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Introduction

The train has arrived, and we’re
boarding. Destination: City of Brotherly Death. Here’s hoping you
brought your gun, and that you can execute a head shot. You’ll be
meeting a lot of revenants and zombies, and only a shot to the head
will stop them. If you don’t know weapons, you might have to get
creative the way the characters in the upcoming stories have had to
do to survive. Even vampires fear them, and Philadelphia is a
popular city for the undead among the tourists.

“Sunset Kill” is the name Cathy gives a
nursing home where the mistreatment of residents leaves many of
them dead. The dead residents return to complete unfinished
business with the nursing home staff, ugly business that involves
bloodshed. To survive, Cathy brokers a deal with them.

People starve to death on
Philadelphia’s streets in “One Last Favor” because of
overpopulation. Angry with a government that withheld medical
treatment and benefits, the revenants—reanimated corpses who come
back to harm the living—rise up to go after the ones they blame for
their problems. The leader Kraven captures Tara, a nurse, and she
is forced to trade sex with him for her life (the “one last favor”
he requests). While the undead society grows and turns humans,
using an ancient spell, Tara has his baby. Her child is kidnapped,
and years later returns as a monster to confront her
mother.

Frank Mazer, a crotchety manager,
terrorizes his department, “the lowly workers,” with his rules. His
staff, through contact with a god, acquires the ability to change
into walking mummified corpses at will. Mazer becomes their first
victim.

All of the stories involve people who
return from the dead to terrorize their abusers, but in “The Lowly
Workers,” Mazer’s employees do not actually die. They go through a
change. In these stories and others, the dead have the mission of
terrorizing humans. The revenants and zombies of “One Last Favor”
whittle down the population, resulting in a zombie Apocalypse. The
“Sunset Kill” dead consider Cathy their “friend” and try to avoid
harming innocents. That doesn’t make them any less hungry or
dangerous. The monsters “the lowly workers” become destroy Mazer
with psychological torture.

My introduction to people who don’t
stay dead happened when I was ten. My mother and I were walking the
Boardwalk in Atlantic City. She’d stopped in a store while I
checked out the amusements. A sign to this effect caught my eye:
“1,000-year-old woman perfectly preserved.” Curious kid that I was,
I followed the crowd to a platform surrounded by black curtains. I
expected to see a well-nourished but aged woman. Instead, a
skeletal figure, dead for centuries, lay in a stone tub (I later
learned that it was a sarcophagus). As I looked, the woman sat up
and extended her skeleton hand toward the crowd. Screaming, I
barreled into my mother’s arms. Part of me realizes that some
electrical gadget caused the woman to move, but another part of me
isn’t so sure. Hence, my interest in mummies, zombies, and other
undead.

The train has stopped; we’ve arrived
at the City of Brotherly Death. Take my hand, and I shall lead you
on the tour.

Alexis

1820. When I think of time, I shudder
at the agony each eternal second holds for me. Years ago, when my
quest for love led me to Undeath, I learned that loneliness can
have wretched consequences. This last year served as a forceful
reminder. I once fantasized about immortal bliss; but now, only
bittersweet memories remain to remind me of a happiness that I will
never know again. I dare not attempt self-destruction because the
fire of Hell awaits me.

Each night, as I prowl the streets for
nourishment, I wonder how things went so wrong. How and why I came
to feel what I did for Alexis I will not attempt to explain. I will
say that when I assumed guardianship of Alexis, I had the noblest
intentions.

I first met Alexis eight years ago when
I was riding through the glens. I found her sprawled, unconscious,
in the grass. One bound, and I stood at her feet. She stirred at my
touch and thick curls the color of rose madder fell from her
parchment face. Her blue eyes, glazed with tears, looked up at
mine.

People like me can read humans, and her
thoughts gave me the biography of a ten-year-old who lived with her
father. Her mother died of consumption three years ago. Her father
doled out whippings at the slightest provocation, and his recent
ministrations left broken ribs. Her heart beckoned to me, stirring
my thirst, but I ignored its call. Looking at Alexis reminded me of
my own father, whose wooden rod had left bruises and
scars.

“You needn’t be afraid,” I said,
touching her cheek. “Where does it hurt?”

Alexis let out fright-filled sobs. With
trembling hands, she gestured toward her bare feet.

I gingerly lifted her coat dress and
petticoat, raising a curtain from the blisters and sores that
exuded a virulent odor. "Alexis, I'm taking you to a hospital," I
said quietly.

"How do you know my name? Am I going to
die?"

“The doctors there will notify your
father,” I said, evading her questions. “Where do you
live?”

Alexis shook her head, sobbing. “My
mother said I should never trust strangers. Why are you doing
this?”

“Because I, too, was afraid of my
father. I can read your fear by the look on your face.” I smiled a
tight-lipped smile. “If you let me help you, I’ll take you to my
own doctor. He knows how to keep secrets.”

Alexis looked up at me intently,
rubbing her arms and shivering. “Please do,” she said. “Thank you,
Mr...”

“Edric.” I smiled again. “No need for
formalities.”

At first, incipient infection and
fevers rendered Alexis’ nights uneasy. In her disturbed state, she
rambled about her mother’s death and her father’s disciplinary
measures. She said that the Amontillado her father drank brought
out his dark and evil moods. He’d never hurt anyone again, though.
I had insured this by draining him dry and burying his remains in
the catacombs adjacent to my cellar. His drunken outbursts had not
endeared him to his neighbors, so no one questioned his
whereabouts.

Least of all, Alexis.

After Alexis recovered, I assumed
guardianship through my lawyer. The adoption process moved swiftly
since Alexis had no living relatives. Though nightmares about her
father continued to haunt Alexis, caring for her was a joy I would
have never willingly relinquished. I hired a tutor to look after
her during the day while I slept. When Alexis ask me why I only
kept night hours, I explained that I had a skin disease which made
me sensitive to sunlight.

At night, Alexis and I
spent hours in the study. She posed on the settee while I, with
brush and oils, sought to recreate her beauty in every detail. I
loved Alexis more than any guardian could—or should. As time ushered Alexis
into her teenage years, my affinities for her only grew.

My father—God rest his miserable
soul—left behind an endowment which provided enough money to pay
Alexis’ tutors and other expenses. Our three-story flagstone house
boasted twenty rooms, each furnished with embroidered chairs,
gold-weave carpets, and silver candelabra. My heart saddened when I
realized that one day, Alexis would age and die like all humans. At
first, I attempted to immortalize her on canvas. It's difficult to
explain, but Alexis commanded, as no other human, the power to
reach into my soul. Her beauty glowed like an invisible, but
inextinguishable, flame. I worked each night, trying to capture
this essence in my portraits until my parlor became a virtual
gallery.

Her nightmares persisted, defying the
knowledge of our most learned physicians. Her tutor suggested that
outings with companions her age would remedy the situation.
Unfortunately, my estate was surrounded by an expanse of unexplored
trees and valleys. I decided to compensate by showering her with
love and attention.

Our nearest neighbor, Stephen, in
Marsh, lived a league distant. Sometimes, I would see him at the
town market. He seemed agreeable, soft-spoken, though nondescript
in appearance. Therefore, I was surprised when Alexis burst into my
study one evening to describe her chance meeting with him. She
talked about him at length, raving about his looks and demeanor.
She even suggested that she and Stephen might become friends. This
sudden infatuation struck me as odd, but I assumed that the novelty
would fade. Even when he began visiting two, three, and sometimes
four times a week, I saw no reason for concern.

The disquiet I felt turned to anger
when I overheard their voices in the study. Given my keen senses, I
could hear distant conversations as if they were taking place in my
middle ear.

“Edric doesn’t seem to like me,”
Stephen said. “He barely acknowledges my greetings.”

“Maybe he’s not feeling well,” Alexis
said.

“He looks like a ghost. Why does he
sleep all day?”

“He’s got a disease which makes his
skin so fragile that sunlight causes blisters.”

“I see.” A profound silence followed,
and then he asked, “When does he eat? He never joins us at
dinner.”

Dark tumors of rage threatened to choke
me. How dare Stephen question my personal habits? Somewhere amid
the red haze of fury, I heard Alexis' muffled voice say she didn't
know.

“Maybe he suffers from vampirism,”
Steven said gravely. “At the village market, I’ve heard some
bone-chilling recitals of mysterious deaths in your woods. Last
week, the constable found two bruised, bloodied
corpses.”

Alexis gasped. “Do you think Edric
killed those people?”

“Maybe wolves attacked them.” Stephen
sighed. “Their throats had teeth marks. Be careful,
Alexis.”

There was another remarkable silence,
followed by gentle footfalls. “Edric's behavior seems odd,” she
allowed, “but I can’t imagine him feeding on people.”

“Even monsters can dress as lambs,”
Stephen said. “Did you know that vampires use hypnosis to conceal
their ghastly habits? After feeding, they hypnotize their victims
into forgetting.”

“But Edric never...”

In a frenzy of wrath, I slammed open
the door and stormed into the study, shuddering at the sudden
craving. “You miserable cur!” I shouted, waving my fists. “You know
nothing about me to make such accusations.”

I expected Stephen to quake in his
boots and faint. Instead, he turned toward me, brandishing a wooden
crucifix.

“Oh, indeed,” he said
coolly.

“Indeed, yes.” I yanked the crucifix
from his hand and hurled it into the fireplace.

Stephen let out a long, loud scream. He
didn’t know that the tale about vampires and religious objects was
a superstition. His self-assured pomposity fled, replaced by a
deadly pallor.

“You’ve misjudged me, Stephen.” My eyes
bore into his like heated coals. “I suggest you leave
now.”

A blank look stole upon his face. “I
suppose I will,” he said meekly. “Alexis, I will see you
tomorrow.”

After Stephen quit the study, Alexis
stood facing me. Her red eyes glittered with unbridled fury. “Why
did you send him away? Stephen loves me. He’s worried about
me.”

“Worried?” I grimaced. “He’s spreading
lies about me.”

“Your moodiness gave him a bad
impression,” she said hotly.

“But I saved you.” My voice hitched as
I fought a sudden onslaught of tears. “I love you,
Alexis.”

Alexis lowered her head. “I know you
do,” she conceded, her voice softening. “I will always be grateful
for you rescuing me from my father. But I must move on.”

“Not with Stephen,” I said in a
measured, quiet voice. “I forbid you to see him.”

“Just answer me this. Why do you fear
sunlight? We both know you don’t have any skin disease.”

In the eight years I’d lived with
Alexis, I never raised my hand or voice against her. But that
night, I slapped her hard across her face. Tears flowed from her
puzzled eyes. Sobbing, she raced to her room and bolted the door
behind her.

I stood outside her room for several
hours, knocking on her door and pleading with her to talk to me.
Contrary to popular belief, vampires cannot walk through walls. My
tears and words had no effect. She threatened to destroy
me.

My bloodlust soon got the
better of me, and I went outside to hunt. That night, I killed
relentlessly, but nothing could assuage my thirst. I thought of
hypnotizing Alexis into submission, but I wanted her to love
me, willingly.

When the rosy fingers of
dawn streaked the sky, I hurried to my secret room in the wine
cellar. I kept thinking about the sudden antipathy that Alexis
seemed to feel toward me. I told myself that childhood memories
still troubled her, but we'd never argued until she met Stephen.
Stephen, whom I’d once considered agreeable, ruined our
relationship.

A phantom voice whispered that Stephen
was a pestilence, a disease that had invaded the haven I’d work so
hard to achieve. I licked my lips, trying to ease the burning
thirst. The shadowy voice urged me to feed on Stephen, imparting a
taste of the pain that he’d brought me. I would have done so, if
day sleep hadn't overtaken me.

I remember little about the weeks
following that first set-to; only the bloodlust and loneliness that
became my sole intimates. My relationship with Alexis deteriorated
beyond repair. Our nights together in the study had become distant
memories. She openly defied me, coming and going at will, never
speaking unless I approached her first.

I rarely had cause to
approach her; my admonitions, after all, would fall on deaf ears.
Rather, I sought to allay my grief on the warm, sweet sensation
of fresh blood. The catacombs that adjoined my cellar soon filled with scores
of kills. The hours blurred into nights, and the nights into weeks.
My better mind tried to warn me of the self-destructive path I had
taken.

If only I had listened.

The night Alexis died began as any
other. Though I had just fed, my throat burned with a piercing
intensity. I sat by the fireplace, staring at my unread book.
Alexis stepped into the parlor, wearing her blue coat dress. She
was carrying a matching parasol and her leather purse. Despite my
thirst, I managed to collect my thoughts. “Where are you going?” I
asked, forcing calmness into my voice.

Alexis stopped by the fireplace, a fist
pressed against her trembling lips. “I'm leaving, Edric. I was
going to wait until noon, and leave you a note, but I decided it
best if I go now.”

“Go? Where?” Hugging my cloak around
me, I started toward Alexis.

“Stephen has proposed to me, and I’ve
accepted," she said quietly. “His uncle owns a steak house in
Philadelphia. We will leave tomorrow. I will send for my belongings
after we settle.”

I thought that nothing could surprise
me, but Alexis’ words left me speechless. I stood there, stunned
silent, shivering like a condemned man. “You can't leave me,” I
managed to say, my voice quaking. “How will I live without
you?”

“You’re not living now, Edric. Your
human side has died, leaving only a husk.” Her voice wavered, and
her eyes brightened ominously. “We should go our separate ways. I
have my own life to live, my dreams...”

“The hell with your
dreams!” Overcome with dark throes of
hate, I hurled my book into the fire. “What about my dreams? Do you
even care?”

Alexis’ cheeks reddened, and her eyes
flashed with that same anger I’d seen these last weeks. “I am not
your property. You don’t love me, Edric. You’re not even capable of
loving. At least Stephen loves me.”

She turned and started toward the
door.

“So he really cares about you,” I said
softly.

Alexis sighed. “I didn’t make my
decision lightly.”

“Of course, you didn’t.” I smiled
sardonically. “Let’s see if he still loves you at
sunset.”

Having forgotten the love which had
hitherto stayed my bloodlust, I seized Alexis, thrashing and
kicking, and sank my teeth into her throat. Her warmth blossomed
inside my stomach. When her struggles ceased, I tore a gash into my
right arm. Left hand grabbing her hair, I press my wounded arm
against her lips and forced her to drink.

I then scooped Alexis into my arms and
proceeded to her bedroom. She did not stir, even when I laid her on
the bed. “There,” I said, smiling. “You’ll never leave me
now.”

No matter what humanity thinks, people
like me have a code of honor. Years ago, when a love interest led
me to Undeath, I promised to follow civilization’s mores to the
extent that my needs would permit me. Alas, the bloodlust provides
little freedom. Sometimes, it roars like a dragon, destroying
everyone in its wake, including the one person who’d ever loved
me.

I retrieved Alexis’ parasol and bag,
and laid them on her bureau. After I sealed her windows, I shuffled
to my chamber, head lowered and shoulders drooping. Before settling
into my day sleep, I lay in bed, peering at the darkness,
shuddering at the shadows alive with every specter.

When I woke at sunset, I recalled the
previous night’s events with a hellish clarity. Two overturned
chairs and the carpet, now speckled with her blood, served as
painful reminders. The despair weighed on me so that I barely made
it up the stairs.

After stumbling to Alexis’ room, I
knocked on the door and called her name. She did not answer.
Thinking that she might have already awakened and fled,
disoriented, to the woods, I rushed into her room.

No words could describe the horror I
felt when I gazed at Alexis. She lay on the floor, facing the door,
impaled on her parasol’s silver tip. One arm folded over her chest,
fingers curled around the parasol. The other rested in a pool of
blood. Most vampires initially experience vertigo and confusion
after the change, and I believe such was the case with Alexis. I
imagined Alexis in her agitated state, lurching to the door with
her parasol and stumbling. The sight of her body, mottled and
purple, would haunt me forever. Screaming, I ran down the stairs,
fully intending to leave the house, when forceful knocking sounded
at the front door.

“Alexis?” called Stephen’s
voice.

I sagged against the wall, shaking
uncontrollably. Skeletal fingers of terror clutched my spine,
twisting until I thought I’d scream.

“Alexis?” Stephen called again, this
time more urgently. “Are you all right?”

What should I do?
If Stephen saw the blood on the carpet, he’d
suspect foul play. I’d have to hypnotize him into forgetting, maybe
even kill him. Could I do it?

With a deep sigh of relief, I decided
that I could. I’d start by faking horror over Alexis’
disappearance, and...

The knocking faded, replaced by the
thudding of boots against dirt. When I peeked between the drapes, I
saw Stephen running toward his horse. “Wait!” I called, bursting
outside.

Stephen whirled, facing me. “Where’s
Alexis?”

“She left hours ago,” I said, feigning
surprise. “She said that you were going to marry and move to
Philadelphia.”

“That was the plan.” His voice
softened, but he gave me a wary look. Understanding dawned when I
probed his thoughts. He had planned to meet Alexis at the town
market, but she’d never showed.

“That's right.” I stared intently into
his eyes. “She’s taken her horse...”

“She shouldn’t have gone anywhere
alone!” Stephen cried, waving his fists. His eyes focused on the
bloodstained carpet without seeing it. “Maybe some bandit kidnapped
her.”

“You don’t know that,” I said. “Let me
pour you some Amontillado. A drink will clear your
head.”

“No!” Stephen recoiled several paces.
“The longer we wait, the more likely harm will befall
her.”

“I must insist.” I gazed into his eyes,
using my left arm to steer him toward the wine cellar.

“The Amontillado.” He wagged his head
feebly. “Why are we going to your cellar? We should look for
Alexis.”

“We will,” I said, ushering him down
the moldy steps. “It’s cold outside. We should warm ourselves
before searching.”

At the landing, Stephen stepped
unsteadily forward, while I followed at his heels. After shoving
him against the granite wall, I tore into his throat. He was too
astounded to resist. I licked and swallowed, savoring the sweet
taste that blossomed warm inside me. After he collapsed to the
floor, I stepped away from the wall.

“I enjoyed my drink,” I said, licking
my lips. “Maybe you can help me find Alexis. No? Then I must leave
you. But first, I will render you all the little attentions at my
disposal.”

Stephen did not answer. He was
unconscious.

After hauling Stephen over my
shoulders, I proceeded to the most remote end of the catacombs. The
crypt there was filled with decomposing leftovers from previous
dinners. The foul stench brought tears to my eyes. At my left, the
skeletons lay upon the earth, forming a mound six feet high. I laid
Stephen beside the skeletons, and then sealed the crypt with mortar
and sand.

Knowing that the police would question
Stephen’s disappearance, I composed a letter to his uncle, forging
Alexis' handwriting, saying that the couple planned to travel for a
year before settling in Philadelphia. To back up my story, I led
their horses, fully saddled, deep into the woods and freed them to
roam at will.

Finally, Alexis’ burial. I did not
consider the catacombs worthy of Alexis. Instead, I procured a
wooden coffin and buried her in our rose garden. Despite the liquid
fear cruising through my veins, I found this task so loathsome that
I could not get through it without feeding on wildlife. I finished
my work before sunrise.

The next evening, knocking sounded at
the door again. This time, the constable greeted me.

He seemed rather shocked by the genial
way I answered his questions. I offered him tea cakes and
Amontillado. After producing the letter, I explained that Alexis
and Stephen had planned to travel west. He read the letter
thoughtfully, thanked me for my time, and then hurried outside to
his carriage.

A search revealed the horses, but no
bodies. The officers presumed that the couple was shot by bandits,
and they closed the case.

No doubt, you will fancy
me a monster—you, who sit smugly wrapped in your invisible blankets
of hypocritical humanity. I daresay that any of you, had you
experienced first-hand the craving, would have behaved in the same
manner. I’ve always loved Alexis, and I always will.
But I was terrified—not
only of the police, but of the toll that dwelling on her death
would take on me. I took no pleasure in burning her paintings and
other personal possessions. To assuage my guilt, I had to destroy
everything that reminded me of her death.

As the night passed, a strange sense of
serenity came over me. When I wasn’t hunting, I sat in my study,
reposing before a fire and reading my favorite books. The events of
the last few weeks took on a dream-like quality. I started to
believe my lies. The house lay quiet, except for the crackling
flames and the occasional hoot of an owl. The dark moods that
plagued me had vanished, and I thought that this new peace might
last forever.

Certainly longer than a
fortnight.

Two weeks after the police
concluded their investigation, I found Alexis’ portrait, the one
with the wooden frame, hanging in my study over the fireplace
mantle. How did it get there, I wondered? While searching the room,
I noticed that my easel cast a shadow in relation to the room’s
only window, adequate enough to conceal the portrait. Perhaps in my
haste to dispose of her belongings, I’d passed that one by. While
the shadow explained the portrait’s presence, unease coated my
stomach. I couldn’t help noticing how life-like her features
looked, especially her blue eyes. How
then, could I have forgotten it?

With a deep sigh, I tossed it into the
fire.

I’d all but forgotten about the
portrait until the next evening, when I found another hanging from
the same wall. This time, utter terror speared me, causing me to
shake.

I stared at it for a long time, frozen,
my mouth opening and closing. When I’d gotten hold of myself, I
unhinged the painting for a closer look. It amused me to think how
the first portrait had startled me. In this one, blood was dripping
down her face and onto the wooden frame. Screaming, I flung the
portrait against the wall. Blood splattered across the carpet.
Using a towel, I grabbed the portrait and threw it into the
fire.

Despite a craving for blood-induced
peace, I resisted, knowing that I’d need a clear head to solve this
mystery. I couldn’t assume that I’d overlooked these two portraits.
One, perhaps, but not two. How did they come to exist? How did I
find them in my study?

Maybe Stephen had warned the townsfolk
about me. Maybe one of his kinsmen had ridden to my house the night
Alexis died and heard her screams. Maybe I didn’t want to know the
origin of those two portraits. The wary look in the constable’s
eyes warned that he held me suspect.

But none of those theories made sense.
If the constable and townsfolk knew about my Undeath, why didn’t
they stake me and be done with it? Perhaps they considered death
too kind and decided to drive me insane instead? Face it, dear
reader; Stephen despised me from the beginning. His friends
considered my kind loathsome. Upon hearing about Stephen's
disappearance, they would exact their own brand of
punishment.

It did not surprise me to find a third
painting awaiting me the following evening—any more than it did to
find a fourth, a fifth... and a sixth. I always thought I’d catch
the miscreant, but each time my eyes discovered a newer, more
grisly portrait, my hope waned. I reveled in the thrill of the
kill, though I knew that indiscreet hunting would invite discovery.
I kept pacing at night until my legs collapsed. I bought
combination locks for all the doors, set traps by the door to my
chamber, and prayed that I would one day confront my
assailant.

No one could understand the dread I
felt when the shadows grew long, and my throat grew dry, and I
quivered with the thought of the forthcoming nightmares my mind
would accrue from the sight of another portrait.

Only this time, nothing hung over the
fireplace mantle.

A breeze wafted through the room, chill
and strong with the smell of rotting tomatoes. The candles which
had earlier illuminated the room were no longer burning, but my
senses enabled me to see as if it were daylight. No portrait hung
over the mantle. I let out a deep sigh, feeling relieved that I
hadn't found anything, and alarmed because I suspected that I’d
gotten to the fireplace before my enemy could strike.

Then a chilling draft
caressed my cheek. Turning toward the window, I found it open, the
biting wind slapping against the drapes. As I peered outside, I
noticed the lattice which extended from the house’s foundation to
the window. The lattice!
Why hadn’t I noticed it before? The perpetrator
of these crimes against me had used the lattice to gain entry to my
study and deposit the portraits.

Grabbing my cloak, I bolted to the
garden behind the house. The moon cast ghostly shadows on
footprints in the moist soil. I found mud on the lattice—brown
stains left by his hands and feet, which covered the white wood to
my window ledge.

I gazed toward the surrounding woods,
but I only made out gnarled trees and moonlit sky. The howling wind
blustered through the trees, causing them to scrape against the
house. Perhaps my assailant had forgotten something and had gone to
retrieve it. In case he returned, I planned to be ready for him. My
mouth salivated at the prospect of fresh blood. I proceeded toward
the stable, which would give me a clear view of the house and
gardens. Then...

In the few minutes that I’d left my
study, clouds swept across the sky, blanketing the moon, and
shrouding me in darkness. I crept toward the stable—little more
than a shadow, black as tar against the bruise-colored
sky.

The sky grew pitch black as I
approached. The temperature seemed to drop, its chill sending
shivers up my spine. A foul odor reeking of things long dead crept
down my lungs like smoke. It took all the willpower I could muster
to concentrate on the matter at hand, but I couldn't shake this
sudden feeling of doom. Though I only saw rose bushes, trees, and
sky, I felt eyes, icy and penetrating, drill into the back of my
neck. My thoughts ran wild; my imagination burned like a raging
fire.

Screaming, I dashed to the stable, but
I didn’t quite make it.

Three steps, and then I tumbled into a
deep pit.

Though I know now that greater horrors
exist, nothing could have convinced me as I lay sprawled in an open
casket, worms crawling over my hands and face. Screams came and
died in my throat. The smell of putrefaction was unbearable. If I
were human, I would have died of fright.

My hand brushed against the casket’s
upturned lid, and I felt long, irregular grooves etched into the
wood. At the moment, this didn’t seem important; only getting out
intact mattered. After scrambling to the surface, I calmed myself.
For the first time, I noticed the full moon and the golden shadows
it cast throughout the gardens.

I’d dug that grave myself. The marks in
the wood were not imperfections; Alexis had made them when she
regained consciousness and clawed her way to the
surface.

In my panic, I’d buried my beloved
alive. Or perhaps undead.

Finding Alexis’ grave defiled did not
horrify or even surprise me. The discovery of her portraits had
prepared me for this event. But tonight, I expect to find something
far more ghastly in my house.

I wasn’t disappointed.

In my study, I gagged on the stench of
flyblown meat. There, in the gloom, I paused by the door, hand
reaching for a candle. I felt those eyes on me again. Terror
speared me, urging me to run, but something about those eyes
compelled me to stay.

After I lit the candles, I turned
toward the fireplace and there beheld the truest and final portrait
of Alexis.

Alexis herself.

In the midst of all my theorizing, I
never accused the one with the greatest motive and ability to hurt
me. Alexis knew best how to bring my fears to the surface. She knew
me better than I knew myself.

Consider me mad, but Alexis did not
truly die. Though her body has putrefied, her spirit, her
individuality—whatever power makes us all so different and
distinct—survives. I can feel her spirit reaching out to me,
probing the dim recesses of my mind. I cannot help but laugh
bitterly when I think of the way I'd tried to make her undead.
Alexis will live forever after all, and she has chosen to share her
immortality with me.

She is calling me now, and I must
answer. If only someone could hear as I hear her voice that chills
my senses and makes my blood run cold. I have not rested easy since
Alexis returned, and I don’t believe I’ll ever rest easy again.
Even my vampire day sleep eludes me while I lie with her in my
chamber, staring into her eyes, and knowing that she, through
moldering eye sockets, is staring back.

Darkness Rising

With trembling fingers, Brianna Sandor
wedged four Mylar balloons around her pillow, determined to
obliterate the image of the blackened skull that haunted her. For a
week now, in her dreams, she saw herself tied to a burning tree,
flesh falling away from her face in charcoal tufts. In the
distance, a milk-pale young man in gray watched her from the
shadows.

Since her brother, Alec, had gone on a
business trip, Brianna faced her nightmares alone. Though she
couldn’t see the glittering designs, she hoped that the feel of the
balloons on her face and their soft shushing sounds would offer a
refuge.

As Brianna eased into bed, the balloons
rubbed against her head. Their swishing sounded like ocean waves.
From the depths of that sound, Brianna heard a man’s silvery
voice.

“Brianna.” The voice brought her to
slow consciousness. “Brianna, my love. Brianna.”

The shushing sounds faded, and Brianna
found herself in a hall lit by torches. Their hissing sounded like
helium escaping from the balloons. A portrait hung before her—her
portrait, she noted with surprise. Curly blond hair, caught in a
bow, and chestnut eyes. In the painting, she wore a gray homespun
overdress and cream under-tunic that complemented her smooth
complexion.

At the end of the stone hall, the
torches revealed two open caskets. A blond man lay inside one,
appearing to be asleep. In the other, she saw herself prone, face
covered with blood. Brianna screamed until shrill ringing cut into
her cries. The images evaporated, leaving behind her familiar
bedroom furniture. Her lamp reflected the bright balloons bobbing
around her.

The harsh ringing came from her bedside
phone. With shaking hands, she snatched up the receiver.

“Brianna Sandor?” questioned a female
voice. “Your brother, Alec, gave me this number in case of an
emergency...”

“Was he in an accident?” Brianna cut
in, her fingers digging into the receiver. “Who’s this?”

“Dr. Schneider of Philadelphia Memorial
Hospital. Your brother came to the emergency room because he had
trouble breathing.”

“Oh, no!” Her voice quivered. Alec, her
twenty-three year-old brother, had fought cystic fibrosis
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