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Introduction

by Eve Paludan

 


Little did Horton realize
that an honest-to-God vampire was leaning over him in his sleep,
peering down at the smooth slope of his pale neck, where a fat vein
pulsed invitingly. – J.R. Rain in
Moon Dance

 


MORE THAN forty years ago,
my love affair with strange supernatural creatures opened
with Black and Blue
Magic, a children’s novel by Zilpha Keatley
Snyder. In it, a twelve-year-old boy becomes the recipient of a
magic elixir which, when rubbed on his shoulders, allows him to
grow wings that work. As he learns to control and own his newfound
power, Harry’s confidence and sense of self transcends his
less-than-ordinary life into one with deep meaning. That I still
remember this story speaks of its sweeping influence.

As my literary tastes matured, I embraced
more sophisticated paranormal creatures as they sought ways to use
their fated forms to uplift themselves to an existence where they
could feel acceptance within themselves and sometimes, from humans.
My favorite stories in creature fiction are often those where the
tormented creature is set free by human compassion in an
unconditional embrace of their flaws and imperfections.

Whether they howl, shapeshift, suck blood or
even devour, they are at their core, the cursed, the downtrodden,
tragic underdogs of the underworld, the tortured, the unlovely and
unloved, and certainly, the spurned and reviled. My heart goes out
to them in their travails—vampires and ghosts, especially, have
their back stories of tragedy that just cry out for redemption.

Two recent works convinced
me that I wanted to publish an anthology: In 2006, I read Carol La
Valley’s story, “The Bone Flute Maker,” a futuristic tale of a
blind musical instrument maker with electronic eyes who rescues a
wounded seraph from her former cult—her story was the seed that
germinated this entire anthology. The other recent work was
The Body Departed, a
ghost novel by J.R. Rain that hurtled me to one of the most
emotionally profound endings that I’ve ever read in
any novel. For this
anthology, J.R. Rain graciously wrote a stunning, original vampire
story, “The Night Knows Me Well.” His story is last here, because
he is a master of the grand finale.

Within this story collection are more rich
tales of supernatural creatures from a veritable dream team of
storytellers:

In Mark Cantrell’s “Baron Blood,” the truth
is a bitter pill to swallow, as a group of vampires learn when they
go in search of their origins and discover the shocking facts. The
awful truth of their underlying nature may not ease their bloody
curse, but it offers them an opportunity for revenge.

Rekha Ambardar’s “The Curse of Nilofer”
offers an archaeology tale of an Egyptian queen whose mummy and
tomb hieroglyphics hold the key to an ancient mystery and wield a
power that extends beyond the grave.

In A.J. Kirby’s “Teeth,” a slick marketing
man’s finest physical attribute is cursed by a local drunken
councilor, with shocking results that are worthy of a bow to that
familiar human nightmare.

In TW Brown’s “The Twins,” Bill Ryan, who
worked at an airfield, should not have taken his kids with him on
the day that “weird things” were reported in the region by the
media who held back the worst details.

Chantal Boudreau’s “Palliative” is a
chilling story of conscientious caregivers, an escape artist, and a
palliative patient with no pulse and sharp teeth.

In “Late Night Shopping,” Michael O’Connor
unveils a seemingly ordinary shopping trip to the local Cheap
Choice Freezermart. But strange things are afoot in the meat
department.

Rekha Ambardar’s second story, “Vengeance
Was His,” is a twisted tale of terror in which Count Cesare
Vincenti surprises his younger wife, Lucretia. He survives a
shipwreck, returns to old Palermo and catches her tramping around
on him. The Count banishes her to the dungeon and calls upon a
vampire hag with a serious quest to “find Andrea Bellini.”

Chris Hugh weaves together the past and the
present in the unfolding of a thousand-dollar bet in “DeathHouse
Mansion Inc.” a fast-paced haunted house thriller of
disappearances.

Allison Ridley’s “That Whole Being-Dead
Thing” features a ghost named Millie who haunts David, her
ex-boyfriend from the tenth grade, and criticizes his lineup of
potential girlfriend material.

Donna Collins unveils more than one surprise
to the reader in her paranormal story about a misfit romance,
“Love’s Transformation.”

Chris Hugh is back with a second story; this
one takes a funny stab at pop-culture icons and the frustrations of
being a modern-day “assembled” monster in the parody, “The Bride of
Frankenstein Dances with Celebrity.”

A.J. Kirby is back with a very unique story
with a twist, “Third Degree,” about a sun worshiper who goes way
too far with his bronze ambition.

In Eve Paludan’s “Pandora’s Boxes,” a young
widow who is just beginning to date again is haunted by a sexy
ghost who mistakes her for someone else.

Ron Paludan adds his usual cleverness in the
Afterword. But that’s a long way away—

The first adventure, from Heidi Mannan,
fades in to a nice blood trail with an offbeat vampire tale whose
fearless heroine, Rachael, collects the kinds of exotic creatures
that would make other people shudder. . .

 


 1.

All the Delicate Things

by Heidi Mannan

 


HE WAKES in a dark room, but he’s used to
that. What he’s not accustomed to is this particular room with the
braids of garlic hanging over the doorway. Obviously, some garlic
has been smashed and smeared somewhere. The stench burns his eyes,
stings his nose. He tries to sit, but an unseen force holds
him.

Panic.

Then he notices the cold, unyielding fingers
around his neck. Silver. Had to be. Only silver can disable him
like this. Straining, his breath a hard wind in his ears, he forces
his hand to his throat. Hanging as a medallion down the front of
the necklace, a padlock.

His breathing comes in ragged gulps, partly
from effort, partly from the garlic stench and panic.

Outside, traffic beats out the rhythms of
the night. People shout, babies cry, dogs bark.

Beside him on the bed lays a note. He’s
unable to read the elegant cursive.

The woman?

He tries to sit again, but the silver
restrains him. He manages to angle himself on the bed until he sees
perched on the dresser next to him two wine bottles, taunting. He
can smell their contents from where he lies. They don’t smell of
wine, but of fear, what he craves.

He reaches; it’s almost impossible, but he
hasn’t eaten for too long. He’s desperate, pushes past his greatest
ability, catches a bottle in his hand. His arm falls onto the bed
hard, liquid sloshing in glass. It’s like moving through nearly
dried concrete, but he manages to unscrew the lid.

Getting the bottle to his mouth proves
harder than anything he’s ever done, but the scent of fear drives
him.

He guzzles.
Blood.

Cold, thick, blood. And the fear isn’t the
exquisite tang of sudden terror, but a metallic letdown of
prolonged anxiety.

He gives it his all, lashing out with his
limbs, tossing the bottle a few inches from him rather than across
the room as he intended. The only thing he accomplishes is spilling
blood on the bedspread. The bottle crashes to the floor,
shattering, the sound too much for his sensitive hearing.

The door opens. Footsteps. They belong to
the woman. He remembers them from last night. She carries the
tick-tock of time in her tread. Even turning his head to look at
her is an effort.

“What’s wrong with you?”
she asks, flicking on the overhead lights.

He squints against the blinding glare. “It
was cold. I can’t drink cold blood. It’s dead.”

“Sorry.” She looks at the
mess he made, turns out the light. “Guess I still have some things
to learn.” She walks around the broken glass and pooled blood to
the foot of the bed. “But I meant why’d you pass out last
night?”

He can see her perfectly in the dark. Her
neck is void of marks. He hadn’t gotten that far, apparently.
Again, he struggles against gravity, against silver, and tries to
sit. It’s no use.

“You don’t need to fear
me,” he lies. The rasp in his voice makes him sound worn. He is
worn, damn it, downright pathetic.

“I’m not afraid.” And her
eyes mean it.

Her bare arms infuriate him, entice. Not as
they might a human man, but entice in a more delicatessen sort of
way. She’s succulent, not a sharp edge on her anywhere, except
maybe within.

“There’s something wrong
with you,” she says, arms crossing beneath liberal
cleavage.

“You could take the garlic
out of here and remove the choker. That would help.”

“You were about to drink me
like a happy hour cocktail and you just sort of. . . collapsed.
Hurt my thumb in the process.” She holds it up for him to see. It’s
bandaged.

He laughs, but it’s trapped inside, shaking
his shoulders but making no noise. “Humans never fail to amuse
me.”

“You must be hungry.” She
tiptoes to his side, moving slowly around the debris on the
floor.

His mess.

She touches him. Her fingers pry at his
wrist for information concerning his heart.

He finds her eyes. They’re mud-puddle brown
and deep as an ocean, a place one can get lost if one isn’t
careful. “If you’ll just take down the garlic and remove the
silver, I’ll be on my way.”

He doesn’t want to admit the only thing
garlic does is irritate his sinuses. If she believes it weakens
him, maybe she’ll remove the choker.

She smiles, what looks like an internal joke
playing across her lips. “I’ll be right back.”

She’s gone for an indeterminate amount of
time. The scent of the spilled blood has his head in a spin, his
body writhing even in its feeble state.

The woman returns with a roll of paper
towels tucked under her arm, and in her hands a small cage
containing two large rats. “I breed these for my snakes. Looks like
I’ll need to get a few more.”

“You can’t keep me here.”
He’s fighting his own body, his muscles refusing to
cooperate.

That inside joke smile again.

“I swear I won’t hurt you,”
he says, trying to think of some way to make his promise look real
to her.

She clucks her tongue. “You remind me of
Virgil. You know anything about dart frogs?”

“I’m no frog, lady.” His
efforts hurt his head, pressure rising.

“They ooze slime off their
backs,” she says, a little too cheerful. “It’s a powerful
neurotoxin. One frog produces enough poison to kill ten people. I
had my Virgil for ten years.”

“Poor guy.”

With a wad of paper towels, she dabs at the
spot tainting the bedspread. “He didn’t like the idea of being
domesticated at first.”

“Is that. . . ” He tries to
sit again. Still no use. It only makes his head spin. “Is that your
plan? To domesticate me?” The word domesticate more spit than spoken.

“Do you prefer to eat in
private?”

“Who the hell are
you?”

“Name’s
Rachael.”

“Well, Rachael, rat isn’t
my food of choice. If you don’t mind, I’ll go find myself something
that suits me better.”

“I suppose I could get
rabbits,” she murmurs, more to herself. She opens the cage, lifts
out a rat. It curls around her hand. “These guys should do for
now.” She holds the squirming mass of gray fur out to him, smiles
like he’s a kitten or something.

If he wasn’t so hungry, he’d have refused
the rat. But he’s starving, defeated. “I can’t move very well.”

She lifts the pest to his lips, watching
with wide eyes to see what will happen.

He sinks his teeth in as violently as
possible, to send a message. He barely breaks the skin.

It’s too dark for her human eyes to possibly
see very well, but she’s riveted, nonetheless.

The rodent pumps out the tune of its life
into his mouth. It tastes like hopelessness. That’s why he doesn’t
much like rats. They tend to carry this emotion in their blood and
pass it from one generation to the next.

When he’s finished, he turns his head to the
side. A ribbon of blood trickles down his chin. He’s never spilled
a drop before. This shames him more than his weakness. He’s not
sure what to make of that.

Rachael throws the spent
rat into a garbage can next to the door. Thunk. Her aim is exceptionally good
in such poor lighting. “I think I’ll call you Vapir.”

“Name’s
Sigmund.”

“Do you want the other
one?”

He nods, and she brings him the other rat.
This one’s more of a fighter. It claws his face. When he’s
finished, she wipes his mouth like he’s some sort of invalid or
something. He refuses to meet her eyes, even in the dark.

“You have anyone who’s
gonna miss you?” she asks.

He wants to pounce, to drain her with enough
force to make her realize her folly.

“You don’t mess with a
vampire, Rachael. Vampires are vastly more powerful than humans.”
Yet, he can barely move while she patters around him.

”You run with a
pack?”

He closes his eyes. It remains his only
means of escape. At least, for now. He’ll conquer this woman’s
prison, then he’ll teach her a lesson.

“That’s okay,” she says.
“I’m prepared for a party, if it comes.”

 


When the door to his room opens again, the
lights in the hallway blind him until Rachael shuts them away. She
sets an aquarium on a desk across the room. Three fat rats scurry
from glass wall to glass wall. For them, there will be no
escape.

“Oh joy,” he says.
“Leftovers.”

From the crook of her arm she produces a
couple worn books. “Thought you might need something to pass the
time.”

“I’m not the bookish
type.”

She sets them on the dresser next to the bed
anyway. “What do you think about all night?”

“The traffic outside. I
listen to the sounds. Horns bleating, engines rearing, voices
shouting. Laughter.” He likes the laughter best. It reminds him of what will be
his as soon as he’s free. He absorbs every nuance of every laugh
and cradles it inside, letting it build into the next
amusement.

“Sounds almost
poetic.”

She suddenly has a syringe in her hand. It
holds a milky liquid. “I had one helluva day. That’s as poetic as I
get.” She rolls up his shirtsleeve.

“What is that?” He wants to
back against the wall; there’s nowhere to hide, no strength to
carry him anyway. His stomach hurts.

She slides the needle into him. Its bite is
cold, unforgiving. “Just a little something to supplement your
meals. A vitamin.” Her smile, though sincere, seems ludicrous.
Actually, its sincerity is the very reason it’s ludicrous.

“Guy like me doesn’t need
vitamins. What I need is to scratch my balls without feeling like
I’m bench pressing a house.”

A horn blares outside.

Only a slight hiccup in her eyes, then back
to business. “I think you’ll find the rats are enough with
this.”

“What the hell is it?” The
strain in his voice scares him more than the syringe. Nothing
scares him more than Rachael.

“It’s just fresh coconut
water.”

“This is so stupid.” Spit
flies from his mouth as he speaks.

“It’s really very good for
you.” She unbuttons his shirt. Her pupils dilate at the site of his
chest. Her hands discretely cup his biceps as she slides the shirt
down his arms. The shock rippling across her face is telling. She
hadn’t given her extremities the green light to explore.

“You really think we know
each other well enough for you to be unclothing me?”

She laughs, a melody—though nervous—too
beautiful to belong to what he’s gauged a deranged soul. “I just
want to give you a bath, Vapir.”

“It’s Sigmund, and I can
bathe myself.”

“Not right now. You can
hardly move.”

She unbuttons his pants. “I’d have done it
while you slept, but your dead weight’s pretty impossible to
handle.”

“I don’t need to bathe as
often as a human. Leave me.”

Pants to ankles, then to floor.

“You’re the most exotic
species I’ve ever caught. You’re insane if you think I’m going to
release you.” She smoothes his hair out of his eyes, dons a wet
cloth and begins to rub him down. “I’m just curious if that
mushroom smell washes off.”

Despite his dislike for her, she’s piqued
his interest. “I stink to you?”

“Not at all. I happen to
like mushrooms. I’m just curious if it washes away.”

He loathes how good the warm water feels on
his skin. Never has he felt so vulnerable. He bites his tongue,
drawing blood.

“Coconut water is
chemically identical to blood plasma.” She jabbers as she wipes him
down. He gets the sense she needs something to fill the silence
while she cleans his privates. “They use it in war as a substitute
when they run out of the real stuff.”

Vampires only erect when
they feed, then always. So he isn’t aroused by her touch. He smiles
inwardly.

“You look better,” she
says. “And, I bet as soon as you’ve had those rats, you’ll regain
some of your old strength.”

“You sound happy about
that.”

“I wouldn’t have it any
other way.”

Does she really believe he won’t hurt her?
It’s to his advantage, no doubt. He’ll play nice, pretend he likes
her even. Couple more days tops, and she’ll be unlocking the damn
choker.

“What do you do, for
work?”

She squeezes the remaining water from the
cloth into a bowl on the dresser. “I’m a nurse. In a veterinary
hospital, a rather large one. We work with exotics mostly.”

He swallows hard. “Any more like me?”

She checks his pulse. “You’re one-of-kind,
as far as I know.”

“What happened today that
made you want to stick me with a needle?”

“It’s the people. They
pretty much crap everything up. And the needle would’ve happened
anyway.” She brings him a rat, holds it to his lips, letting him
get a good whiff of its apathetic scent. He’s hungry. He can’t
resist.

“I can’t seem to find the
same kind of love in them that I find in animals,” she
says.

“Maybe they’re just the
wrong people.”

She tosses the wilted rat
into the wastebasket next to the door. Thunk.

“You remember being
human?”

“What makes you think I was
ever human?”

She pauses long enough to blink three times.
“What are your earliest memories?”

“Women. Their
beauty.”

“Figures.”

“What about you? You’re
exempt from humanity? Better than all the rest?” Sarcasm laces his
words, yet he’s never met another creature able to reduce him to a
blood sucking sack of bones.

“I don’t lie,” she said. “I
never cheat.”

“Maybe you’d be happier if
you did.”

Another rat meets his lips. His bite is
growing stronger, only a little, but it won’t be long and he’ll be
showing off his jaw strength to her.

She shakes her head. “Becoming like the rest
of humanity isn’t my idea of happiness.”

Thunk.

“The head vet at our
hospital, Dr. Petersburg, isn’t even decent. He’s a very
accomplished man, but a total prick.” Clearly the work
prick spat into the air
is a stretch for her. It’s got her breathing harder, moving faster,
riled. The contempt in her eyes chills the room. “I don’t know how
he thinks he can string along every female in the place, all at
once. It’s not like we don’t talk.”

Fresh rat, fresh blood.

“Funny thing is, some women
fall for it.”

“He’s handsome?”

“Chhh, to put it lightly.”

“He strung you
along?”

This pauses her banter, only for a fraction
of a second, but he notices. “Not me.”

“You’re too smart for the
likes of him.”

Her shrug begs to differ. There might even
be a hint of regret in it.

“You must like the work if
you stay despite these horrid people.

“I love the
patients.”

Thunk.

“The animals.”

“Do you keep
pets?”

“I’d just end up getting
hungry and eating them.” The irritation in his voice leaves an
awkward silence.

“There’s this new doctor,”
Rachael finally says, to smooth the sharp edges in the air. “Just
started in April. He’s not as unbelievably gorgeous as Dr.
Petersburg, but he’s a poet and used to build houses, so he’s both
sensitive and muscular. I haven’t found any flaws in him
yet.”

“Ah.” He closes his
eyes.

“You rest. I’ll take your
clothes, to wash. Would you like a blanket?”

He nods. “Do I still smell?”

“Like an ancient forest
floor.”

 


He doesn’t remember falling asleep, but the
clap of the door closing wakes him. The incense of human cooking
wafts in beside Rachael. She carries a block of clothes under her
arm. They aren’t his.

When he tries to lift his arms, they obey.
Already he’s stronger. It won’t be much longer now, and it’s a good
thing. Feigning niceties is hurting his head.

“This choker itches.” He
claws at the rigid metal.

“That’s because you’re
allergic to it. Sorry.” The syringe appears between her fingers, as
if by magic. She taps it.

“Can’t I just drink
that?”

Her expression stops short. “I just assumed
you’d refuse.” She leans forward. Her breath carries the scent of
mint, which is not altogether unpleasant. It reminds him of the
forest. “Open up.”

He hesitates for only one sluggish
heartbeat. He can’t stand needles piercing his flesh.

The coconut water is sweet, a taste he
hasn’t experienced for a long, long time. In fact, he can’t
remember ever having tasted it. It nestles into his taste buds and
flowers.

“More.” His mouth is open
before he can finish the word.

Rachael squeezes the rest into his mouth.
Her smile is so complete, so raw, his own lips curl up at the
corners in response.

“You like it,
then?”

He breaks into a full-blown grin. They share
a short laugh, then he remembers his situation. “I need to get out
of this room. It’s driving me insane.”

“Lucky you. I have an
outing planned.”

“Ah, I can’t wait to get
this thing off.” He itches around the choker.

“I’m not removing your
collar.”

“I can hardly move with it
on. How do you expect me to walk out of here?”

“You can move now better
than before. I didn’t give you your morning shot.” She brings a rat
to his lips.

“Morning shot?”

“I’ve been feeding vodka
into your bloodstream.” Just like that. No remorse.

He clenches his everything. Apparently, she
notices.

“I had to retard your
muscles, and I wasn’t convinced the silver and garlic would be so
thorough. I didn’t want to take any chances at first, you
know?”

At least he can wipe his own mouth now, but
he doesn’t need to.

“Where’re we
going?”

Thunk.

“For a walk.”

“Let’s go now.” He’ll
escape. He’s strong enough.

She brings another rat. “Not until you
finish your meal.”

 


He meant to request his clothes before he
fed, but Rachael distracted him with the whole vodka bit.

“Your old clothes
disintegrated in the wash.”

Now she’s sliding his new pants over a
rather large erection.

“Hmm.” It’s only a quiet observance, but it causes him to suck in
his cheeks and hold his breath. He is humbled by her
nonchalance.

Outside, someone laughs.

 


“Let me walk.”

“Let me be queen of
England.”



Rachael has him in a wheelchair, ankles and
wrists bound with cuffs. To him, it’s just another form of
degradation. Just another way for her to make him helpless. She’s
so going to pay.

She wheels him down a hallway of sprinkling
light. The living room is full of cages, a couple filled with
snakes. A tank in the corner houses a jellyfish, but all of the
others remain empty. Not because there aren’t occupants. No, the
occupants roam free around the room. He recognizes some of them: a
black widow spider perches on the back of a puffy recliner, an
alligator hides beneath the coffee table and a black mamba snake
unwinds itself from a basket of magazines as they pass, eyeing
them.

“Holy crap!”

“None of them can hurt
you,” she says.

“But they can kill you.
Every single one of them.”

“I’ve never been stung,
bit, scratched, nothing.”

“Why is that, do you
think?”

“Just gotta know how to
handle ‘em.”

“Where’d you learn how to
handle deadly creatures so well? Who are you?”

That laugh, too melodic. “I read a lot. When
I find a new species, I learn everything there is to learn about
them. If they’re benign, they go back.”

He swallows. “I swear I won’t hurt you.”

“Sit tight. I’m gonna run
and get my sweater.”

He’s sitting on the same sidewalk where he
stood the night he tried to feed on Rachael, a blanket hiding his
cuffs. He’d been there initially to absorb some of the warmth that
the concrete secreted away from the day. One thing about being a
vampire, you can never get warm.

Except, he feels warm now. Strange. Maybe
the cocktail of rage and helplessness heats him.

Rachael returns with a fuzzy pink sweater
draped over her shoulders. It houses pockets the size of the moon.
“Stop pouting,” she says. “You’re out of your room, aren’t
you?”

“Being chained to a chair
isn’t much better.”

But it is.
He inhales scents of the city, so comforting. Car
exhaust mingles with the aroma of hot concrete and a hundred
different perfumes from the people who’d walked the street that
day.

Happiness with heels. Hope
with a flowered hat. Regret with a ticking pocket watch. Anger with
a fistful of coins. And fear. Always fear.

He inhales until his lungs can hold no more.
He lets the evening air settle on his face. Being outside is being
alive.

“Beautiful night, isn’t
it?” Her voice startles him, though it’s soft.

“Mmm.” The horns and engines he welcomes even more than the
smells, these sounds that tethered him to the outside while he lay
helpless in his darkened room.

“Where’re we
going?”

“To the park.”

“To the flowering cherry
tree next to the lake?”

A pause. “Is that where your pack
hunts?”

He snorts a little. “If I ran with others,
you’d be dead by now.”

“Why the tree,
then?”

“In some ways, I’m no
different than a human. It’s just that I have an eternity to
appreciate things, whereas you die. What do you suppose will happen
to me when you’re gone?”

Silence.

“When you die, they’ll find
me, sooner or later, along with all your other exotic pets. It
won’t be a good scene, however you look at it.”

“No one would ever guess
you’re a vampire. You’re too weak. They’ll just think you’re crazy
with grief, mourning.”

“I’ll tell them to remove
the choker. They’ll do it. Then I’ll feed on every last one of
them, whoever they are.”

“That’s your
prerogative.”

She turns them onto the street leading to
the park. He never pays attention to street signs. He doesn’t
understand the symbols.

When they enter the park, the air shifts
noticeably from the scents of man to the scents of nature.

“Now that’s what I call
air,” he says.

She takes the most direct route to the tree.
Thousands of fragile pink blossoms dress the branches, hundreds of
individual petals pooling the ground beneath.

He nods, a smile buried
just under the surface. He can endure just about anything, or
anyone, when in the presence of a flowering cherry tree. “I
knew it would be in
bloom,” he says under his breath. Then louder, “Let’s stay
awhile.”

She wheels him to a wooden bench, parks him
next to it and sits. “You seem slightly obsessed with this tree.
True?”

A couple teenagers rumble past on
skateboards, temporarily interrupting the music of the crickets,
leaving behind the intoxicating scents of freedom and daring.

“I can’t remember a time
when I didn’t love the cherry blossoms,” he says. “It doesn’t have
to be this one, although it is quite exquisite.”

“Quite.” She seems a little
withdrawn. He doesn’t really care, but he’s got to keep up the
charade that he likes her, that he won’t hurt her.

“How’s your doctor friend?”
he inquires. “The strong, poetic one.”

“He asked out Maria in
radiology today.”

“Ah.”

Silence.

“Does he know you’re
interested?” He picks out of the darkness a couple in a canoe
across the lake. Moonlight glitters on the water droplets dripping
from their oars.

Next to him, Rachael sits stunned at his
insight, then shrugs. “No.”

“I bet Maria in radiology
gave him some clues.” He looks at her straight on, raises his
brows. “Maybe you should do the same.”

She presses her palms together between her
legs, raises her shoulders. “I’m no good with men.”

“You mean to tell me that
you tame cobras but you’re afraid of men?”

She thinks only an instant. “Yeah. That
pretty much sums me up. It’s not just men that scare me, though.
It’s humans in general.”

“Because?”

“They’re
deceitful.”

He’s never felt more human than he does at
this moment. It feels good. He wants to deceive as much as
possible, especially her.

“Humans might lie and
cheat,” he says, “but an animal’s rage is illogical,
dangerous.”

“Animals only harm you if
they feel threatened or if they’re hungry. As long as you keep
their bellies full and avoid threatening behavior, they’ll never
hurt you just for fun.”

“What about
cats?”

“They don’t play with their
food because they enjoy torture. They like the taste of
fear.”

He stiffens, scrunching his forehead and
tilting his head as though he’s clueless.

She buys it. “Fear releases many, very
specific hormones into the bloodstream. Humans season food with
salt and spices, cats season with fear. I guess it makes it taste
bet—”

He feels the pleasure showing on his face as
she looks at him, mouth in mid-sentence. Fear is a regular part of
his diet. “I suppose you read that somewhere.”

“Yeah.” Said with awe. It’s
still dawning on her, the realization that he knows the taste of
fear. This new knowledge swirls around in her head, he can almost
see it passing from her brain cells to her heart. He has to look
away to keep from laughing.

The last thing he remembers: A petal seesaws
through the air and lands with all the grace in the world, bobbing
gently in the water. And Rachael’s voice, distant: “Do you remember
your beginning?”

 


“Not really.”

“Oh, thank God.” Rachael
stands over him with a wet cloth. She dabs his forehead. “You had
me worried.”

“I collapsed
again.”

“All of a sudden, just like
before. What did you say? Not really?”

“You asked if I remember my
beginning.”

She stops with the cloth. “Where’re you
from?”

“That’s like asking a
grasshopper what seaweed tastes like.”

Her micro-smile is smug.
What the hell does
it mean?

“How far back do you
remember?” she asks.

“There are things I know
I’ve felt for a really long time, things about me that never
change, and I assume those are the parts of me that might’ve once
been human.”

She squeezes his wrist between her fingers.
“What are the things that never change?”

“My love for all the
delicate things. It’s the delicate things that are most important.
The things most easily lost or broken.”

She swallows audibly.

He glances at her sideways, taking note of
her stricken expression. “I’m tired,” he says.

She smiles, but it’s more like a frown. The
skin between her eyes is a series of creases. “You should probably
rest.”

“Don’t concern yourself
over me, human. I’m immortal.”

“Is there anyone you see
about your health? A vampire specialist or something?”

“Immortals don’t need
doctors.”

“In all my research, I’ve
never come across a sick or, in any way, impaired vampire. Yet,
there’s something unquestionably wrong with you.”

“Do I seem
concerned?”

“Maybe you know more than I
do.”

“I know a lot more than
you, about a lot of things.”

“What about your
episodes?”

His chest pumps up and down in amusement.
“Like I said, don’t concern yourself.”

 


When he opens his eyes, he feels Rachael in
the room. She sits in the chair at the foot of his bed, staring at
him.

“Good morning,” she says.
“Or good night. Whichever you prefer.”

“You been sitting there
long?”

She stands and hands him a tall glass of
coconut water. “Awhile. I’m anxious for another trip to the
park.”

He holds each sweet mouthful of coconut
liquid on his tongue, along with her words, before letting it all
travel down his throat. When he finishes, he hands her the empty
glass. “My teeth feel funny.”

“I didn’t have time to
brush them this morning.”

He lowers his eyebrows at her. “You’ve been
brushing my fangs?”

She hands him a rat. “I think you’re strong
enough to feed yourself.”

The feel of its warm body wriggling in his
hands, the sensation of its heart beating against his palm, makes
him shiver in a good way.

“You’re not smiling. You
usually have that frustrating grin on your face.” He’s tired of
playing the role of friend, but he can’t stop now. He’s gaining
strength. More so than she realizes. It won’t be long and he’ll be
feeding on her, drawing it out long enough to make her realize
who’s in charge.

“I’ve got a lot on my
mind.”

Thunk.

“Like?”

Another warm, pulsating body. More hopeless,
fear-tainted blood.

“Hurry and finish. I want
to get to our tree.”

“Our tree?”

He can see her cheeks turn pink, even in the
dark.

“Let me walk. My legs feel
like logs attached to my ass. They need to move.”

He tries to make a basket with the last rat.
It falls short. Way short.

Rachael picks it up and drops it into the
trash, pulling the sack out and opening the door. “Meet me
outside.”

 


By the time he reaches the front door, his
breath chuffs like a steam train. His legs shake and all he wants
is to collapse into that damn chair and have Rachael wheel him
around.

“You’re going to hell for
what you’ve done to me.”

“Really? You believe in
hell?”

“Just take me to the tree.”
Tonight won’t be the night. His breath claws at his lungs. He both
loves and hates to let her see how weak he’s become. Loves it
because she won’t suspect he’ll escape if she thinks he’s unable.
But he hates to let her know she’s won.

The moon hangs low, its light rippling on
the surface of the lake as they stroll past.

“I haven’t figured out
what’s wrong with you,” Rachael says, “but I’ve discovered what’s
right.”

He stiffens in his chair. “Been reading
again, have you?”

They reach the cherry tree. A group of
revelers linger on the other side of a stand of evergreens. Their
laughter, their music, drumming loud and close, assaults his
ears.

“I’m always reading. But
I’ve also been in the lab.”

His eyebrows dart upward. “What were you
testing?” He wants to raise his arms out of the blanket, but the
cuffs catch and hold.

“The samples I took from
you while you slept. You’re a heavy breather when you sleep, did
you know that?”

“You took. . . What the
hell samples did you take?”

She parks him next to the bench again, sits.
She stares at the distance, toward the boats that float over the
waterscape, their swinging lanterns like lit fireflies. “Skin
samples. Hair, fingernails, saliva. Blood.”

His mouth is open, his throat pushing and
pulling, but no sound emerges.

“I’ve discovered some
pretty incredible stuff about you. I might write a paper on it some
day.”

He pulls at the cuffs. “You’re not even a
nurse at all, are you? You’re some sort of crazed scientist keeping
me for the lab. I should’ve known. You’re just like all the other
deceitful humans.”

Her face twists, tries to
pull away from her body. She has to look away, at the lights on the
water. “I am a
nurse.” Her voice is crimped tight. “But I know my way around a
lab, better than some of our techs at the hospital.”

“Who knows about
me?”

“I snuck in after everyone
else went home. No one else knows about you.”

He shakes his head, can’t stop. “I should’ve
known better than to try to feed on a human.”

She sits straighter, moves a little closer.
“You don’t normally feed on humans?”

He still can’t stop shaking his head.
“You’re sick, you know that? It’s no wonder you can’t get a
date.”

The silence carries her hurt in layers,
weighing down the evening around them. Her head is downcast for a
moment.

After a few beats he says, “Sorry.” And they
take that moment to reorganize the pieces of shattered night.

She inhales, exhales, a living bellows
pulling life into her, through her and releasing it out. “Your
saliva possesses a chemical very similar to the drug, Ecstasy,” she
puffs. “Your bite induces euphoria in your victims. Did you know
that?”

He tugs at the blanket, wanting to pull it
to his chin now, to ward off the returning cold, but the cuffs
won’t allow it.

“You’re not as savvy in the
lab as you thought,” he says. “My victims always scream.
Always.”

Her eyes are liquid in the moonlight.
“There’s only one way to find out for sure.”

“We can’t ask any of them.
They’re all dead, as you should be.”

She’s nodding at him. “You were going to
drink my blood that night. I wouldn’t be here if you hadn’t
collapsed.”

“Neither would
I.”

“But here we both
are.”

He squints, trying to see into her.

“No one’s around,” she
says. “And if anyone sees us, they’ll just think we’re
lovers.”

Everything in him goes still except for his
heart, which speeds up. His mouth freezes in a circle. Then, “You
want me to kill you?”

“Don’t be ridiculous. I
just want you to bite me.”

This is your moment,
Sigmund. But he’s too curious for his own
good.

“What if I can’t bite
without killing?”

“Have you ever
tried?”

“You watch too much
TV.”

“I don’t even own a
TV.”

His breathing quickens. It’s all he’s really
thought about for days, feeding on her, the only thing occupying
his mind while he lay in his room listening to traffic.

“You’ve never tried it,
have you?”

“Why would I?”

“To let me prove I’m right.
Come on.”

He looks away, into darkness, into places
human eyes can’t see. A breeze he doesn’t feel plays with the
branches across the meadow. Laughter echoes in his ears from the
party next door.

“Do you recall being other
than you are now?” She’s whispering, her breath seeming to make the
tree boughs move.

He runs his tongue over his teeth, imagining
how she might taste. “I don’t recall.”

“I can tell you something
you probably don’t know about yourself. But you have to bite me
first.”

“You expect me to believe
you discovered something about me just because you played with some
of my fingernail clippings in a lab?”

“Bite me.”

Would he taste fear in her? That’s really
what he wants to know. If she has any, she hides it well.

“Are you prepared to die?”
he asks. Shut up and feed.

“You won’t kill
me.”

His tongue involuntarily licks at the roof
of his mouth, imagining, tasting. “You aren’t very bright, are
you?”

She holds his stare, pulls a small spray
bottle from her sweater pocket. “I don’t think I’ll need to use
this, but I have it just in case.”

“And that is?”

“Let’s just call it your
demise if you try to kill me.”

“I don’t enjoy the killing,
you know. Not usually.”

“That’s because you’re not
human.”

“But death is a byproduct
of my feeding habits. My victims always die. I can’t control
it.” Idiot! No one
has ever wanted him to bite them. Now that the opportunity arises,
he doesn’t know how to behave.

“I say you can.”

“I’m just telling you this
to let you, you know, mentally say goodbye.”

Eyeing the spray bottle of whatever it is,
saliva pooling under his tongue, flooding his mouth, he reaches for
her. His arm catches on the cuff.

A growl, low and deep escapes him. He bares
his teeth. Why is she smiling?

“Let me un-cuff you
first.”

From her pocket, she produced a small key.
Moonlight glints off it as she moves toward him.

Click. Click. Hands free.

Click, click. Feet, too.

His arms are like bricks as he lifts the
blanket off his lap.

Spray bottle in hand, Rachael helps him
stand. He can’t help but laugh. It starts out small and amused, but
ends up loud and rumbling, like thunder. And where there’s thunder,
lightning soon will strike.

He palms her back, drags her close. Her
quick intake of breath is delight, not fear. Her mouth still smells
of sweet mint, which he is growing to associate with her, but the
scent of fresh blood pulsates beneath.

How long has it been since he’s tasted human
blood? He can’t remember.

Her heart thud-flutters against his hand.
Her fingers curve over his shoulder, arms slithering around his
neck. “It’ll just look like we’re kissing,” she reminds him.

His breath speeds along with the beat of her
heart. “You want this as much as I do.” Whispered. He can’t speak
in a full voice, not now, not with her so close. He’s been wanting
this for too long.

She nods.

He leans close, inhaling the living scent of
her skin.

He’s apprehensive now that it’s okay, now
that he knows she wants it. Usually when he feeds, he’s a predator.
He’s not sure what he is now. A participant, but in what?

He hesitates.

Her eyes shine, stars trapped in her skull.
Her smile is the Milky Way. He licks his teeth. His own breath
whips at his ears, deafening him.

Through her back, her heart rages against
his hand, which he tightens into a fist, still too weak to rip her
shirt, only bunch it into a squeezable wad.

Without thinking, he brushes her neck with
his lips, just enough to taste the salt.

Just like all the others.

But once his teeth penetrate the surface,
her blood speaks of her differences.

She tastes like longing, excitement,
anything but fear.

He licks at the wounds, gently taking her
into him, unable to not drink, yet unwilling to kill. No one has
ever tasted as she tastes. No one has ever been devoid of fear the
way she is devoid of fear. He wants to preserve her, to make her
last.

She’s panting. Her hands travel across his
chest down his stomach, around his back. She pulls him close,
grinding her hips into his blood-induced erection. He gasps without
stopping the feeding.

“I’m done with doctors,”
she says. “I’m done with humans. You’re what I want.”

With effort, he chooses this moment to pull
away, savoring her flavor still on his tongue.

Her look is pouty and heavy-lidded, her
cheeks flushed. “I was right. Euphoric. I’ll give you my blood
whenever you want it. This is remarkable. And I want. . . ” Her
throat bobs with a swallow. “I want more.” She smashes herself
against him again, dancing her hips across his. Despite his
mission, a strange and unfamiliar ardor rises in him. One that is
more than physical.

“I can get blood anywhere.”
But not blood untainted by fear. “You’ve held me captive for who
knows how many days and nights. I loathe you. I should kill
you.”

Her slightly parted lips close.

“Release me.” He’s certain
she’ll re-cuff him, return him to the chair and wheel him home.
He’s too weak to fight it. She’ll lock him in his room where his
only happiness comes from the sounds of traffic. He should kill her
now, while he has the chance.

Their eyes lock, hers shimmering now with
rejection rather than desire.

He looks away.

“See this?” She’s holding
the lethal spray bottle up for him to see. She throws it into the
bushes.

“I’m not going to keep you
against your will.”

A tiny silver key moves through the dripping
moonglow.

“Kill me if you want.” She
reaches for the lock at his throat.

Click.

 


He’s slept here before, but never two nights
in a row. He wakes with the rising moon, a flickering glow bleeding
into the night from the woman’s window. It pulls him from beneath
the bridge, that light, like a melody in the night.

He doesn’t knock on the door; he wants to
scare her, to see if it’s possible.

She’s in the kitchen washing dishes. A
scorpion clings to the back of her bare neck, her hair twisted into
a knot on top of her head, just like that first night.

She doesn’t resist, doesn’t even flinch,
when his lips meet her neck, nor when his teeth find the marks from
before, reopening.

He drinks.

She tastes only of acceptance.

“You have no
fear.”

She turns to face him.

“I thought you might come
back.” She reaches behind her for something on the
counter.

A coconut.

“I could kill
you.”

“But you want to know what
I found out about you in the lab.”

“I was cold. This is the
only place I’ve ever been warm.”

The corners of her mouth twitch. With a
knife rivaled only by a machete, she whacks the coconut. “Do you
want to know or not?”

“It’s only a
theory.”

“Lab results rarely lie.”
She carves away the coconut husk, stabs the shell. “They told me
you’re a vampire and that’s it.”

Glug-glug of the fruity water leaving the
coconut.

“What else
would I be?” Sarcasm.

She sinks her gaze into his as she hands him
the glass of coconut liquid. “Narcoleptic for one.” She watches.
“You knew, didn’t you?”

“That’s it? That’s all your
lab revealed?”

“I figured that one out
from my books.” She sidesteps his stare now, only for a beat, then
barrels back into him. “You were right about never being human,”
she says.

He lowers the glass from his mouth, tilts
his head, searching his mind for a past. He finds nothing.

“Your DNA is unlike
anything on record, and all the tests I ran revealed you’re older
than the Earth. Vapir.” The smile she hands him nearly knocks him
backwards.

“Older than the
Earth?”

Her hips swing as she moves closer. The
scorpion crawls onto her shoulder. “Imagine that.”

He’s reeling. His memory hands him a few
flashes of light. That’s it.

She takes the empty glass from his hand,
sets it aside. “You came back.”

“No more silver.” His
whisper.

She tugs up her sleeve, removes a band of
silver from her wrist, tosses it out the open window. The sound of
it clanging against the alley nearly shatters his eardrums. “No
silver,” she whispers.

Her pulse throbs into him when she touches
him, just a brush with her fingertips, but enough to make him
salivate.

He swallows his need to feed. “I come and go
as I please.”

The last thing he remembers is the wind of
her sweet breath against his own neck, speaking words he doesn’t
hear.
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Baron Blood

by Mark Cantrell



SO, THIS is where the voyage of discovery had led them: to this
desolate ruin. Cavendish already loathed the place, but it struck
him that his associates might find some gothic satisfaction to the
place.

The old church brooded against the
oppressive backdrop of an overcast sky. Heavy rain lashed
mercilessly at the crumbling stone. The masonry was already stained
from decades of pollution. The water brought these dark hues of
filth to the fore.

Stark amidst the piles of rubble that had
once been Victorian houses, the church was gloomy and forbidding:
isolated in its decay, much like the institution that built it. At
one time, the structure had stood in a verdant rural idyll, until
the city encroached and absorbed its tranquillity in the rush of
urban evolution. The Victorian neighbourhood arose to house a
prosperous middle class. Time cycled, and the affluence ran dry, as
the area declined to inner city slum.

Until another cycle, the worms of decay
turned, and now a fresh influx of modern wealth and opportunity
promised the be-suited vultures of the developers, coming to pick
over the architectural corpses. One day, new streets and modern
styles would rise from the crumbled ruins of yesterday. For now,
the old church stood, broken though it was, as a legacy to better
days, waiting for the inevitable to claim it. And inside,
somewhere, perhaps lurked the remains of a darker chapter in its
history.

Slowly, Cavendish and his three companions
climbed out of the antique Mercedes. They were an unlikely
collection of people, he knew, but bound—possibly—by the history of
the church. Together, they regarded it coolly, oblivious to the
pouring rain.

Cavendish moved forward. The others
followed, picking their way over the rubble and garbage of
accumulated years. A thunderclap blasted across the wasteland,
causing a grim smile to flicker over his face; he appreciated the
weather’s sense of melodrama.

Onlookers might think it strange for such a
well-dressed man to keep such company. He was dressed in a black
overcoat underneath which he wore an expensive tailor-made suit.
Were it not for the multi-media groups he owned then the very same
publications might scent a scandal and splash him across their
displays. He looked an elder statesman, but for his deathly-pale
face and colourless eyes. These latter features were not quite the
only aspects he shared in common with his companions.

“This the place
then?”

Cavendish glared up at the church, as though
defying it to make him a liar, then he turned to face the speaker;
a gangly youth in a weather-stained raincoat, hands stuffed
resentfully in his pockets.

“Yes. This is
it.”

“Let’s go then.”

The youth made his way towards the
boarded-up entrance; his trainers squelched every impatient step.
The others followed more carefully, occasionally giving the old
church an apprehensive stare, as if it was actually a menace more
than a has-been.

At the entrance, Cavendish stood to one side
while the younger men strained at the task of tearing clear the
dilapidated efforts to seal the building. The girl—Lucretia, the
eye-rolling name she’d adopted—watched, bedraggled impatience, her
arms wrapped around her. The girl’s pale, heart-shaped face was
streaked with black eye shadow, her lips coated with equally dark
lipstick: every inch the cliché, but there were too few of them for
Cavendish to pick and choose his kind.

At last the door to the church was exposed.
A broken gap bordered by ruin-chewed wood. “After you, Mr
Cavendish,” the other youth, Karl, said.

He stepped forward, regarding the speaker
with a cool stare. He looked the male equivalent of the girl, but
wore black jeans rather than a flowing skirt. The two were
occasional lovers, which meant she forever floated in his wake,
while he let his eyes, his hands, and his prick wander at whim.

They passed underneath the crumbling lancet
arch. The old oak doors were jammed open on either side. The trio
followed Cavendish as he picked his way through the rubble and
broken pews. City neon flooded through the gaping windows and
broken roof, but not enough to banish the dark entirely. Cavendish
withdrew a torch from his coat pocket and flicked it on. More
shadow scurried clear of the brilliant beam to huddle thick and
grim in the corners of perception. The church was smaller than it
looked from the outside.

The scruffy youth scrunched over the rubble
and broken mortar. Then he turned and waved his arms in disgust.
“There’s nothing here. This is a waste of time!”

“Perhaps. But we haven’t
looked down there, have we my impatient friend?”

He pointed with the torch beam towards a
dark archway. The youth shrugged and made towards the portal.
Lucretia and her look-alike mate followed.

“Ey! What do you think yer
doing ‘ere?” A watchman walked down the aisle; his stealthy
appearance might almost have signified he shared their nature.
“Don’t yer know this place is dangerous? The ‘ole fuckin’ place
could come down at any time!”

“It’s all right, we have
permission to be here.”

“Yeah? So what are yer
doin’ here anyways?”

Cavendish laughed quietly and nodded gently
towards Karl. “Answers,” he said at last. “We are seeking
answers.”

The watchman stepped back. The confidence
was beginning to drain from his face, but not enough.

“You doubt me. Karl, show
our friend our permit to be in residence.”

Karl grinned and turned towards the
watchman. He reached into his bike jacket, fumbling for the inside
pocket. Once he was close to the old man, he withdrew the hand. The
watchman looked at it expectantly, then recoiled as a clenched fist
smacked into his face. A cry marked his collapse into an
unconscious state.

Lucretia moved forwards and crouched beside
the old man. She breathed heavy, staring with gleaming eyes. She
pulled him into a seated position, turned his head then leaned in
as if to kiss.

“No! Let him
be.”

The girl looked up, her eyes narrowed. She
bared her teeth and hissed defiance, showing she had watched far
too many old movies. Blood stained her teeth. On the old man’s neck
two puncture wounds dribbled the source.

“Let him be!”

Lucretia finally relented and let the man
fall. She wiped the blood from her face and stood up with a wistful
glance at the unaware man. Karl came up to her and placed a
consoling arm around her waist.

“As the man said, this
place is dangerous. Take him outside—a safe distance from this
heap. And Karl—do not harm him!”

Karl looked at him sullenly, but complied.
He began to drag the old man down the aisle.

“The rest of us will be
down below. Come on.”

As they descended, their footsteps echoed
like the ghosts of past generations. The steps were not deep, but
they twisted round and round until they led to a short, dank
passage. At the far end an iron gate was rusted ajar. On the other
side the church’s crypt lurked. Cavendish stood on the threshold
and scanned the dank chamber with the torchlight. Finally, as if
satisfied at something, he stepped inside.

“Bit creepy,” the scruffy
youth said. No one answered his comment. He slouched against the
wall, hands thrust into the pockets of his raincoat, feigning a
nonchalance his face failed to carry off. What was he afraid of,
ghosts? The thought amused Cavendish, wasn’t that precisely why
they’d come here? Yes, to lay some haunting questions to rest once
and for all.

The crypt was long devoid of its musty
occupants; the recesses lining the wall were empty, but the crypt
itself wasn’t completely barren of purpose. In one niche, a pile of
old rags like a tramp’s forgotten bedding, but it was a
flat-surfaced tomb that occupied the space before the northern wall
that grabbed his attention.

The other two stepped in behind as he
stalked towards the altar-like block. He placed the torch upon it
in such a manner that it lit up the crypt then he rummaged through
the junk he found. Dusty test tubes were scattered on its surface,
some broken, others intact. Petri dishes, covered in dust, the
contents dried to a crust. A pile of books, but these were
mouldered and stained, their pages bonded together.

Finally, what looked at first glance to be a
portable computer: a keyboard and system unit unfolded to show a
dark screen. Cavendish wiped some of the dust from the blind
display and saw the cracked surface beneath. “It’s a gene
sequencer, I think,” he muttered, “but it’s an old one—sixty years
obsolete maybe.”

He walked round the table. His feet struck
something that clattered plastic. A handful of storage disks and
the sequencer’s synthesis unit. Karl returned while he pondered
these relics. He went up to Lucretia and gave her a passionate
kiss, but a trickle of blood leaking from their lips gave them
away. Cavendish scowled, and tried to push back his anger.

“I’ve found
something!”

The interruption pulled him out of the red
fumes of anger. He turned towards the youth, who walked over,
holding up a bundle of grubby rags like a prize.

“What is it?”

He took the bundle, felt the weight of
whatever was inside. Hope urged him on. He placed the bundle on the
table and hurried to untangle the old cloth, tearing it in his
haste to unveil the contents. The rags came free. A book, a scrap
of folder paper and a silver crucifix fell onto the table.

Cavendish smiled at the light shimmering off
the crucifix, but other than that he ignored the object to regard
the book; its mildewed cover and pucker-edged pages promised him
what he wanted to know. That, or another frustrating false lead.
Time to find out how fate’s dice were about to roll. He licked his
lips in anticipation.

Lucretia, meanwhile, picked up the scrap of
paper in idle curiosity. She unfolded it carefully and revealed an
old poster. The colours were dulled and stained, but still conveyed
everything of its original homage to vintage bad taste. The picture
portrayed a young woman sitting up in bed, naked but for the
hastily and inadequately held sheet that failed to veil her
modesty. Her virginal purity was rather marred by the outdated
‘tribal’ hair styling, body tattoos and piercings. The look on the
woman’s face was a mix of exaggerated fear and sexual fever.

The other figure was every bit the
caricature; pale of face, narrow but handsome features, black hair
slicked back, fangs bared like a snake poised to strike. His
clothes were archaic beyond even the antiquity of the poster: frock
coat and flowing black cape. Every thread and cut the vampire
cliché.

“Maleficio’s theme park of
the mythical presents for the public’s enjoyment, the ghoulish
exploits. . . Who is Baron Blood?”

Cavendish ignored the girl’s question. The
poster, the layers of lie masking truth, was a distasteful thing,
and he would not credit its existence with an answer. Instead, he
raised the book and with a tremble of anticipation, opened the
cover.

 


The Diary of Baron Blood

Alias ‘Quinn’—an unwilling vampire



“Quinn,” he whispered. Was this another disappointment? He turned
the pages, looking for legible text. Water had seeped in, stealing
the ink from the words, but it was far from obliterated. He let the
dead hand of its author stutter his message from yesterday.



March 5

Welcome to my diary, curious reader. I am Quinn. Quinn the Vampire.
Quinn the Slave. Quinn the Damned. Perhaps you know me better by my
atrocious stage name—Baron Blood. That is the name under which I
drain the blood from the cloned bio-morphs for the titillation of
the paying, baying hoards whose blood-lust cuts far deeper than my
own curse.

Forgive me if I seem bitter, but if you were
in my place might you not twist the same way, even if you retained
but one shred of sanity? Perhaps I should be grateful; were it not
for certain copyright issues I gather I would have become known as
Count Dracula. More than a cliché but an insult to literature, one
might say. Do I care either way? No, not any more.

I am of course—here the writing was
illegible. Cavendish skimmed the page until more of the words
surrendered some meaning.

You may regard this script as my testament
and my will, not that I have anything to bequeath to you other than
the products of my mind, for I—along with my fellow inmates in this
accursed asylum that calls itself a circus—am to be destroyed. We
shall not be granted an execution, as befits a living creature, but
disposed of as if obsolete machinery.

I, a being of flesh and blood, of cultivated
mind, am to be destroyed because the lusts of the paying hoard have
grown dulled by atrophied imaginations and so this travelling
theatre of shame is cutting out costs. I would weep were I not so
enraged at the folly of my—again the writing was obliterated by
mould, much like the mind of the maker. Cavendish flicked the page,
hungry for more. This was surely it.



March 11

My friend the Wolfman is dead. This poor creature of humble
intelligence, yet benign nature, was shot like a mad dog. I grieve
to think of his terror and desire to live that provoked such a
foolhardy attempt at escape.

It was my misfortune to watch his final
moments from the observation grille of my mobile holding pen. Poor
creature; he attempted to climb the electrified perimeter, held
there by the voltage locking his muscles, until the security guard
blew out his scrambled brains. Soon, I fear, my demise will be
delivered.

The next few pages were, again, badly
stained and water-damaged. Cavendish flicked through impatiently,
ignoring the rising boredom of his companions.



April 2

Today I witnessed an event that should have lifted my heart, at
least for a few precious moments. Yet I must confess that it has
only added to the melancholy burden pressing on my shoulders. The
unicorns have a benefactor it seems. One who is willing to save
these noble beasts from the slaughter. I know not, of course, who
has purchased their lives and I begrudge them not their salvation.
Would that I and my fellows be likewise spared; but who would buy
‘Baron Blood’—and would he truly wish to have the remaining dregs
of his dignity sold on?

Strange, to think that these beautiful
creatures should be spared for being none but animals, while we
beings gifted with speech and intelligent minds are condemned to
perish. One might think there is little merit to our intelligence.
Fools for our fate and none so deserving you might think—should
stupidity be worthy of such a punishment? Do you even care, you who
might well have been one of the baying mob, paying to watch my
fangs tear into the warm flesh of the clone and drink the pumping
blood. That and what we might euphemistically call our foreplay.
Yes, you might condemn me for your pleasure—but look first to your
own misplaced morality.

Again, the rest of the page was rendered
illegible. He turned through, the next page, the one after that,
then he flicked with more haste. The same. Leaf after leaf of
smudged ink and water damage, mould and the ravages of time. Too
many years in this dank crypt had digested the message in the
handwriting.

Cavendish swallowed the bitter taste of
frustration; a few snatched lines here and there managed to whisper
a fragment of meaning. Clues that might lead somewhere; after all
these years he’d take what he could and be grateful. On one page, a
reference to Quinn’s escape, on another a priest and this very
church. He also found a reference that both puzzled and intrigued,
and he suspected its meaning—if any—was destined to remain forever
an enigma.

Two words, heavily
underscored: the
unicorns.



He closed the book with a sigh and realised
his companions were waiting to share the revelations. Why
disappoint, he mused, and with an exaggerated motion to draw out
the delay he rested the book back on the dusty altar.

“Nothing,” he said. “Only
bitter ramblings and some nonsense about unicorns.”

Karl shrugged. The others looked
crestfallen. “So that’s it then?”

This was the dead end he’d long dreaded. The
one thing that bound them was the unity of the question—how did
they come to be? Yes, how was it that Lucretia and Karl, the youth,
himself for that matter had all been touched by the blood of this
long-dead vampire, Quinn? What was the secret that made them what
they are? It was frustrating that decay in this old crypt had
bleached and blurred the possible answer.

 



Visit: http://www.smashwords.com/books/view/27972
to purchase this book to continue reading. Show the author you
appreciate their work!

cover.jpg
VAMPIRES,
- -
< omﬁ/es

f/om oﬁ y!

(and Other Creatures of the Night STORIES)
Edited by Eve Paludan






tmp_fafa0ed2173307cb56b5f20b5c3c1518_jxVcSv_html_m2c31c705.gif
VAR

Eékd
GHISTS, G dl
Gandilihen Greaturesiar the NigheSI0EIES)

Edited byibvelPaludan






