t ever know, so why not? Have my little fling. Except that you picked a vampire to have your little fling with, right?”
“I didn’t pick a vampire. The vampire picked me.” But Venneman couldn’t meet her eyes. “When I came home and I ... when I did that to you, you didn’t want to at first, either, but you couldn’t resist. Vampires have that power.”
Jill put her hand on his chin and turned his face toward hers. She stared into his eyes. Venneman felt a sudden rush of sexual arousal. She seemed to be drawing it out in him, controlling it, heightening it, with her eyes alone. Then she released his chin and looked away, as though she had demonstrated what she wanted to.
“Was it a woman, Richie?” she asked. “I’ve just been assuming it was, but I don’t really know that, do I? Maybe it was a man, up there in Colorado.”
Venneman pushed himself up to a sitting position on the couch. “No! It was a woman!”
Jill laughed. “You’re so horrified! Don’t you realize that your power works on everyone? You could have a man just as easily as a woman, if you wanted to. You can have anyone you want to now, Richie. That’s what’s so wonderful about this! One of the things, I mean. You can draw someone to you, take just enough of their blood to take the edge off your hunger and thirst, and then you can call them back to you whenever you want to, for a second helping. Or a third. Or a fourth.” She leaned toward him and whispered, “Just don’t make love to them, because that’s when vampires lose control and take everything.”
He reached for her, unable to stop himself, and pulled her down, rolling on top of her. He undressed himself and her just enough to be able to enter her, his eagerness overpowering him. He pounded himself into her throughout the night, as she bucked and writhed beneath him, climaxing repeatedly, screaming up at him in her delight. And all the while, he thought she was laughing at him.
* * * * *
When the living-room window began to lighten with dawn, Jill asked him to pull down the blind, and they finally moved to the bedroom to sleep.
He noticed that Jill was reacting to daylight as he had at first — with a mixture of discomfort, fear, and overwhelming fatigue. Venneman lay beside her in the bed, listening to her breathing grow slower as she fell quickly asleep. He stared up at the ceiling, filled with restless energy. His body was tired from their exertions in the other room, but his mind was frantically wakeful.
This woman beside him was Jill but not Jill. Even physically she wasn’t really Jill anymore.
She was of course stronger, but that mattered little because his own vampirish strength balanced hers, and so they seemed the same relative to each other as they had before. He thought she was taller and generally larger than before, but he knew that he had grown, too, as though a diet of human blood was more nourishing than any other kind of food, or as though it was the vampire’s nature to be larger than its prey. So that change, too, left them relatively the same physically.
But other changes he could not ignore. Always beautiful, she was now even more beautiful, and beautiful in a deeper, more disturbing way. It was as though, he thought, her beauty had been proverbially skin deep before, but now it radiated from her soul. But surely her soul, which had been good and pure, was now evil, as his was!
Then there was her sexuality. Before her transformation, she had disliked and distrusted her own physical side as much as he had disdained his. Now she seemed to crave sex. What they had been doing on the couch was not lovemaking. It was sex, and it might just as well have been between two strangers. As they had writhed and risen and fallen together, he had looked at her face, looked into her eyes. He had concentrated on her touch, searching for some reflection of their old relationship from before his trip to Colorado. He had seen no sign of it. She was no different from Elizabeth, now — or from the uninhibited human beings he had encountered in that ski village.
He had also looked for the old affection. Instead, he had sensed hatred.
What did all this mean for the future? Were they supposed to try to live together again, two soulless creatures with only their lust for human blood in common, trying to build an undead life together for eternity?
You’re thinking nonsense, he told himself. You’re being melodramatic. This is Jill, whom you intended to live with for the rest of your life. So nothing has really changed.
At last he drifted into sleep and into his old dream of the ocean of blood.
The great red swells swept him to and fro, toward the shore of beckoning figures and away from it. Arms, legs, and heads were being carried past him. But this time, he was not alone. Someone swam beside him. It was a woman, breasting the waves with powerful strokes, moving ever closer to the shore and trying to pull him along with her.
“Jill,” he whispered, feeling he ought to say that name. “Where are you going? Take me with you.”
He managed at last to roll over toward the other swimmer. The naked figure was female, strongly built, stroking powerfully through the bloody ocean. The red fluid washed over her shoulders and down her gleaming back, over her solid hips and well-muscled legs. Her arms cut through the liquid confidently, setting a direction and keeping to it. Her hair was wet and red, and it stuck to her shoulders. Her face was hidden in the sea.
“Jill,” he said again. His voice seemed weak to him. The rising ocean carried him up, high, into the heavy air, and away from the other swimmer. It bore him out, away from the shore. He shouted to her. “Jill! Help me!”
The other swimmer turned toward him at last. The face was Elizabeth’s. Blood dripped from her hair and ran down her cheeks. She paused in her swimming and held both arms out toward him and smiled at him. “Come. Come with me. Come to the shore with me. You have the strength. Use it. Come with me, of your own free will.”
Venneman opened his eyes and stared at the ceiling. Daylight was fading into night again. Prey was stirring outside, and Jill was stirring beside him.
* * * * *
Venneman thought suddenly of his first kill, that strong young man in the Colorado mountains whose name he did not know. The body had surely been found not long after Venneman had drained it of blood. Had it ended up on the coroner’s table on which Venneman had come back to life not long before? Who had the man been, and whom had he left behind? Who had mourned him at the time, and did she still mourn him now?
He turned on his side toward Jill. “Who was the first human being you killed?” he asked her.
She stared into his face, examining it. “Who was yours?” she asked him. “Was I the first?”
“No,” he whispered.
She frowned. “Of course not. You couldn’t have lasted that long. I remember that feeling at the beginning. Too much hunger and thirst.”
“So who was your first?”
“That guy from the university,” Jill said. “That guard. Willie.”
“Oh, Jill!” Venneman rolled onto his back again and stared at the ceiling. The light on it had faded, and now it glowed red. “He was alive when I saw him. I was driving away from the apartment building.”
Jill chuckled, a harsh sound. “Without looking back, right?” She reached over and stroked his chest. Her touch seemed to radiate down through his torso.
Venneman sat up and moved away from her. I’ve never stopped looking back, he thought. I have eternity to look forward to, but I can’t stop looking back instead. “Why did you kill Willie?”
“I didn’t have any choice, Richie. Not at that point. You know how it is. I was a newly minted vampire. I needed blood desperately, and Willie was there. He seemed eager for me to take him. Why was that, do you suppose? And why was he there?”
Venneman glanced at her and then away. Her expression said that she had guessed the answer to both questions and asked them only to torment him. “But you didn’t have to kill him,” he said. “You could have taken only part of his blood and let him live.”
“He didn’t have a full supply left in him, Richie.”
The mocking tone made him look at her again. She was smiling at him, but there was no love in the smile.
“He was a good man,” Venneman said.
“He was a sack of blood. A half-empty sack, and the blood was old and worn out. He didn’t satisfy my needs.”
* * * * *
Willie had stood in the doorway of the bedroom watching her. He knew he should use the bedside telephone to call for the police and an ambulance, but instead he stood unmoving, struck by Jill’s pale, quiet beauty.
It was more than a matter of perfection of form. Willie had seen women with better bodies in nude photographs in his favorite magazines. But Jill, even close to death as he feared she was, radiated something beyond physical loveliness. Her face, her breasts, her stomach, her legs — they struck into his soul and held him.
Jill’s eyes opened. She frowned in puzzlement. She looked at Willie. “Who —?” she whispered, her voice rasping and weak.
Willie moved at last. “It’s okay, ma’am. Take it easy. You’ve been hurt. I’ll call for help.”
Jill moved her head slowly from side to side. “No. Not hurt. Weak. Help me up.”
What Willie had suspected was now confirmed. Venneman had attacked her in the same way he had attacked Willie. Willie was overcome by jealousy. That’s ridiculous, he told himself. They’ve been living together for years. She has more right than I have.
Jill was struggling to raise herself on one elbow. Willie went quickly to the side of the bed and helped her, supporting her as gently as he could. He tried to look at both sides of her neck without alarming her. “Jill, isn’t it? You sure you’re okay, Jill? No pain of any kind?”
Jill looked at him, frowning again. “You’re Willie. From the lab. I remember you. Why’re you here? Where’s Richie?” Suddenly she looked frightened. She clutched at his shoulders. “Did something happen? Is Richie okay? Where is he?”
“Richie’s fine, ma’am. Honestly. I came here to find him, actually. Do you know when he’ll be back?”
“Back? He left.” Jill stared into space as though searching for a memory. “I don’t remember...” Her gaze drifted down and focused on Willie’s neck. She touched the small, fading scar gently. “What happened to your neck?”
“It’s nothing, ma’am,” Willie said quickly. “Nothing at all. You’d better lie back and let me call someone.”
He tried to push Jill down onto the bed again, but she grabbed his shoulders again and prevented him. She stared at his neck. “Did it hurt?” she whispered.
Willie hesitated. “A bit, at first,” he said. “Listen, I’d better —”
Jill’s fingers dug into his shoulders. “Thirsty,” she said.
“I’ll go get you some water, okay?” Willie was afraid Jill might be more badly hurt than she realized or appeared to be. He would scarcely endear himself to Venneman by letting Jill hurt herself. “Please, ma’am, Jill, you just relax and take it easy. I’ll get you some water and then I’ll call someone.”
He tried to pull away, but he couldn’t break Jill’s grip.
She twisted to one side suddenly, and Willie felt himself being lifted off his feet and flipped over her. He landed on his back on the bed, and Jill landed on top of him. He could feel the blood-soaked sheet squelching faintly beneath his head. He could smell the sickeningly sweet smell of her blood. He stared up at Jill’s face, stunned by her beauty and the animal strength that radiated from her. He felt weak again, unable to push her off and get away.
Jill lowered her head slowly and kissed the scar on his neck. She licked and mouthed the scar and sucked gently on it.
A thrill ran through Willie’s body. She’s going to do it to me, too! he thought. He relaxed and surrendered himself to the coming pleasure.
But when Jill bit into Willie’s neck, her teeth crunching through the just-healed muscles and tendons and down to the carotid artery, all he could feel was agony.
Too late, he began to fight back. Jill’s arms and legs were wrapped around him, imprisoning him. Her head was forcing his to one side, exposing his neck even more. He was weak and growing weaker. He tried to scream, but only a thin whine came out. She was tearing him apart, ripping his life away from him.
He was fading away. He knew, filled with despair, that he had lost and was dying. The sucking, slurping sounds of her feeding on him were the last sounds Willie ever heard.
Jill rose from Willie Gold’s still body and stood beside the bed, looking down at herself. She walked across the room and closed the bedroom door so that she could look at herself in the full-length mirror screwed to the back of the door. She felt alive and vibrant, delighting in the beauty and strength of her naked body. Now she remembered everything and understood everything.
Willie had provided her with only half a meal. It was enough to give her strength and fully awaken her new appetite.
Now she needed far more.
* * * * *
“So I hunted for nights on end and slept during the daytime. But you must know all about that, Richie. Henry told me it’s that way for everyone at the beginning. Every vampire, I mean.” She sat up. “And now it’s nighttime again, and I haven’t fed in days. I was too eager to find you, once I sensed how close I was to you. But now I need to drink again. Don’t you, Richie? Don’t you need it, too? Come with me, Richie. Henry taught me how to hunt as a pair. Now I’ll show you. Come, Richie.” She smiled her predatory smile at him. “We used to do everything together, when we were human. Let’s do this together now.”
* * * * *
And so they hunted together through the night.
Watching Jill, Venneman realized for the first time that he had no hunting technique. From the very first, he had found his victims entirely by chance. When enough time had passed since his last feeding and he could no longer ignore the need for more blood, he would wander the darkest streets until he encountered a lone walker, and then he would strike. He acted from necessity and against his own wishes, driven by his need.
Jill entered into the hunt with enthusiasm. For her, it was something active and positive, an activity filled with pleasure, struggle, victory, fulfillment, a sense of accomplishment.
He told himself that this proved his moral superiority to Jill. But he could see that she was enjoying every instant of her eternal life, while he was managing only to endure the endless hours of his.
Jill insisted that they seek out the most heavily frequented sidewalks in the city. They strolled along arm-in-arm, past the theaters on 14th Street and the restaurants on Larimer.
There was enough light from the streetlights to overwhelm the red glow Venneman had come to rely on at night both for vision and for comfort. Its absence made him feel uneasy. The crowds were thick here on almost any evening, and noisy music blasted out of some of the doorways. It amused Venneman to notice how many of the younger revelers, with their pale faces and dark clothes, looked like the vampires of old movies, whereas he and Jill looked like ordinary mortals.
And yet not quite like ordinary mortals — not judging from the reactions of other pedestrians, anyway. The two of them drew the eyes of the passers-by, who stared at them with open fascination and interest. Jill squeezed Venneman’s arm to her side and said to him in a low voice, “Remember how we were both frightened by the way people used to look at us? How stupid we were!”
Venneman looked down at her in surprise. Yes, she was smiling widely, delighted by the mingled fascination and unease of the human beings surrounding them. Her eyes were wide, as though to take in as much of it as possible.
“Look at them,” she whispered. “Men and women both, they can’t take their eyes off us. My God, Richie!” She squeezed his arm against her side again. “You sure it was a woman who envamped you?”
“Shit,” Venneman muttered. “Yes, I’m sure.” A woman who had chosen him deliberately, and who would perhaps be calling to him again, blood to blood, as she had said she would. He looked around, suddenly uneasy. No, there was no sign of Elizabeth. These were all human beings. Or so he thought. He wasn’t sure, though, that he could tell the difference. “How do you recognize another vampire?” he asked Jill.
“I can’t describe it. You just know it when you meet one. Can’t you tell?”
“I don’t know. I told you, I’ve never met another one before you. Not since the woman who made me into one.” Perhaps I’ve run into endless numbers of them, he thought, and didn’t know it. Again he looked around uneasily, looking for something different in the passing faces, but not sure what that difference would prove to be.
“It’s too noisy and crowded here,” Jill said. “Makes it hard to cut someone out.”
“Cut out?” Venneman repeated. “That’s what cowboys say about cattle.”
Jill nodded. “That’s the idea, pardner. That’s what they are. Come on. Let’s try a side street.”
The turned on 15th and walked downhill toward Market Street. “What’s ahead?” she asked.
“More of the same, I think. Not so many people walking, though.”
“Good.”
At first they ran into crowds of people on Market Street as well. But those passed by, and then there was a period during which they encountered only lone pedestrians.
“I thought you wanted the crowds,” Venneman said.
“Not for the kill, just the warmup. It gets me juiced.”
Juiced. Venneman turned the word over in his mind and decided he didn’t like it.
They were now many blocks past the area of renovated industrial buildings that had been turned into restaurants and offices. Now they were in an area of old buildings badly in need of renovation, of broken sidewalks, of almost no traffic and no working streetlights. Venneman felt that he could see properly again. He straightened up, realizing for the first time that he had been hunching over defensively.
“The light is so lovely out here, away from the manmade lights,” Jill said. “You see it, don’t you? That grey light? Henry could see it, too. He said he thought it came from the stars.”
“Yes,” Venneman said, “I see it.” But for me, it’s no longer grey. It’s the color of the blood that fills the world. If Jill and Henry were seeing by the light of the stars, then what light did he see by? Could it be the glow of the Earth’s molten core, gleaming up through the layers of rock and dirt and roots and worms, shining up through the ground and from the walls of buildings and reflecting from the sky? The fierce sun hidden at the heart of the world, was he alone in seeing it?
“Here we go,” Jill said. She was looking at another lone pedestrian coming toward them along the sidewalk. It was a young man, walking carefully and squinting at the ground, trying to see in the almost complete darkness. Jill stopped moving, and Venneman stood quietly beside her.
The young man almost bumped into them. He became aware of them at the last moment and gasped and stumbled back. “Jesus!” he said. “Sorry, folks.”
“That’s okay, no problem,” Jill said. Her voice was silver in the darkness. “We’re having trouble finding our way, too. Where are you headed?”
The young man was staring into the darkness, trying to see her face. To Venneman, his interest was obvious. He named a new restaurant on Larimer. “I’m supposed to meet some friends there. I couldn’t find parking over there. I don’t know how I ended up so far away.”
Venneman sensed the attention Jill was focusing on the man. He realized that she was doing the same thing to the young man that Elizabeth had done to him, and it was having the same effect. The young man’s breath was coming faster, and he seemed unable to look away from Jill’s shadowy figure. He had ceased to notice Venneman’s presence entirely.
Jill’s hand slipped down Venneman’s arm until she was gripping his hand. She held it tightly. With her other hand she reached out slowly toward the young man. She placed her palm lightly on his cheek. At the unexpected touch, he flinched momentarily. Then he grew still again, calmed by her touch.
Gentled, Venneman thought.
“Come with me instead,” Jill said. She took her hand away from his face, reached down, and took one of his hands. She walked on into the darkness, Venneman on her right, the young stranger on her left.
Venneman opened his mouth to say something, but Jill squeezed his hand urgently, and he said nothing.
They walked for half a block before Jill found what she was looking for. They were in an area of old warehouses, some still in use, but most long abandoned. A row of the abandoned ones was being demolished. Fragments of walls still stood, with cranes looming over them.
Jill led the two men behind one of these partial walls. Still holding onto Venneman, she pushed the young man gently against the wall. He stood there still staring at her, still trying to see her, held firmly in place by her hand and her vampire strength.
For just a moment, alarm showed on his face. He grabbed at her wrist and tried ineffectually to shove her hand aside. “Who are —”
“Ssh,” Jill said. “It’s all right.” She leaned forward and kissed him. He responded immediately, reaching for her.
Venneman wanted to look away but couldn’t. He had felt aroused by their kiss, as though something had been transmitted through Jill’s hand. He couldn’t remember ever before watching two people kiss. On the screen, yes, but never in real life.
Jill had batted the young man’s hands aside when he reached for her. Now she put her hand against his chest again. “We’ll do this my way,” she told him. “Keep your hands by your side and let me do all the work.”
She moved her hand slowly down his chest and over his stomach to his trousers. She hooked her fingers over the waistband and with a quick, powerful jerk tore his trousers open. Still holding Venneman’s hand with her right hand, with her left she yanked her victim’s trousers and undershorts down to his ankles, handling him as roughly as his clothing. The young man said nothing in protest. He was breathing rapidly and hoarsely. His legs were shaking and goosebumps covered his thighs.
Venneman was astonished to see that the man had an erection. Why wasn’t he wilting in fear? But he recalled his own reaction to Elizabeth before she had killed him, and he knew that his surprise was silly.
As Jill knelt down and leaned forward to take the man’s penis in her mouth, she gripped Venneman’s hand even tighter. By now, Venneman had forgotten all about the incongruity of his situation and any distaste at being a voyeur. He watched in astonishment as the penis disappeared into Jill’s mouth and then appeared again. He was too amazed by everything Jill had done so far and too fascinated by what he was seeing now to say anything or to try to stop her.
And he was too aroused to want to stop her.
The young man was moaning. His knees began to buckle. Jill pulled away suddenly and looked up at Venneman. “Richie,” she said quite calmly, “grab his hands and hold them behind him.” She let go of Venneman’s hand at last.
Her victim was halfway to a kneeling position when Venneman did as Jill had ordered him. The young man became aware of Venneman’s presence only then and tried to rise. “Hey!” he shouted. “What the fuck —?” Venneman pushed him down all the way to his knees. The victim looked around wildly in the darkness.
Jill slapped him. For her, it was a light, careless blow, but it knocked the young man off his knees, and he would have fallen if Venneman hadn’t pulled him back upright. He drew in a breath to yell again, but Jill put her palms against his cheeks and kissed him. Again he calmed down and relaxed.
Even remembering his own encounter with Elizabeth, Venneman was surprised. Did he have this much power, too, he wondered, or was Jill at some higher level of vampirism than he? Or some higher level of sexuality?
Again, the young man was visibly aroused. Jill lifted her mouth from his and whispered, “We’re vampires, sweetie. We’re going to suck the blood out of you. We’re going to give you more pain than you’ve ever felt before.”
“No!” It was a sigh, a faint sound, irrelevant against the force of the night.
“Yes,” Jill said. She bent down and kissed his neck. Venneman watched her lips move over the young man’s skin, watched her tongue lick him gently, and he imagined her doing that to him. He remembered how soft her lips were, how her tongue had felt in his mouth a few hours earlier. He watched her open her jaws.
Her lips drew back. She put her teeth firmly against her victim’s skin and began to bite down, slowly, deliberately. She was deriving as much pleasure from the feeling of flesh and cartilage parting beneath her teeth and from her victim’s drawn-out agony as she would from the taking of the blood itself, Venneman realized. Watching, he was simultaneously horrified and aroused.
The young man sobbed. “No! Please don’t!” But Jill’s jaws kept closing, driving her teeth slowly deeper and deeper into his neck. He began to struggle at last, but Jill put her arms around him, trapping his arms against his side, and she pulled him sideways to the ground, yanking his wrists from Venneman’s hands, and twined her legs about his, trapping them. She rolled him over so that she was on top of him, all the while biting further into him.
At last she reached a major blood vessel and began to feed, sucking his blood in eagerly and swallowing it noisily. Blood ran out of her mouth and dripped onto the ground.
After a while, she tore herself away and looked around, her eyes momentarily glazed. Then she looked at Venneman. “Your turn,” she said. “Not too much.”
She released her victim and climbed to her feet. The young man thrashed about weakly, trying to push himself to his knees. Jill watched him for a moment. Then she smiled at Venneman and said, “Calm yourself down first, Richie. Remember, nothing sexual, or we’ll be stuck with him forever.”
Venneman scowled at her and dropped to his knees. He grabbed the young man’s shoulders and flipped him over, face up again.
“No!” the young man said again. “Please, no more!”
“Shut up!” Venneman growled at him between clenched teeth. He bent down quickly, putting his mouth over the ragged wound Jill had torn in the man’s neck, and pulled in a mouthful of blood. The blood burned in his mouth, as it always did now.
The young man whined with delight, as Venneman’s victims always did now.
Venneman spat the blood out and wiped the acid remnants from his lips. He flung the young man down on the ground and stood up. “Satisfied now?” he said to Jill.
She looked at him and then down at the young man lying stunned on the ground between them. “How could you waste it?” she said. “What’s wrong with you?” She began to kneel down.
Venneman caught her shoulder and pulled her back up. “Leave him, or you’ll kill him.”
“So what? You’ve already ruined this city for us because of that woman you killed. Another one won’t make it any more dangerous here for us.”
“There’s no need. You’ve had enough for one feeding. There’s no need to kill.”
Jill let him lead her away. She looked back reluctantly over her shoulder until their nearly unconscious victim was hidden by the partial wall. Then, as though a switch had been thrown, she turned her attention fully to Venneman. “Now you can see what Henry taught me,” she said. “See how much better it is when two vampires work together? See how I was able to get sexual pleasure and get his blood heated up, and still not create another vampire?”
“What would you say about a human being who tortured his domestic animals while killing them for food?”
Jill laughed. “There probably are human beings who do just that, Richie. Why not, if it gives them pleasure?”
Venneman stared at her, searching for words. All he could think to say was, “I don’t understand what’s happened to you, Jill.”
She put her arms around his neck and pulled his face down to hers. They kissed for a long, slow time. Her mouth tasted of blood, burning Venneman’s tongue. In her mouth, though, it excited him.
When they drew apart, Jill whispered, “You happened to me, Richie. Don’t you remember? Have you already forgotten that you killed me and made me a vampire?”
Venneman put his hands over his face to hide his sudden tears. “Why do you keep saying that?” he said. “Why are you torturing me with it?”
“Because I hate you for it, Richie. We all hate the one who envamped us. Henry taught me that, too.”
Venneman lowered his hands and stared at her. “That’s not true. I don’t...” His voice trailed away as he realized that he did. That was the missing purpose in his new, never-ending life, the lack he had been unconsciously aware of all this time: the need to find and destroy Elizabeth.
“I can’t do anything to you physically,” Jill said. “So I’m stuck with the psychological part. I’m going to stay with you for the next few thousand years, and I’ll keep reminding you just what you did and how evil you are for doing it. I’m also going to keep bringing out in you the sexuality you hate so much.
“So,” she said after a moment, “now let’s go do the same thing again, but this time with a woman. Just for you, Richie, dear.”
Venneman shook his head. “I’m going home.” He turned and began to walk away.
Jill caught up with him and linked arms with him. “Home,” she repeated. “What a wonderful, sweet word that is. Something vampires don’t ever really have. I’m coming with you, of course. I’m staying with you, Richie. Remember?”
* * * * *
Venneman looked around his apartment. Home, yes — it had been that. He had done what he could to make it a home for himself — a real, human home. The television set and the newspaper on the coffee table symbolized his continuing contact with the human race. But now, even if the killing of Geraldine Travers hadn’t made it necessary for him to leave Denver, the apartment would no longer be his home. Not with Jill Kennedy in it. Nor would she allow any other place ever to be home to him in the future. She had made that clear.
He stared at her silhouetted against the city lights. She was standing in front of the glass door that led to his balcony, looking out over the nighttime city and smiling. “So much healthy life out there, waiting for us to take it. Isn’t it a wonderful thought, Richie? I like this city. I’m sorry you spoiled it for us.”
He wondered how she had tracked him down. Perhaps it was something akin to what Elizabeth had talked about, the calling of the blood, victim’s to vampire’s, vampire’s to victim’s. Perhaps he had unknowingly been calling Jill to him because of his longing for the life he had lost when he had, as he had thought, killed her. Whatever it was, she seemed to think that she could always find him, that he could never escape from her. He assumed she was right about that. She seemed to know so such more about the vampire state than he did. She had had a teacher, whereas he had had to learn everything by himself.
“Why did you leave Henry?” he asked her.
Jill turned from the window and glanced at him, then turned back to the lights of the city. “You make it sound like a broken romance,” she said. “You can’t think in such terms anymore, Richie. When you’re eternal, and you can only safely have sex with your own kind, and there aren’t very many of you, then you can expect to spend time with the same few people over and over as the centuries go by. The problem is, vampires don’t like to spend too much time with each other. We’re solitary by nature. Solitary predators. We need each other sexually, but I think we don’t really like each other. So I’ll be seeing Henry again, and we’ll spend another short time together. Someday, somewhere. For the moment, though, I had learned as much from him as I needed to know, and I was eager to find you and to start treating you to some hell on earth. I figure I’ll devote the next two or three thousand years to that, and then before I get tired of the game, I’ll move on.”
Venneman tried to imagine thousands of years of the sort of conversations they had been having. He shivered. “You think you can stand living with me for that long, being the solitary predator you are?”
Jill laughed. “Being with you is a kind of hunting. Don’t you get it yet?”
All too well, he thought. But she should have said that being with him was, for her, a kind of feeding. He tried another tack. “Won’t you get bored with tormenting me long before a few thousand years have passed?”
“That’s a point,” Jill nodded. “I’m already getting bored. While I was tracking you down, I kept thinking up cutting things I’d say to you, and it seemed to me that two or three thousand years might not be enough. But I guess I’d forgotten how boring a man you are. Maybe I’ll only last for a couple of years before I move on again.”
“Henry wasn’t boring, I suppose.”
Jill turned away from the window so that he could see and appreciate fully her wide, happy smile of reminiscence. “No,” she said, “Henry was never, ever boring. I’m already looking forward to spending a long time with him in the future, after I’ve done all I can to you. Henry had done things with his life, Richie, unlike you. I mean, even before he was envamped, he had done things, interesting things — been places, broken laws, made love to many women and quite a few men. Then, when he was envamped, he embraced his new vampire state and started really enjoying life. I told you he’s been a vampire for a long time, didn’t I?”
“Since the time of the American Revolution, you said,” Venneman replied, resigning himself to learning more about Henry than he wanted to know. He walked over to the couch and sat down heavily.
“His full name is Henry Hapgood,” Jill said. “He was sent out to America to help manage his father’s properties here, a few years before the Revolution. He was in trouble in England, and his father and older brother gave him the choice of going out to the colonies and staying there for the rest of his life, or going into the army. The alternative was to be cut loose without any money at all.”
“Sounds like an utterly fascinating guy,” Venneman said. “I can see why you like him — a man who was so despised by own family that they sent him three thousand miles away and told him never to come back home again.”
Jill smiled slightly. “You should hear what he did in England to get himself into such trouble in the first place. He told me the most amazing stories. Anyway, Henry said that he didn’t like the idea of wearing a uniform and having other people in uniforms trying to kill him. But he hated the idea of being cut off without funds even more, so he chose to come to America.”
She came over to the couch and sat down beside Venneman before continuing. “Henry said that when he got here, the man working for his father managing some property in Boston expected Henry to sit behind a desk all day copying papers. Henry had different ideas, but he couldn’t live without the stipend from his father, so he bore with it for a few months. Then he went to bed with a young man in Boston and woke up a vampire.”
Venneman grimaced in disgust.
Jill noticed the gesture and laughed at him. “Which part bothers you more, Richie? Henry’s being envamped, or his having sex with another man?”
Venneman refused to answer.
Jill waited for a few seconds, and then she shrugged and continued her story. “When fighting broke out, Henry did what he could to help the colonists. Not because he cared about the politics. He said it was because he couldn’t look at a Redcoat without seeing his father and brother and all their friends, and he loved the idea of the child — the colonies — defeating and destroying the father.”
“Except that England used to be called the Mother Country,” Venneman pointed out, “not the Father Country.”
Jill waved her hand in a gesture of irritation. “Never mind that. Anyway, Henry also liked the war itself, because he could roam around the battlefields at night after a battle, looking for men who had just died or were still dying.”
“And help them along?”
Jill laughed. “Exactly. Help move them along on their passage. And of course when daylight came and whichever army had won explored the battlefield, they didn’t bother examining the wounds to see what had killed the men. No autopsies in those days. They were more concerned with burying the dead. Henry said he’s never again fed so well as he did during that war and the Civil War.”
War. The idea of using the killing of man by man as a cover for the killing of man by vampire had never occurred to Venneman before. It was clever, he had to admit. Brilliant. And there was always war going on somewhere in the world. “It’s worth considering,” he said, thinking aloud.
“What is?”
“Going to wherever there’s a particularly vicious war underway and doing what Henry did. It’s the perfect cover.”
“I thought about it,” Jill said, nodding. “After Henry told me his story. But I decided I didn’t like the idea. For one thing, it’s hard to travel in the places where there are wars going on. Transport has been disrupted, so you have to walk a lot. Which makes for slow going, since we can only travel at night.”
Venneman almost told her that that no longer applied to him, but at the last moment he decided to keep his secret to himself.
“Even if there were some way around that problem,” Jill went on, “there’d be no thrill in it. No hunt, no chase, no seduction. Just helpless dead people. Or dying people, but also pretty helpless. I wouldn’t get the charge out of it that I get out of drawing someone who’s healthy and young away from the protection of the other human beings and then watching them while they realize what a big mistake they’ve made.” She laughed, an expression of remembered pleasure. “Like that guy we took tonight. Did you see his face when I told him what we were going to do? Did you hear him?”
“I heard him,” Venneman whispered. I heard his moan of pleasure when I drew his blood. He’ll be haunted by me, too, another one roaming the city searching for me.
He tried to force the image away and said, “Henry only got the benefit of two big wars. He should have gone back to Europe. There’s been so much more blood shed there during the last two hundred years than here.”
“He did go back,” Jill said. “Of course, he couldn’t do it in the early days. He had to wait until the development of the Concorde, so that he could travel from here to England entirely during one night. When that became available, he did it.”
“I wonder how the man who made Henry a vampire got here, then,” Venneman said.
“You’re assuming that man came over from England,” Jill said. “Or somewhere in Europe, anyway. Or that the one who envamped him did, or someone back along the chain. That’s because of those stupid old movies you used to like, the ones on TV where all the vampires had Transylvanian accents or whatever. I don’t think you should assume that vampires came from Europe originally. I think they’ve always been around, evolving along with mankind.”
“That’s ridiculous,” Venneman said. “If it were all part of evolution, then there’d be cat vampires to prey on cats, and dog vampires to prey on dogs, and monkey vampires to prey on monkeys, and so on.”
“How do you know there aren’t?” Jill asked him. “After all, until it happened to you, you didn’t know there were human vampires, did you?”
“It’s a meaningless discussion,” Venneman said. “There’s no such thing as evolution, anyway. Man was made by God in His image.”
“Christ,” Jill said, “here we go again. All right, look at it this way. However mankind originated, the Indians didn’t originate here, right?”
“No,” Venneman said. “Their ancestors came across over the Bering Strait land bridge. Supposedly.”
“Right. So vampires came over here from Asia the same way, and at the same time, because some of those early Indians were vampires. So there’ve been vampires here in America for as long as there’ve been human beings.”
“Henry could have gone back to Europe the same way. And found lots of wars along the way, as he walked from Siberia to England.”
Jill glared at him. “The Bering Strait land bridge disappeared long ago, in prehistoric times, as you know. And there’s water between France and England, as you also know.”
“I bet Alaska and Siberia are connected by ice during the winter,” Venneman said. “Even if they aren’t, Henry could walk across under the water. Same thing for going from France to England. A vampire should be able to do that, shouldn’t he? For that matter, a vampire should be able to walk across the sea floor of the Atlantic, all the way from the East Coast of the U.S. to Britain.”
“You’re being a fool,” Jill said. “We have to breathe, too. You know that. You’re being a fool deliberately. For a change.”
Yes, Venneman thought, we have to breathe. And we have blood circulating in us, and our hearts beat. They beat powerfully, far more powerfully than human hearts, and our blood pumps more vigorously, and we breathe more deeply and with more zest.
But why? If we’re dead, why do we need any of those things?
And would we die without them?
If mankind ever achieved space travel, could Venneman find a way of going into space and thrusting himself into the vacuum and then die at last? Unlike his attempt to kill himself with sunlight, in his early days as a vampire, he could so position himself in space that he would not be physically able to run to shelter. He could go out on the surface of the moon, far from any space base, wearing a suit he had sabotaged. The suit would fail and he would be stuck out there, far from rescue, far from air and heat.
But would he die even then? Would he instead go into some kind of coma, perhaps, and revive as soon as he was discovered and brought back into normal air and heat? Would he revive as some even stronger, fiercer vampire creature? Needing more blood, perhaps, and less able to control his lust for it — and perhaps suffering even more when he took it. He told himself that his attempt to destroy himself with Dinsmuir’s experiment should have taught him that the results of any further such attempts might be far worse than his present situation.
“Anyway,” Jill said, “Henry flew back to England when supersonic flights first became available and headed for what had been the family’s estate. He had cut off all contact with them as soon as he was envamped, of course.”
“You mean he didn’t send them yearly Christmas cards?” Venneman asked. “Having wonderful time. Wish you were here so that I could suck your blood.”
“Henry felt that they had been sucking his blood during the years he lived in England. Anyway, the family mansion was gone. It used to be out in the countryside, but it’s been swallowed up by London during the last two hundred years. Where the house used to be, there was a big, new shopping center. So Henry investigated further, and he discovered that the family had lost its fortune a hundred years earlier and they had died out. No living descendants. Except Henry, and he’s not really a descendant.”
“He’s a descendant,” Venneman said, “but he’s not really living.”
Jill looked momentarily startled. “Of course he’s living!”
“We’re the undead.”
“Movie shit again,” Jill said disgustedly. “We’re obviously alive. I keep telling you, Richie. We’re the next step in evolution.”
“Evolution involves birth, not death,” Venneman insisted.
“Evolution requires both. And we combine both.”
“Can we have babies?” Venneman asked her. “Can we pass on our wonderful traits that way? Can you get pregnant?”
“I don’t know. I didn’t get pregnant by Henry, but that doesn’t mean anything. Maybe I’ll get pregnant by you, Richie. Maybe we’ll have a beautiful little vampire baby together.”
“And it will suck its mother’s blood while it’s still in the womb,” Venneman said. “Even when you were human, you never showed any love for babies. The way you are now, I can’t see you as a loving mother. What would you feed a baby like that — bottles of warm human blood?”
“No, Richie. Bottles of hot human blood.”
“Christ,” Venneman muttered.
Jill frowned. “I have the feeling that I can’t get pregnant, somehow. I know that doesn’t make much sense, and I know that a human woman with any sense doesn’t depend on a feeling like that. But this is different. It’s more than a feeling. It’s some kind of knowledge.”
Venneman felt it, too: a deep knowledge of his own sterility. “So vampires can’t procreate,” he said. “We can only create new vampires by killing human beings. That’s not evolution,” he repeated.
“By killing them while having sex with them,” Jill corrected him. “We’re not killing them. We’re giving them the gift of sex with a vampire, and many human beings would probably be willing to die for that gift even without hope of resurrection, if they knew how wonderful it is. But we’re also giving them the gift of resurrection and eternal life. Not the religious fantasy you always befuddled your mind with, Richie. The real thing.”
“Eternal life without love, without family, without children, without human contact.”
“We have human contact,” Jill said, laughing. “We contact them very intimately.”
“You know that’s not what I meant.”
“I know. Look, Richie. Human beings are pack animals, and we’re not. We’re not dogs or coyotes. We’re solitary hunters. We’re tigers. We’re bears. We’re sharks. We’re the top of the food chain. We come together in pairs occasionally for mutual pleasure, and then we split up again, just like the great hunters do. You have to learn to think in different terms if you’re going to be happy as a vampire.”
Venneman sighed. “I’ll never be happy as a vampire. Why do you have so much trouble understanding that?”
“You mean you’ll never try to be happy as a vampire,” Jill said.
“I mean,” Venneman said, “I’ll never want to be happy as a vampire.”
“What, you’d rather go back to being a human being?”
“If there were some way I could, yes, I would,” Venneman said. He decided he would not tell her how he had tried to merge back into human society, both because he feared her scorn at his having attempted it, and because he feared her greater scorn at his failure.
“They hate us,” he said. “It’s not just cultural conditioning — the movies and books, the scary Transylvanian count, the bats, the creepy old castle. It’s more than that. They know that we’ll murder them with horrible pain and without hesitation. We want their blood and their life, and we don’t care about them in any way.”
“Of course we don’t care about them,” Jill said. “The lion doesn’t care about the zebra’s feelings. That’s the way nature works.”
“At least the zebra doesn’t lie awake at night worrying about lions, or have nightmares about them. We’re in the nightmares and waking thoughts of human beings all the time.”
“Are we?” Jill asked. “How often did you think about vampires before you met your first one? Seriously think about them, I mean, as opposed to when you were watching those dumb movies?”
Ignoring her, Venneman said, “Another difference is that the zebra has a fighting chance. A lot of prey animals are pretty dangerous fighters when they’re cornered, no matter how big and powerful the predator is. Humans have no way of defending themselves against us. All those superstitions are meaningless — crucifixes and garlic, whatever else.”
“You’ve checked those out?”
Venneman nodded. “Yeah, I’ve checked them out.”
“Well, see, that’s because we’re not magical beings. We’re just part of nature, as I’ve been telling you, so magical charms aren’t effective against us. Anyway,” she added, “they aren’t entirely defenseless.”
Venneman looked at her. She was frowning, and the muscles in her jaw bunched. She rubbed her chest unconsciously. “What do you mean?” he asked her.
“One of mine, he came when I called him for another feeding, but he came with a goddamned wooden stake!” She laughed harshly. “Talk about watching too many of those movies! He thought he’d be able to kill me that way. Didn’t work, of course, but it did hurt like hell. He was smart enough to come to me during the daytime, while I was still asleep. Well, that was my fault. I didn’t think ahead when I called him. It was almost morning already. Anyway, he broke in while I was asleep and pounded the damned thing into me.” She laughed again, a more genuinely happy sound this time. “But it was worth it just to see the look on his face when I woke up and pulled the stake out of my chest and the bleeding stopped right away. And then...”
“And then?”
“And then,” she whispered, grinning fiercely, “then I made him pay for hurting me.”
She glanced at the window. The sky was glowing faintly with the first hint of predawn light. “Day’s coming, Richie,” she said. She turned toward him. “It’s time for bed.” She reached out and stroked his cheek. “It’s time for sex.”
His need for her flared up at her touch, and he realized that it had never quite died away. Even during the most hostile part of their conversation, it had been there, still alive, waiting to be fanned to full blaze. Back in the laboratory, looking at Dinsmuir’s experiment, he had wondered what it would be like to have sexual desire burning inside him like that manmade sun. Now he knew it was more terrifying than anything else about his vampire state.
* * * * *
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