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The Vampire Storm

“Gather ye rosebuds while ye may.” –Robert Herrick, Counsel to Girls

“No man is an island, entire of itself.” –John Donne
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WHEN JEFFREY OPENED the door and saw the vampire standing there, dressed formally in black with a somber expression on her pretty round face, he didn’t bother asking how she’d known to come.  They had a modest acquaintance, the two of them, but he knew that her history went much deeper than his.  It was a fact that he’d had to come to grips with, and it had not been easy.  “He’s been expecting you,” he said simply, and moved aside to let her in.

He led her into the modest-looking house sullenly, not looking at her, but keeping his gaze straight ahead.  They didn’t speak.  She took the opportunity to take in the atmosphere, not having been in the house in many years and curious to note the changes.  It was a welcome distraction to her from what she knew waited upstairs.

She didn’t need to be led to the bedroom, for she could smell everything from the moment she’d stepped in the house, but she let Jeffrey lead her upstairs to be courteous.

She paused outside the door, however, despite Jeffrey waving her in.  Suddenly she wasn’t sure she could do this.

“Oh, for pity’s sake,” croaked a familiar voice, “get your sweet plump ass in here, will you?  Jeffrey, make her come in.”

She choked on a laugh as Jeffrey held the door open for her, but the laugh quickly shushed into silence as the vampire looked in.  “Oh, Chetty-Bear,” she sighed as she beheld the sight before her.

Chet Knightley looked terrible.  His handsome face was sunken, his skin sallow, his body wretchedly skinny, all the white hair gone from his head, and the sweat-soaked sheets hung limply over his skeletal frame, leaving absolutely nothing to the imagination.  The smell of disease was awful, but she made herself ignore it.

She sat in the chair situated beside the bed, and it creaked dangerously under her weight.  She took his outstretched hand in both of hers.  He sighed as her higher-than-average body temperature warmed him.  “Thank you for coming, kitten,” he said weakly.

“You couldn’t keep me away,” she said softly with a grin.  “Not even with an unlisted address.”

“Fame has its complications,” he croaked.  “You’d do well to keep that in mind with your little band of adventurers.  One of these centuries, someone may slip.  Then you’ll be on 60 Minutes before you know it.  And yes, it will still be on centuries from now.”

She sat very still, gazing down at his cancer-eaten body, his sullen but peaceful face, fighting back tears.  “Dumpling, don’t look that way,” he managed, and broke into a coughing fit.  She held his hand firmly in hers until the fit subsided.  “How long?” she asked quietly.

“An hour or two, I expect.  The angels are waiting at the head of the bed.  I can see them.”

Her head shot up, as though to catch sight of the dastardly angels who had dared to come for her old friend.  She hoped the wicked look she blared out into the half-darkness was enough to warn them away.  She looked back down to him tenderly.  “It doesn’t have to be,” she whispered to him.  “Chet, you know what I can do for you.”  Behind her, Jeffrey tensed.

Chet closed his eyes.  “Darling, we’ve been through this... God is calling me, and I have to go.”  He turned his head toward her to look her square in the eyes.  “Don’t you go getting any ideas, either, kitten.  Or you, Jeffrey.”  He thrust his chin toward the door.  “Fuck off and give us a moment, for Christ’s sake.”  Jeffrey turned reluctantly and walked out, closing the door.

“You big meanie.”

“Ah, he knows I love him.  He’s been a real gem.  Such a sweetheart.  He’s made this all so much more bearable.”  He smiled sweetly, and it nearly broke her heart.

“Chet, let me do it.  Please.  The world needs you.  Jeffrey needs you.”  She paused, the words on her tongue, but willing to go no further.  Chet waited patiently.

Finally, “...I need you.”

Chet smiled, his eyes closing to slits.  “Now, that wasn’t so hard, was it, kitten?” he said gently, and patted her hand with his free one.  “You’ve spent so long caring and fighting for others, I worried you’d forgotten to care for yourself.”

“Please, Chetty-Bear.  Don’t leave me.  Don’t make me walk alone.  Not again.”

“Sweetie, you’ll never be alone.  Your friends love you, and they’ll always be there with you.  You know that.”

She couldn’t stop the tears anymore.  “But none of them is you,” she said weakly.  “None of them understands like you do.  They can’t.”

“Give them time,” he said kindly.  “They will.  They’ll keep growing into themselves just like you have.  And you’ll only grow stronger together over the centuries.  You don’t need me anymore.”

“But I do,” she cried like a child, openly weeping now.

He sighed shakily.  “Dumpling, I know you’ve lost a lot,” he said as gently as he could.  “You’ve lost so many friends and loved ones over the centuries.  That’s the price you pay, kitten.  But not all of us are that strong.”  He patted her hand again as she fought to catch her breath.  Her blue eyes burned into his.  “You’ve just got to be strong one more time.”

She glared down at him with trembling lips.  “I could still do it to you,” she said shakily.  “You couldn’t stop me.”

“Yes, you could.  But you won’t.”  He boldly met her eyes in challenge.  They stayed locked together in a silent battle for a long time, until finally she looked sadly away.

He closed his eyes, secretly relieved.  “It’s okay, darling.  I’m not afraid.  Neither should you be.”  And he clutched her hand firmly with surprising strength, lifting his head up.  “And you know as long as they’re in your heart, you’ll never lose them.  Or me.”  He smiled softly.  “You know, Samuel has never left your side.”

She gasped, a fresh fountain of tears spilling over her cheeks.  “Samuel,” she breathed, clutching Chet’s hands like a treasure.

He nodded.  “And he never will.  I’m sorry I could never tell you.  But he wanted you to keep growing on your own.  And you have, darling, oh my God, you have.  And he wants you to be happy.  He wants you to have a good life.  Just like I do.”

She closed her eyes, gasping for breath.  “My Samuel,” she sobbed.  “I think... I’ve always known.”

Chet smiled warmly up at her.  “He’s never stopped loving you... never.  And neither will I, kitten.”  He smiled a tired but cheeky smile.  “And if you’re lucky... I’ll drop by every so often.”  He squeezed her hand.  “When I’m not busy pulling spectral reach-arounds on Jeffrey, that is,” he chuckled mischievously.

She laughed in spite of herself.  “You would, Chetty-Bear.”

“Of course I would.  Speaking of Jeffrey...”  They both looked toward the door.  “Do you have it?” he called out weakly.

Jeffrey came in with a parcel in hand, staring at the vampire with unreadable gray eyes.  He handed it to her.  “To be opened in nine days,” Chet officially declared.  “After my funeral.  No peeking, now.”

She gasped when she saw what was tied to the front.  “Oh, Chet, your crucifix?” she cried.  “Oh, no, I couldn’t!”

“Consider it a last request from a dying old man,” Chet crooned in a pitiful-old-man voice.  She smiled down at him, fingering the pretty little silver piece.  “I’m not Catholic,” she said, “but I’ll wear it proudly for you, Chetty-Bear.”

“There’s my ninja kitten.  And you never know: it could come in handy someday.  Go ahead, put it on.  Let’s see it with your accoutrements.”  She untied it from the parcel and slipped it around her neck, draping it gracefully over the collection of stones and crystals she always wore.  It felt like it belonged there.

Chet looked truly contented now.  “Beautiful,” he said, “just like you.”

She smiled but said nothing.

Chet suddenly seized into another coughing fit.  Storm gazed down at him with sad compassion as Jeffrey rushed to his side.  Chet clutched his hand.  This fit lasted quite a bit longer, and Chet’s other hand came away from his mouth with blood on it.

Jeffrey looked up at her.  “Will you wait outside?” he pleaded.  She stood up silently, went out the door, and leaned against the wall, ruefully listening to Chet’s wretched suffering with closed eyes.  Her head dropped into her hands.

At last the fit passed, and Chet’s breathing gradually returned to normal.  Jeffrey emerged from the room.  “He’s resting.  It won’t be long now.”  He wiped his face tiredly.

“I should go.  I’m truly sorry, Jeffrey.”  She tucked the parcel under her arm and turned to leave.

“Storm.”  The one word stopped her in her tracks.  She stood stock-still for a long moment, not wanting to face Jeffrey and what she knew was coming.

She heard him approach her.  “Storm,” he said again, directly behind her.  She closed her eyes and turned to face him.

His gray eyes were desperate and full of pain.  For a long while he was silent, unable to say it.  “I want you to do it,” he said finally.  “Do it to him.  I’ll give you money.  I’ll give you anything.  I’ll do anything you want.  I’ll give you my life if that’s what you want.”

She hung her head, hating what had to be said.  “Jeffrey... he’s made his choice.”

His lips were taut, his jaw set.  “Then do it to me.  Make me a vampire.  And I’ll do it.”

Storm shook her head.  “He’d hate you.”

“I don’t care.”

“Jeffrey...”  She sighed.  “Even if I agreed... which I won’t...  But even if I did what you asked, there wouldn’t be time.  You’d be out for hours during your change, and by the time you came around, it would be
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