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They say monsters differ from humans in three ways: they are immortal; they are immensely strong; and they never travel beyond Earth.
By monsters, I mean vampires. Other creatures – werewolves, ghouls, yeti, windigos – can be classified as monstrous, but most of what I know involves vampires, so I’ll limit myself to them.
Of course, almost nobody believes in vampires anymore. By now, in the twenty-third century, the light of science has long since poked into the dark corners of human fears, dispelling the fog of superstition. Still, there always remain a few true believers who insist that night-stalking, blood-drinking creatures are real. They argue endlessly among themselves about how vampires differ from humans. The debate is a moot one between diehards, and slightly pathetic.
But let’s play What-If. The first two differences make good sense. Humans today have conquered aging and disease, but they get into accidents, shoot each other, and drive drunk off bridges. The result? Their life expectancy averages about three hundred years – a poor excuse for immortality. Vampires, on the other hand, are supposed to be dead, which would make them kind of hard to kill; in theory, at least, they could go on forever. Meanwhile, humans have invented power suits that let them jump over buildings, lift up cars, bend steel, and so on. Naked, though, they’d be no match – in strength, speed, or cunning – for a vampire.
Now, what about that third trait, involving space travel? Those who believe in vampires assume they wouldn’t venture beyond the protection of Earth’s shadow: solar radiation in the vacuum of space surely would fry them to ash. But you could argue just as easily that most spaceships are well shielded against the parts of sunlight that harm vampires. What’s more, at distances beyond Jupiter, even the most sensitive of them would barely get a tan.
This idea, then – that these creatures cannot, or will not, travel into space – is merely a quibble among fanatics. Meanwhile, the very notion of vampires seems, in our rational age, sort of quaint.
It’s strange how, in a crisis, odd thoughts will pop into one’s head. These musings on the nature of vampires flitted idly through my mind as I stood at the sink in my stateroom aboard a luxury space liner on its return from the moons of Saturn, staring down at the ashy remains of my left hand – its fingers already crumbled off, the searing burn of the wound’s remorseless, slow advance edging up toward my wrist like a gangrene of the undead – and reached for a butcher knife I’d stolen from the ship’s galley.
You see, I am a vampire. I’m one of those monsters nobody believes in. But if I didn’t remove this infection quickly, I would be destroyed.
And so I began to saw away at my own arm.
Chapter 1
There is one thing every vampire can claim: “I wasn’t always like this.” My death and conversion took place when I was in my twenties, separated from my patrol in a dank, leech-infested jungle in Southeast Asia on Earth. It happened fast. One moment I was a soldier, worried about finding my squad, concerned over what I was going to do with my life after I mustered out, and wondering whether I would score a cute little Saigon sweetie when our three-day leave came up at the end of the month. The next moment I was dead. And very upset about it.
I’ve always been curious about the world, my interests wide ranging. In fact, I’m a bit of a knowledge hound. I did well in high school, my head in books while other kids played football or ran for student council or took drugs or goofed off. At the university, I chafed at the slow, stiff world of academe, and in a foolish protest I stopped attending classes or doing coursework. Of course I flunked out. If that weren’t enough, I then received a low draft number. And so it came to pass that I was inducted into the armed services. I advanced to Army Spec-4 and found myself up-country in that ridiculous war between my homeland, the old United States of America, and a tiny, crowded, unimportant little strip of tropical trouble called Vietnam (which you will recognize today, over two hundred years later, as a southern coastal province of the Chinese Protectorate).
Our squad leader was a staff sergeant. Naturally we called him Sarge. He could be tough and nasty, but most of the time Sarge had the easygoing amiability of someone who had seen everything and didn’t much care anymore. He would go on about how screwed up the war was, but when we came under fire he was all business. Quietly we admired him. To this day, though, I can’t remember his real name.
We were scouting a jungle region near the narrow center of the country, searching for signs of recent enemy activity. The North Vietnamese troops were fairly good at staying out of our sights. Their elite fighters, the Vietcong, had commando training and could evade most detection. Our job was to find signs of either – and, should we encounter them, engage them in battle.
We were resting, hunkered down out of sight at the edge of a vine-tangled glade, grabbing a quick bite to eat. Sarge crawled over to me and whispered, “I want you to scout the trail ahead for traps and spikes. Take your time, there’s no rush. Stay down, give it about ten minutes in one direction, then come back. Got it?”
I groaned. I had the best eyes in the squad for this sort of thing, so I had to do it the most. Scouting was nerve-wracking, exacting work, and there was no guarantee that you would complete the task unscathed. “Okay, Sarge,” I mumbled, grabbed my M14 rifle, re-slung my backpack, and slipped out of cover.
I moved slowly and methodically down the trail. The sun, very low in the west, filtered glumly through the thick foliage; visibility wasn’t the best. Straining to see, poking my bayonet into bushes to check for traps and spikes, I didn’t notice that the path had forked behind me. After about ten minutes of recon, I turned back, only to discover I didn’t know which path to take. I made a guess, kept moving, and stepped into a stream that hadn’t been there before. I backtracked, but soon I was hopelessly lost.
I had no radio. In these situations you didn’t exactly stand up and shout, “Where are you guys?!” That would merely bring enemy fire onto your position.
Exhausted, cut off from my squad, I sat under a palm tree just after sunset and reached down to pull a leech off my calf. Beyond my boots I saw the black slippers of a Vietcong who hadn’t been standing there a second earlier. Stunned at being caught off guard, I grabbed for my firearm, but the Asian made a blurred motion and the rifle disappeared. I heard a crunch as it landed in a bush dozens of yards away. The little man in black pajamas had reached down, picked it up, and hurled it with tremendous force, all in the span of a finger snap. I stared up at him in sudden terror. He gazed down at me and smiled. I saw the glint of very long incisors.
Before I could take all this in, the enemy soldier yanked me to my feet and grabbed me by the shoulders. I squirmed but couldn’t move in his iron grip. Holding me, he took a few steps, and I saw the jungle whirl past. We stopped in a clearing I didn’t recognize. Smiling again, he uttered a few words in Vietnamese. I recognized “hungry” and “desire” – did he need food?
Then his mouth was at my throat, and a flash of pain coursed through me. My arms and legs felt as if they were shriveling. I felt faint, the light fading from my eyes as if the twilight had turned suddenly to darkest night. I tried to scream, but all I could do was grunt.
None of this made any sense. Maybe I was dreaming. I willed myself to wake up. But the pain continued, flooding me. My pulse fibrillated. I wondered, “Am I having a heart attack?” In the midst of all this, I thought idly, This guy is the biggest leech I’ve ever seen.
Abruptly he stopped his ghastly feeding. Cradling my weakened form in his arms, he bit down on his own wrist. Blood bubbled up from the wound. He turned to me and spoke stridently in Vietnamese. I recognized the word “Drink!” Something deep within me demanded that I put my mouth on his wrist. I obliged.
The taste of his blood was exhilarating! I sucked hard, my thirst a primitive craving. I heard him say the regional words for “Good, very good.”
I fell back, sated. At once my body began to shake and quiver. New pain lanced through me. I lay on the ground, twisting in agony. Minutes turned into hours, but the extreme pain continued. I wondered if I had finally gone to Hell.
The little man, who had so viciously sucked the life out of me, now stood guard. He watched my progress as pain flooded through me like a river, surging in waves along my insides to the very tips of my fingers and toes.
I had once, years earlier, experienced a brief, acute case of juvenile gout. I had come to think of that pain as the most anyone could bear. Now it felt as if I had suffered a massive attack of gout in every inch of my body. There is no other way to describe how horrible that feeling was. To this day, despite who I have become, I don’t wish it upon anybody.
Except, perhaps, my chosen enemies. But we’ll get to them later.
Chapter 2
As the night advanced, I slipped in and out of consciousness. From time to time my fevered brain heard – or thought it heard – sounds I recognized, the voices of my squad. Were they searching for me?
By the time dawn approached, the pain had ebbed. I tried to sit up. But the little Vietnamese man pushed me back down. I was too weak to fight him. He began digging furiously in the damp ground. When he had excavated a hole the size of a tall, blond American soldier, he dumped me unceremoniously into it. Before I could raise an arm to protest, he filled it in, burying me beneath several feet of earth. The panic that gripped me was as terrible as the pain I had felt during the night. I fought desperately to escape, but the little man sat on the mound and held it in place. I clawed my way toward the surface, but each handful only caused more dirt to fall into its place. A horrible panic of claustrophobia overcame me and, pressed down by the heavy earth, I screamed and screamed. Dirt entered my lungs and I coughed and gagged, the terror relentless.
Finally, panic-stricken but too spent to struggle further, I grew still. I gulped down my fright and wondered what would happen next.
Weirdly, I felt overpowered by sleepiness. Despite a storm of fear and pain, I gave in to the deeply enticing drowsiness and quickly fell asleep.
I suffered horrible dreams of having the blood sucked out of me, of being buried alive. A part of me – the part that now and then could cancel a particularly awful nightmare and wake me – wanted to do so now. But somehow I knew the dreams and my recent waking moments were so similar that there was no point in choosing between them. My body craved the sleep, and so I slept.
I was awakened by a sudden onrush of air against my face. I opened my eyes to see the little man digging away at the same earth with which he had buried me. Terrified of him, I yelled and shrank back. But he smiled that eerie smile of his, and somehow my fright ebbed. Slowly, ponderously, I sat up and peered over the edge of the hole. It was night.
The little man squatted down next to my informal grave and, staring fiercely at me, began to speak. He uttered words in Vietnamese, of which I’d only learned the basics. Strangely, though, I understood him perfectly.
“You are dead now,” he began. “You will be thirsty, but not for water. You will desire the blood of humans.”
“Dead? What do you mean?” I demanded hoarsely. I coughed up some dirt.
“You will understand in time. Now you will thirst, and you must quench that thirst.”
I stared back at him. This was impossible. This whole situation was beyond reason.
He leaned in. “But you must never drink from my people! You may taste only of your own kind.”
“Americans?” I whispered.
“Americans only. No Vietnamese. If you drink from my people, I will know, and I will find you. And punish you.”
I had no idea what he meant by all this. I struggled to stand, but he put a hand on my shoulder.
“You must be careful!” he warned. “You must be cautious. You are different now. Your comrades believe you are dead. Let them think that. It will keep you safe and give you freedom.”
I stared at him. “What did you do to me? What right do you have to–”
He laughed. “Right? In war? When you Americans come here to kill us? Instead, I have given you a gift. Thank me, and use it well.”
“Use it? Use what? For what?”
“You will see. Follow your instincts and you will find the right path.” He paused. “But you must never move about in the daytime. The sun’s light will hurt you.”
He made it sound like I was a vampire or something. I stood and reached for the edge of the hole, intending to muscle up onto the ground above. Instead, I fairly leapt through the air. I landed, stumbling, about twenty feet away. Astounded, I looked back at him. He smiled, and suddenly he jumped to the top of a palm tree above us. Hanging from its fronds, he reached down and patted the side of the palm trunk just beneath him. “Jump to here!” he called.
I stared up at him. Right, I thought. Yet moments earlier I had jumped farther than ever – by a long way. On impulse, I squatted and sprung upward. I sailed clear over the top of the palm, yelling with fright, to crash down on the bushes beyond. Sharp pains coursed through me as I struggled to stand. I looked down and saw that I had broken my left shin, the bone making an ugly dogleg. Yet, as I watched, it straightened itself, painfully. Just as quickly the pain was gone. I pulled up my trouser leg and saw a heavy, dark bruise on my calf that faded even as I watched.
It was then I realized I had landed on one of the bamboo spears fashioned by the North Vietnamese to skewer unsuspecting American soldiers. They were usually tipped with a deadly nerve poison and hidden near jungle pathways. This one had gone clean through my left buttocks and halfway into my right cheek. I cried out, “Oh crap! I’m a goner!” I yanked at the shaft and it slipped out of my body, the pain causing me to gasp. But the wound healed almost instantly; in moments it had disappeared. I waited for the nerve poison to work its way into me, expecting the shivers and nausea that foretold death. But none came.
Dazed, disbelieving, I walked slowly back to the palm tree and looked up. But the little Vietnamese man with the long teeth had disappeared. I looked around the clearing. There was no trace of him, except for the hole in the ground where I had been buried during the day, and the mound of dirt next to it.
I was alone. I was, the little man had told me, dead. I had a lot to think about.
And I was thirsty.
Chapter 3
For three months, I was wild with my new powers. I felt as if I could run faster than a cheetah, even if the jungle offered few open straightaways. I could jump high enough to reach the tops of tall trees. I could leap clear across rice paddies. My hearing was now intensely acute: I heard the sounds of animals slinking through the undergrowth a quarter mile away. My vision was pinpoint sharp, as if I had suddenly received miniature telescopic implants in my eyes. I could see tiny details hundreds of feet away – a lovely flower, an insect crawling on a log, a spider weaving a web. I traveled during the quiet and dark of night, yet it felt as if it were still the bustling daytime.
My strength was enormous. Once, when walking backward and gazing up at some animals in the high canopy, I bumped my head against a palm tree behind me. For a moment I felt an irrational flash of anger. I whirled, pulled the palm straight up out of the ground, and hurled it like a javelin into the forest. It crashed into some trees, knocking one down.
Oddest, though, were the voices. All around me I could hear people talking. At first I thought I was wandering through a crowded part of the jungle. But soon I realized that these voices were the conversations of people miles away. Many were American soldiers on patrol, and from their overheard conversations I found I could keep up with the war’s progress, along with news from America and the rest of the world. Stranger still, I could understand the Vietnamese, both soldiers and locals. I thought they were speaking English, but before long I knew that something had quickened in my mind, so that I could figure out their words fast enough to keep up with the conversations. Too, I began to suspect that I had gained the ability to read minds. Sometimes I didn’t hear words at all, yet I had the sense that someone had spoken, their thoughts translating themselves into talk in my head.
And of course there was the thirst. Always the thirst.
I felt compelled to be near humans. Some craving drove me to search for them. With my vastly increased power, speed, and acuity, I had no trouble tracking them down, Americans or Vietnamese. I remembered the little man’s warning and focused on the Yanks. When I found them, I would hide in the trees and look down at them. Even fifty yards away, I could make out every word of their conversations. When the wind was right, I could smell them. Smell their blood.
If you were starving and the odor of a cooked meal wafted past your nose, you’d know a small fraction of the violence of my reaction to the smell of human blood. Sweet and sour, redolent and complex like a fine wine, the blood coursing through the soldiers’ veins excited and enticed me. It sang a Siren song, drawing me unstoppably into the fate that quickly became my life. I wanted to taste their blood, to touch it, to swim in it. And, most of all, I lusted to drink it, to suck great draughts of the dark-red liquid down into myself.
And so I began to feed on the young soldiers.
American war casualties mounted during that time. Many men went missing; others were found with their throats slashed, some with limbs or heads gone. The officer staff, bureaucratically cautious and incurious, simply chalked it up to improved tactics by the Vietcong. I was considered MIA, and it never occurred to anyone that the newly dead and missing were victims of a vampire. This gave me free rein, and I made the most of it.
A typical night would begin as I clawed my way up from the dank tomb of a hole in which I’d buried myself that morning. Dirty and disheveled – and, after a few weeks, naked, as the thorns and branches of the jungle slowly ripped my Army fatigues to shreds – I would skulk through the jungles and paddies of central Vietnam in search of American troops. When I found, say, a patrol on bivouac, I would wait for hours until the men were asleep, then quickly and silently crawl up from behind and grab the man on watch, yanking him back into the darkness, where I would drank from his neck, one filthy hand clamped over his mouth to prevent his screams from alerting the others.
At first I was so ravenous that I would return to a given camp and make away with a second soldier, pulling him from his sleeping place and, within seconds, devouring the scarlet life force within him. If that weren’t enough to slake my desire, I’d go back to take a third meal.
Each time, the taste of blood was so delicious, so exquisite, so enticing that I would suck all the harder on the victim’s neck, to pull every ounce of sweet, bloody nectar from his body. After a couple of weeks I realized I was leaving a trail of dead bodies totally drained of blood. This seemed like poor tactics. Eventually even the most hardened cynic among the soldiers would begin to suspect that something beyond mere enemy action was taking place. I learned to drink more calmly, stopping when I had consumed less than half a man’s blood volume. It helped that, as time passed, my raging urges subsided, and I found I didn’t need as much as I had during the first few weeks of my new existence.
In this way, I learned a bit of discipline – a trait that would save me many times in the months and years to come.
Sometimes I would drape the bodies over the little bamboo spears set up by the Communists, pressing them down until the spears pierced into them to create a false impression as to cause of death. At other times I might simply rip their heads from their torsos, drop the larger remains, and carry the head a mile or two away, to bury it where it might never be found.
Perversely, on more than one occasion I would hold onto a head for the entire evening, bringing it down into the earth with me when it was time for sleep. I found myself murmuring to these heads as I lay underground, buried beneath mounds of dirt, telling them about my adventures. Later I realized this was my way of cooling the loneliness that had begun to boil up inside me.
My conscience gurgled up, too, from time to time, making me wonder why I had abandoned my countrymen in so ghoulish a fashion. The answer, of course, was that I was no longer one of them. From acquaintances, they had become prey; from fellow soldiers, they had turned into objects of my hunt. Most of this, however, was lost on me as I reveled in my freakish new life, living merely to slake the thirst.
I never again heard or saw my old squad. Finally I assumed they had been reassigned to some other part of the country. This was just as well: they had so recently been my companions, but I wasn’t entirely sure, had I run into them, that I wouldn’t have fed off them.
At no time, though, did I ever try to kill a Vietnamese. Even Americans of Asian descent I avoided. The terror of that horrible night with the little Vietcong vampire would flood back over me if I were merely to see a South Vietnamese villager. The little man’s words had been clear: I was to take only American blood. The thought that he might find and hurt or destroy me, should I disobey him, kept me nicely in check.
One dawn, I tried an experiment: I stuck my hand up through the dirt of my improvised sleeping grave, to see what would happen when sunlight broke through the thick trees and touched my skin. At the time, I half knew it was a foolish thing to do, since it was a game I couldn’t afford to lose. But curiosity had gotten the better of me, and I had rarely been one to squirm at danger when I might learn something interesting. I was so sleepy, though, that I dozed with my hand still above ground. A sharp, burning pain woke me. I yanked my arm back down into the crypt. The hand felt as if it had been singed on a stove. But the pain subsided quickly; I fell back to sleep. That evening, as I clambered up out of my hole, I remembered the hand. Glancing down at it, I saw that the skin on one side was darkened and reddish, as if it had gotten an all-day sunburn. I had no idea how long it had been exposed to the sun, so I didn’t learn much from my experiment – except that the light hadn’t killed me outright. But that in itself was interesting.
Sometimes, sated from a kill and wandering late in the evening, I would approach a small village, where I’d climb a tree or squat down in the bushes and listen to the voices as they spoke of the day’s events – of the kid who had broken his foot, or the chicken coop that had lost a gate hinge and released the flock, or the American soldiers who had passed through, dropping off a box of candy bars as a gift. The sounds of the voices and the murmurs of the peoples’ thoughts soothed me. I began to look forward to these nighttime visits, as if they were radio programs and I was back at home in America, rapt in childlike attention after a warm meal.
I began to notice snippets of talk about someone the villagers called “The Good Demon” – a man, dressed in Vietcong mufti, with superhuman powers who protected the villages in conflict zones by killing the soldiers from the south, drinking their blood, and leaving the bodies for the villagers to pilfer and mutilate. The voices I heard spoke of this godlike man with awe and fear and respect. It wasn’t long before I knew they were speaking of the same little man who had given me the dark gifts I now possessed. I wondered if my own kills had been credited to him by the villagers. I suffered a bit of wounded pride at the thought.
Was he using me to increase his fame with the locals, the way an artist takes credit for his apprentice’s work? That seemed like an odd motive. I turned it over and over in my head but couldn’t come up with a satisfying reason for my current existence. Why did he do this to me? Why not just kill me?
Chapter 4
Eventually my loneliness got the better of my hunger. Eating them was one thing – I had gotten used to the idea of humans as dinner – but simply being around people was a pleasure that, strangely, I missed. I decided to make contact with them.
I had no intention of returning to the Army, where I would be court-martialed for desertion – and, should they figure out what I had become, executed. Perhaps they would tie me to a post to smolder, screaming, as my body turned to ash, or whatever vampire bodies did in the sun. On the other hand, the best chance of meeting people, while at the same time hiding among them from the military police, would be in the teeming southern capital, Saigon.
I traveled by night on foot. I avoided the exposed rice paddies and villages, making my way at a good clip through the thick, entangling jungle, where I could stay hidden from most eyes. I stopped once, late on the first night, to eat and discard a single American soldier who happened to be sleeping well off to one side of his platoon’s encampment. By midnight of the second day I reached the bright, bustling city.
The sensations were intense. The lights shone with colorful brilliance. The noises seemed almost to grab and shake me. The smells especially were strong, much stronger than I had remembered. The odors of cooking, of car and scooter exhaust, of the people themselves, were way beyond redolent as they hung limply on the humid air. It puzzled me, how intense everything felt. Then I remembered: the last time here, I had been a human soldier. Now I was different. Without trying, I could feel much more than in the past. The city had seemed noisy and congested before; now it was off the scale. This would take getting used to.
Even more than the sensations were the voices. I could hear thousands of conversations at once, a cacophony that threatened to unhinge me. I found, though, that they would fade into the background when I focused on any one item of interest: a colorful sign, a lovely garden, a beautiful woman. The voices quickly became a sort of hissing in my ears, a tinnitus I could ignore.
At first I had no trouble moving through the dark side streets, unseen – despite my pale skin – due to the great speed I could muster. I moved almost instantly down alleyways or through backyards, past hanging laundry and chicken coops and prostitutes. Exhilarated, I ran naked along the lanes, now and then for fun clanging noisily on corrugated rooftops as I jumped from building to building. I indulged my powers, amused that my speed made me invisible to the humans I passed.
Then I hit a power line.
Saigon was cobwebbed with telephone, electric, and guy-wires. I noticed them right away, but in the gloom they were hard to see, even with my vampiric eyes. In my joy at rediscovering the sights and sounds of Saigon with my newly heightened senses, I grew careless.
It was a simple beginner’s mistake. As a new vampire, I had grown cocky, the way a motorcyclist with a few hundred miles under his belt starts to take risks, overreaches, and goes down. I had gotten lazy about checking where I was headed, and while hurdling a rooftop – looking off to the side, my eyes attracted by a nearby street crowd – the power line clipped me in the neck.
The force snapped my vertebrae. Distinctly I heard the crack. The pain stabbed me like a knife. The line separated, whipped around, and struck me as I fell off the roof. Thousands of volts arced through me; the impact was so great, I blacked out.
The next thing I remembered was lying in a darkened yard, a dog sniffing at my face and then backing away, growling. I tried to sit up but couldn’t work my limbs. My neck hurt like hell. As I lay there, dazed, I could feel a painful shifting and a sudden warmth in my neck. Then my feet and arms worked again, and I sat up. Apparently my body had healed itself almost instantly. (A century later, I would chat with a human who reported the same sensations when nanobots repaired his broken back.)
The backyard seemed especially dim, and for a moment I worried that my eyes had been damaged. Woozy, I managed to tumble over a fence. I found myself on a street where every house seemed coated in pitch. Then I realized my encounter with the power line must have cut electricity to the neighborhood. The thought made me laugh. Barely in town an hour, and already the vampire had caused trouble.
Chastened, I slowed my pace to a trot. I skirted the wide main avenues of the capital and searched instead for the crowded, crammed places I’d known from weekends on military leave. I jumped up onto the tiled roof of an old building and looked down on a street filled with late-night shoppers, drunken revelers, hookers, and people on errands for God knows what purpose. Even after midnight, the street swam with bicycles and motor scooters and cars.
A few buildings down, I noticed a booth filled with cheap American clothes. With the speed of a bird flitting through the streets, I leapt down and dashed across the avenue to the booth, where I promptly stole a pair of jeans, a t-shirt, and a pair of sandals while the vendor stood outside, smoking a cigarette.
From there I moved quickly through the bright city night until I found an old French Colonial office building. I located a side door, twisted the knob and broke its lock, and snuck inside. Down a dark hallway I glided until I found a bathroom. I used a sink to clean off the grime of jungle life. Then I donned the first clothes I’d worn in a couple of months. I looked in the mirror.
I was stunned. The face that stared back was mine, yet hauntingly different. The skin was icy pale; the blue eyes burned with a glow, as if heated from within. But something even more startling confronted me. When human, I had thought of myself as okay looking, but now my face had become handsome, almost beautiful. My dark-blond hair was still a bit long for Army regulation; the three days of stubble I had on my cheeks when I’d gotten lost on patrol was still there, as if no time had passed.
I looked down at the cheap pants I’d pilfered. They were too short. Also, the shirt was a bit tight. I would need to improve my duds before long.
I remembered a doorway I had passed in the hall. I walked back to it. Painted on the glazed window in the top half of the door was the French word “Bibliotheque”. I opened the door and stepped into the library. The room was dark, but my reborn eyes could pick out details better than infrared scopes. Quickly I found my way to a tall shelf that held two encyclopedias, one in French and one in English. I turned to the English one, found the volume for “V”, and flicked through the pages to the article titled “Vampire”.
I was surprised to find that I could read much more quickly than in the past – the few pages flew by and I was finished in seconds. I learned that vampires were thought of as fictional; that convention held that they were dead, yet animated; that they could be destroyed by sunlight, decapitation, fire, a stake through the heart, bullets made of silver, and, sometimes, by starvation when human blood was scarce.
I resolved to remember these possible dangers in the days and weeks ahead. After all, I mused, there is truth in fiction.
Chapter 5
By the time I stepped back out onto the Saigon streets, the vivid and lively atmosphere of the great city had ebbed. A clock on a wall showed it was past three a.m., and as I walked I could see that most of the clubs and bars were empty of patrons or closed. It might be better if I waited till early tomorrow evening to make my first try at meeting people, when there’d be more to choose from.
I noticed I’d begun to feel the ache of blood hunger. I kept an eye out for Americans. Before long I noticed a knot of them, well into their cups and singing a rock-n-roll song popular on Armed Forces Radio. I backed into the shadows and waited until they moved off, and of course one of them was slower than the rest. He was a young man still in his teens. As the rest of them rounded a corner, I grabbed him, dragged him into an alleyway, and made short work of him. His blood tasted strange. It occurred to me that the alcohol in his system was affecting my taste buds.
I pulled my head back and watched him die. He looked up at me, his face slackening as his life slipped away. And then he whispered, “Why?”
My jaw dropped in surprise. Blood dribbled down my chin. I wanted to ask, “What did you say?” But his eyes were glazed; he was already gone.
I dropped his body, backed away, then turned and ran.
I didn’t stop running until I had found the old French Colonial building. Quickly re-entering, I hurried down corridors until I found a stairway to the basement. There, in a darkened storeroom that looked like it hadn’t been used in years, I found an old wooden crate, picked it up with two fingers, and carried it to the darkest corner of the room. I laid it against the wall, climbed inside, and pulled the lid down over me.
My eyes stared into the pitch blackness. “Why?” my young victim had asked.
Why, indeed.
Chapter 6
I fell into a routine, rising from my lair after the sun had set and the office workers had left the building, to hunt for blood. With several fresh pints coursing through my body, I would stroll the humid city, walking along its avenues, admiring the buildings and observing the people. I even did a little window-shopping. When I found something I admired, such as a beautiful jacket or a fine shirt, I would make my way quietly into the darkened store after hours and help myself to what I wanted. Sometimes I found cash in registers, which I would take. Before long, I had replaced the tight jeans and t-shirt and sandals with several jackets, a dozen pairs of slacks, some jeans, a number of dress and casual shirts, a pair of brogues, a set of tasseled loafers, and a couple of pairs of sunglasses (to hide the glow in my eyes). I’d carry the loot back to my hideout beneath the old office building, where I would store everything in an empty box next to my informal crypt.
For a while I took to skulking near the Hotel Rex, where officers and newsmen crowded the rooftop bar. I told myself I was just waiting for a victim to present himself to me. And each night for a week I would select and feast on whichever poor soul happened to stumble out of the hotel sloshed enough to make for easy prey. But in truth I was screwing up my courage to go upstairs and mingle. My loneliness was almost as great as my blood lust.
Early one evening, I pushed down my worries, strode briskly into the building, and made my way upstairs to the crowded watering hole at the top. I had barely walked into the bar when I realized I hadn’t yet fed for the night. Already this wasn’t going well. Gazing about at the knots of men standing and sitting, talking loudly, drinks in hand, smelling of booze and blood, I was overwhelmed by my hunger. Impulsively I followed a captain as he walked toward a tiny restroom. I pushed inside with him and closed the door. Startled, he turned and growled, “Hey, buddy, I’m here first!” But I put a hand to his mouth, clamped my teeth onto his neck and practically inhaled his blood; he was dead within seconds.
Well, that was delicious. But I had ruined my entrance back into society. Now I had to find a way to dispose of the body without being noticed. It was a simple matter to carry the man under one arm, but there were no avenues of escape: every room and hallway was filled with humans. I decided to bluff it out. I rinsed off the dead captain’s neck wound as best I could, slung one of his arms over my shoulders, and made my way patiently through the crowd, as if escorting a besotted reveler back to his room. His skin was pale white from the massive loss of blood, but I hoped others would figure he had merely become ill from too much drink. One Vietnamese waiter bumped into me as I neared the exit, asking, “You okay?” I smiled sardonically, rolled my eyes, pointed a thumb at the body, and said, “Yeah. He’s just dead.” The waiter nodded and turned away.
I fairly flew down the stairs one floor and walked silently along the hallway, stopping at each room until I found one my senses told me was empty. I broke the lock with one hand and slipped inside with my dead cargo, closed the door, and moved to the small window. It faced an alleyway. I opened it and leaned out, checked both ways, and, seeing no one, jumped – the body still in my grip – to land with a soft thump three floors below. Now I could travel at speed. In seconds, I was standing at the edge of the square in front of the Saigon Notre Dame Cathedral, its twin gothic towers casting fang-like shadows across the moonlit square. I placed the captain’s body on a bench, arranging it so it would appear he had fallen asleep. I glanced up at the statue of the Virgin Mary that dominated the square. Her innocent eyes gazed heavenward while her bare foot crushed a snake. A chill ran through me. I thought, Forgive me, Sainted Mother, for I am that snake.
Chapter 7
I decided the better part of valor would be to avoid the Rex Hotel. Instead, I returned to my earlier haunts on the crowded streets of the poorer districts, where drugs and sex were available at low market rates and expatriates filled the saloons. I made sure I was well fed before I entered these dens of humanity. I found that, sated, I could strike up conversations with anyone and not crave their body fluids.
In this way, over many weeks, I became a familiar sight at many of the clubs of the commercial districts. I would sit at the corner of a bar, order a ginger ale or water with ice, tip the bartender lavishly, then nurse tiny sips from my drink – I could absorb very small amounts without pain – over an hour or two, while chatting with whoever happened to sit next to me. I befriended Americans, Vietnamese, French, Chinese, Filipinos, even a couple of undercover Russians. My language skills had improved greatly, so that I now easily understood most of the tongues spoken in the city. I found I could eavesdrop on two or three other conversations while talking to someone at the bar. All this I enjoyed enormously. It soothed an ache I had suffered for months.
Most of the chatter was of war or bootlegging or politics or scandals. Now and then a visitor might, after a few drinks, blather on about the French philosophers or Theravada Buddhism or the possibilities of space travel. These conversations I enjoyed the most. They got me thinking about deep topics, the things I’d wanted to study in college, but without all the boring classwork.
Then one conversation changed everything.
I stood at the bar of a low-rent hotel, nursing my fake-beer ginger ale, when a voice behind me said, “How much of that can you swallow?”
I turned. He was short, stout, middle-aged, sweating slightly in a beautiful dark-blue suit. His hair was iron gray; his face, etched with time, was handsome. His accent had the flat tones of the American Midwest.
I said, “It’s kind of warm for that jacket.”
He smiled, nodded, and removed the coat. He tilted his head toward the stool next to me. “May I?”
“Of course,” I replied. He settled in and signaled the waiter. “Scotch, rocks,” he told him. Then, to me: “Would you like another soda?” I blinked. He shook his head. “No, I suppose you wouldn’t.”
Puzzled, I stared at him through my dark glasses. He smiled and offered his hand. “The name is Jager. Nice to meet you.”
“John Smith,” I replied.
He laughed. “Fair enough.” He cleared his throat, leaned toward me, and murmured, “We are being watched.”
I raised an eyebrow. This guy knew how to get my attention.
“Actually,” he went on quietly, “it is you who are being watched. I am – how shall we say – merely the messenger.”
A chill ran down my dead spine. I waited for him to continue.
The bartender set a glass of Scotch in front of Jager. Ice tinkled inside it. Jager paid immediately, as if he were in a hurry.
He said, “We have been watching you for a few weeks now, ever since we noticed all the dead people around town with fang marks in their necks.”
I reached into my pocket and pulled out a wad of cash to pay my tab. Jager put a hand on my arm. “Please do not leave. We must have this little talk, sooner or later. Even if you leave the country, we will find you.” He paused. “Your life depends on hearing me out.”
I put my money away and leaned my arms on the counter. “Go ahead.”
He picked up my glass of ginger ale. “You cannot really drink this, I know. It is a prop. As are your sunglasses – which, if I am not mistaken, are meant to hide the rather strange light in your eyes.” He set my ginger ale down carefully between my arms and said quietly, “So we know what you are.”
I felt the first real thrill of danger since the little Vietcong vampire had transformed me. I picked up the glass and set it aside. “What do you want?” I asked.
“I want you to come with me.”
“Come with you? Where?” This conversation had taken so many quick turns, I felt disoriented. And queasy. I looked at Jager, but he seemed out of focus. And then I was looking up at him. Behind him was the bar’s ceiling. And then his face disappeared in an all-consuming blackness.
Chapter 8
I was thinking about the old television sets from the early days of broadcasting. You’d switch them on, and after several seconds the screen would waken, displaying a wavering, unfocused image that slowly swam into coherence. I was reminded of that childhood experience because something similar had just happened to my own eyes, my vision opening up slowly, the edges wavering and undulating. I seemed to be lying on a couch. Dimly I could sense people moving nearby. My thoughts were dreamlike. I wasn’t quite sure who I was. I couldn’t remember what had happened before now.
I became aware of the cool, silky fabric of the couch. I began to hear things: a door closing, the clink of a fork against a food plate, a muffled dialog. Pain throbbed behind my forehead.
I sat up. The room spun. A man I didn’t recognize walked into the room, stepped over to me, lifted my chin, examined my face, and walked back out. I sat alone for what seemed like a half-hour, though it could have been seconds.
Then another man walked through the door and took up a position on the adjoining wall, standing at parade rest. He was trim, of medium build, dark-haired, with a slightly swarthy complexion.
Jager walked in and sat in an easy chair across from me. He leaned forward. “How are you feeling?”
I opened my mouth but couldn’t form words.
“Do not worry, it will come back to you,” he said. “It is just as well, because I have a lot to say.”
He picked up an oblong object and spoke into it. I recognized it as a walkie-talkie. Another man appeared with a large briefcase, which he set down and opened. From it he pulled a tripod and a film camera. He set these up behind Jager, aiming the lens at me. The camera began to whir. The operator adjusted it and left the room.
Jager turned to me. “The film is for our own purposes. We are not a news organization.”
“Wha– wha’ are you?” I mumbled.
“Ah, good. Your speech centers are intact. Sometimes the drug damages those parts of a brain in such a way that they do not repair themselves properly.”
They’d drugged me in the bar! I hadn’t even considered the possibility that chemicals could affect my body. I still had a lot to learn about my new self.
I licked my lips. “How?”
“Your drinking glass. The chemical is a mixture that includes the herb vervain. It has no ill effect on humans, so I spread some on my hand, touched your glass, and returned it to you in such a way that you were extremely likely to touch it yourself. I knew it would have a definite effect on a vampire.”
The word jolted me. So much for my secret life, I thought. But I have always been practical: what was done was done. Time to accept my new predicament and deal with it.
I thought about the way they had poisoned me. “But I shook your hand.”
Jager smiled. “The chemical was on my left hand. It’s a damp material, and you would have noticed and, perhaps, been frightened off. We didn’t want to have to track you after you had run several blocks and then lost consciousness. The glass, on the other hand, was already damp, which hid the chemical nicely.”
I nodded; it made sense. I liked how this man’s mind worked. “Okay,” I said. “Now what? And who are you?”
“We are a private company specializing in intelligence gathering. The United States government is our principal client. You, by the way, are the third vampire we have monitored in Saigon. The second one cut quite a swath through the local citizenry about two years ago, doing much more damage than you have. You seem almost chaste by comparison. We approached him, but he refused our offer. It turns out vampires burn like dried-out Christmas trees, especially when doused with gasoline. He fairly exploded into flame. All that was left was a small amount of ash. No bones, nothing.”
I stared at him. I remembered hearing, just before I shipped out to ‘Nam, some stories about Buddhist monks here who had set themselves on fire as a protest against the war. One such immolation involved a Westerner, for some reason. I had given it no further thought. Until now.
I nodded. “What do you want from me?”
“We would like very much to have you work for us.”
I had lost track of the number of times this man had surprised me. I chuckled, then laughed loudly.
“Why are you laughing?”
I shook my head. “This is all so ... so unbelievable. First, I’m minding my own business in the army. Then I’m changed into, well, what I am now. And then I find out I’m being followed. And they want to hire me.” I laughed again, a bit hysterically.
Jager waited for me to calm down. “I can imagine,” he said soothingly, “it has been a lot to take in. But you are an extraordinary being. And you are both extremely dangerous and extremely useful. To the right people.”
I smiled sardonically. “I suppose you happen to be the right people.”
“Well ... we will let you decide. We can offer you a rather lavish existence, along with our protection, in exchange for certain, how shall we say, services we might ask of you.”
“And what would those be?”
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