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Late January, 2017

Afflyn, Scotland

The table was positioned close to the window, presenting a view of the outside that would have been charming, had it not been for the rain, non-stop since their arrival. It had forced them to hole up inside a double room at the local B&B, most of the time. That hadn’t been the plan when coming to Scotland. The whole village was teeming with preternaturals, couldn’t one of them get rid of the rain for a couple of days? He found himself longing for that kind of power, but alas, it was not in his genes; the talent for commanding the weather. His traits were altogether different, and combined with his brother’s, very useful as well. Only not for conjuring blue skies and sunshine where there were only heavy clouds and falling rain.

Marcus stole one look to his right, where his brother sat pushing food around his plate. Gazing down at his own empty bowl, which mere seconds before had contained a hefty dose of pasta Alfredo, his gut tightened. Whatever Cai said, his condition wasn’t getting better. Anyone who saw them together wouldn’t take them for twins any longer. Sure, they still shared the same narrow, squinting, blue eyes, and the same thick lipped mouth sat atop an equal chin. But where Marcus’s cheeks were full, Cai’s had become gaunt and sunken; where Marcus’s head of shoulder-length blond hair sported bright, luscious locks framing his face, Cai’s hair looked straggly and unkempt; where Marcus showed off a ripped, well toned body, Cai was thin to the point of emaciation. They would pass as brothers, but never as the twins they were.

Which wasn’t bad, considering all else; they needed to keep Cai’s condition from the public eye; their uncle Leif not wanting to see his nephew’s career affected by whatever he might be going through. Despite Marcus’s admonitions and warnings, that Caius Nilsson was not going through a phase, was not fighting off another depression, was not even doing drugs or alcohol anymore, Leif fell deaf to every argument. And Marcus had no choice but taking things into his hands. 

After all, Cai had done his best for him, he had practically saved him, making sure Marcus had a home, a real family, after so many years trapped in a life he wished he could simply forget. Cai had been tireless in his attempt to erase all the bad his brother had lived through, the pain and injuries he had sustained; Marcus owed him at least the same care. So he had made it his job to find a way of helping his brother.

For Cai was dying, even if no one else saw it. He was weak, and listless, for most of the time. He had no appetite, not for food, nor for living. His weight kept dropping, his behaviour became erratic, his moods always swinging. He would gorge on whatever energy he could latch on to, but it was never enough, and lately, it seemed to drain him more than it nourished him. 

A terrified Marcus watched impotent, as his brother hopped from bar to bar, club to club, sucking on every single droplet of lifeforce he could grasp, after seeing him go around like a mad man on stage. Every night he gave the audience his most outrageous performance, the band playing their best-ever gig after best-ever gig. Caius strained himself so hard to bring the crowd to a state of white-hot emotional high; one he could feed from, replenish himself; all the while giving so much of his own, he ended up depleted once the high wore over. Marcus stood aside and watched it all, his concern growing, trying to reason with his uncle to no avail, until he was forced to take matters into his hands. 

The moment Cai collapsed on stage, convulsing, Marcus knew he had to do something. And when Cai was carted off to hospital and the doctors couldn't wake him, Marcus did do something. Knowing there’d be no help from Leif, knowing he was the only person left to do whatever it took to ensure his brother regained his health, he had taken matters into his hands.

He had called Stuart Harlow.
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‘Etched in your blood,’ they sing, ‘Etched in your blood,’; to the sound of blaring guitars, in rhythm with the drums; their passions, their hatreds, the very fabric that makes up their lives oozing out of every pore. Tendrils of sweet, sweet poison that fuel my heart, my body, take over my soul. The lights on stage are blinding, binding, the heat unbearable, my loins on fire for knowing there’ll be a flock of girls easing their way backstage, hoping against hope for a chance of catching the eye of any band member, ultimately my eye. 

But ‘Chaos’ Nilsson no longer takes random women in to the dressing room, and hasn’t for years, he has left that to the rest of the band, to his twin brother. The perks of being a rock star no longer hold the enticement they once did; not where easy sex, free drugs and booze are concerned. Being a rock star is no longer what I thought, in the past, when I first started; innocent and wide eyed, eager for approval, for the love my own mother, my father, have denied me. It no longer matters, no longer calls or holds me in thrall of all those empty promises. Now, only the songs call to me, and the furious crowd, in all their excitement, their hysteria, lending me the sustenance I’m incapable of obtaining any other way. I close my eyes, breathe it all in, and reel on my feet.

The fabric covering my body makes my skin crawl, smothers me, adheres to both seen and unseen scars, ripping off scabs just barely healing, making me bleed once again; not only from the wounds, the cuts I inflict upon myself every night on stage; from my heart, my soul. The fabric that covers me is a mask I have no use for, and serves only to comply to what others want from me. And yet, the crowd roaring tells me they have come for more, they have come for something else, not for this, certainly not for something as wishy-washy and bland as this. I grab the hem of my tattered tee shirt, lift it up over my torso, my head; take it off, throw it down to the public; a roar so loud erupting in the air it threatens to pierce my eardrums. I roar back, the excitement inside me now plays chorus to that of the audience. I’m alive, and blood pumps hot inside my veins, and I will give them what they want, what they always want.

I unbutton my jeans, cackle into the mic. 

‘Do you want the whole of me?’ I ask, voice dripping with promise. 

From the corner of my eye, I’m aware of the worried looks exchanged by the rest of the band, and it stretches the smile wider upon my lips. Then I rip the fly of my jeans open, realise I’m not wearing underwear, laugh out loud as the screaming girls unleash their voices into one massive assault, a bomb of tremendous proportions; the jungle of emotions going through the public enough to feed me for a whole year.

Enough to send me spinning into outer space if only I could fly. At this moment, I almost believe I can, body twittering on the verge of falling down into the arms of the crowd, where they would welcome me into their embrace and rip me to pieces, only so they could hold a slice of me close to their hearts. For that is how much they love me. And that is how much their love infuses me, so much that they give life to me; they are the life of me. What of bonds, and intimacy, and a woman by my side, what of it? My brother is wrong, I have it all here, at hand’s reach; this is the ultimate love, I am a god to them, and they adore me, they nurture me, keep me alive.

They are my life.

I bend over my scarred stomach, where lines of puckered skin criss-cross and draw the map of my pain, hiding from view the intimate parts that make all those women’s delights; some men’s too. I feel their disappointment, the shouts picking up, a girl’s voice close by begging me to come in her mouth. My stomach retches; how callous are they, this young and this wanton; this lurid? Am I but an object they would use for their delight, their selfish, self-satisfying needs? Am I only a thing used as release for the energies they accumulate throughout the mindless, numb days of their hollow, barren existence? Is this the life I wanted? Ah, if only Elise could see me now, she’d be sickened by the sight.

Elise.

The story I scar each night into my skin. Her name is carved in my arms, forever.

There’s just too much anger, I can’t hold it inside, must let it out somehow. There’s all this rage within me, that claims for blood, and so I draw blood. I wonder if my brother feels the same when his hunger descends on him and he must feed.

My legs shake, I retch again. Stand up straight, my nakedness a lighthouse in a dark concert hall, blaring like thunder; and despite all the commotion, despite the flood of erotic energy that comes rushing at me from the frenzied audience, I feel nothing. No arousal, no lust, no desire. I just stand there, limp, dazed, dead to the world.

A convulsion rides up my body, shoulders trembling under its force. My head spins, I fight hard against the nausea; the hardwood floor that seems to travel up to meet me, the weakened knees, the cold sweat drenching my skin. Eyes roll up in my head, I try to shelter the fall, one arm extended, hand colliding with the ground, body slumping, hitting hard with what sounds like a loud crack, a gun blasting. A crack only I can hear, and then not even I, as consciousness leaves me, despite all my efforts in keeping my senses alert. Body jerking, twisting from side to side, my butt rubbing against the floor, the mic’s chord wraps around my wrist, my arm, my torso, like a nest made of coiling snakes. I am not here anymore, and do not know where I’ve gone to.

––––––––
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HEART HAMMERING LIKE a wild beast, I gaze upon the body lying on stage, watching its lurches, as if death throes. Forced into action by a burst of fear, I run to the stage, headed for Cai, shouting out for someone to call 999. I slide to my knees, hands holding Caius down, using my body in a failed attempt to shield him from the public’s glare, tears streaming down my face, panic grabbing me by the balls.

I was inside him, and he was there, now he’s nowhere to be found. An empty shell lies in my arms, cradled to me, and I understand what it must have been like for him, when my life was forced into his brain, brought about by a connection so strong nothing seemed able to sever it.

But the ties that bound us together are limp now, and the ribbons that made them, broken.
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Late December, 2016

London, England

The hospital ward smelled of chlorine and iodine, a scent so intense it settled on his brain, and didn’t dislodge, not even by inhaling the sour tang of the acrid, burnt coffee Leif had brought him.

“Have you talked to the doctor?” the older man inquired, measuring Marcus, as he always seemed to to.

Nearly two years had gone by since Cai brought his twin brother home. Two years since the two young men sat down with some big shot from the Maledectum, who had been trying to dismantle the preternatural traffic ring operating out of Stuart Harlow’s Victorian mansion. They had been interrogated for hours, their stories checked and double checked, until the operatives finally let them go. Stuart himself called the headquarters of the Maledectum, after the members of the rebellious faction were brought to justice within the system they maintained apart from commoner law. The vampire made sure Marcus and Cai’s part in the operation was clearly understood by the organisation. 

He had also kept quiet about Marianne’s fate, and for that Marcus was grateful. If he were to be blamed for the death of one more person; after the bloody trail he’d left behind in Norway; he didn’t think the Maledectum would have been as lenient as they were. As it was, Marcus had managed to get out free, as long as he attended the training devised to make sure newly born vampires were rendered safe to be let out in the world. He had excelled at said training, and all his former crimes had been wiped clean. A back story was made up for him, as well, so his brother could reclaim his former life, that of the lead singer in a rather famous rock band. All they required of Marcus was he join the ranks of the Maledectum. A new identity would be provided, a back up story concocted explaining his existence, one that tied up nicely with his brother’s and that safeguarded his career.

Three months after having tracked Caius at Belveny Moor, Marcus Dahlqvist became Marcus Nilsson, son of Twigg Nilsson and father unknown, brother to teen heart-throb ‘Chaos’ Nilsson, and with a list of past crimes that would haunt him to his dying day. Whenever that may be. The newspapers and celebrity media sites were all fed a different story, one that claimed his mother gave him up for adoption because she couldn’t afford to take care of two babies, a tearjerker if he had ever seen one. But a story he wouldn’t deny, glad as he was to have a family. 

Even though his own uncle regarded him with the suspicion usually given to vampires, Marcus had been happy, and had fit in nicely with Cai’s old life. He tagged along for everything band related, but kept to himself, away from the spotlight; he managed his brother’s affairs, unknowingly stepping in where Elise had left, taking over her responsibilities and her work in a way no other person could have, for Cai wouldn’t have accepted anyone else to fill in for her. And for a few months, it had all been perfect.

But then Cai began to act up. Nothing very worrisome, at first, nothing anyone could even put a finger to. A bit of insomnia here and there, occasional loss of appetite. Lack of energy, some wild behaviour on and off stage, acting out as if he was either drunk or on drugs. The exact same thing he had been famous for, ever since ‘Morning Rain’ landed their first gig in a sold out arena. The cutting of skin, the bleeding, the getting undressed. All of these long associated with ‘Chaos’ Nilsson.

The first time Marcus laid eyes on his brother’s naked body had been a shock. For he hadn’t expected the wild array of scars covering the skin of his arms, some on his torso, too. Soon he had found out ‘Morning Rain’ were famous for the lead singer’s wild stage behaviour, who liked to break his bottles of beer and then cut his skin until it bled. Not unusual in the music business, Marcus knew; still, it irked him, made him uncomfortable. For Cai had all this pain inside him and no one was able to understand where it came from. He just seemed to hurt, all the time, and there was nothing that helped him overcome that pain.

Marcus tried to reason with him, discern what his brother was going through, sitting by his side as Cai told him of Elise and how he still couldn’t weather her death. He’d put it down to that, to the immense passion his brother had felt for that girl, a passion he himself couldn’t make sense of. But after weeks of going back and forth talking about her, they both came to realise Caius wasn’t suffering from a broken heart.

He kept getting weaker, thinner, kept trying to feed himself off from the surrounding energies, to no avail. There was never enough, and he was always exhausted. Soon, his search for nourishment led the both of them to join forces in hunting; Marcus for blood, Caius for lifeforce. They stalked the bars and nightclubs, each to his own, latching on those who could provide them with sustenance; Marcus careful to drain none of his donors, Cai never able to come away completely satisfied. And the more time passed, the worse he looked.

Until that night, with Cai acting even wilder on stage, trying to push the audience into a frenzy that could feed him the energies he sorely lacked, playing the wanton, drug and alcohol infused rock star of his old persona, teasing the audience with stripping off his shirt, his tee, unbuttoning his jeans to the roar of hysterical screams from the ninety-percent female attendance at the show.

Marcus had hid backstage, smiling, amused with his brother’s ability to elicit exactly what he needed from the people who stood in awe of him. Caius had Fey blood coursing his veins, and he needed adoration. So he had become an expert in achieving exactly the kind of devotion he required, he knew what to give them to get what he wanted. It never failed to put a smile on Marcus’s lips, whose own approach to the subject of his needs was always low profile. While Cai basked in the spotlight, he thrived on keeping to the shadows, both making up the perfect partnership, two sides of the same coin. But that night, that specific night, had forced Marcus to view the situation with a new set of eyes. It had made everything clear in his head, regarding what was happening to his brother.

Cai was dying.

Halfway through the concert; as his brother once more teased his audience by undoing the buttons on his tight jeans, and pulling the waist just a few inches down, something had gone wrong. Even Marcus, standing in the dark, left of stage, had been hit by the intense wave of energy the public had released. He shared such strong bonds with his brother, he hadn’t failed to realise Cai might have gone too far, unleashing a demon he wasn’t strong enough to deal with. 

As soon as the wild roaring of hundreds of voices shouting in excitement filled the concert hall, Caius stiffened, dropping the mic. Seconds later, he was falling to the wooden floor of the stage, his whole body gripped by such strong tremors it had him jerking around, while his eyes rolled up in his head. Marcus had run straight to him, even before the other band members could lay down their instruments. When they finally did, Marcus was already there, on his knees, holding his brother’s head in his arms, hands pushing away strands of blond, straggly hair; his own voice coming out harsh, low, as if he couldn’t bear to speak, begging that someone call an ambulance.

And all the time, the crowd’s excitement only grew, and the force unleashed by their combined commotion kept hitting Cai, as if jolt after jolt of lethal electricity combing through his body, which kept jerking in Marcus’s arms. He had finally scooped him up, thin as Caius was he seemed to weigh nothing at all; and fled the stage, in an attempt to keep his brother as far as possible from the public’s hysteria. Leif had joined him, holding Cai’s legs, both running to the dressing rooms, prevented from reaching their destiny by the arrival of the ambulance. 

An argument had erupted then, Leif demanding he rode with Cai to the hospital and Marcus follow them in the car, but the vampire hadn’t even bothered keeping up a fight; he simply bared his fangs on his uncle, who raised up his hands in defeat and fear, despite his Fey blood. Marcus had joined his brother inside the ambulance, hand tightly wrapped around Cai’s, heart thumping like it hadn’t since the day a group of kids had lured him to the woods and taken his life. He’d never been as scared as that time, and never thought he would again. Until he saw his brother dying right in front of his eyes and knew not what to do to save his life.

And now, here they were, with Cai being held back in some room, and Marcus having been questioned by a preternatural doctor who didn’t know the truth about Cai’s real nature and had taken him for a Fey. A Fey with a reputation that preceded him; ‘Chaos’ Nilsson being the persona the medical staff had expected to find, but not who he was, at least not any longer. Marcus had insisted Cai had drunk no alcohol, nor had he done any drugs, and still the doctor regarded him as if Marcus was but a liar, warning him that coddling his brother would only harm Cai’s recovery. Finally, the man had let Marcus go, the moment he set eyes on the results of Cai’s blood test, no drugs or alcohol found.

“I don’t understand what’s wrong with your brother, Mr Nilsson,” he had said, and led him out of the office to join the rest of his family and friends.

Only to be assaulted by Leif’s darkened looks, as if his uncle blamed him for Cai’s collapse.

“Look, he’s fading,” Marcus finally said, choking on his own words. That was the last thing he wanted to say, as if voicing it made it real.

“What on earth do you mean? Marcus, you have to let them know what you gave Cai, what drugs he’s been doing. Or he will die!”

“Cai’s not doing drugs, why can’t you listen? Fuck’s sake, Leif, Cai was sober, has been sober ever since I met him,” he lowered his voice, afraid someone might pick up their conversation and leak something out to the tabloids. 

Despite his personal beliefs as to his brother’s exact state of health, Marcus was still trying to safeguard Cai’s career. 

“You know he’s not like you, we told you about what we found out at Belveny Moor. You know Cai and I are more alike than what we seem, only he’s not been able to feed properly. And I don’t know why, I mean, he’s sucking energy left and right, from commoners and preternaturals alike, but it’s not helping, Leif, it’s just not helping. Like it’s never enough, and he keeps giving more than what he manages to take. Have you never noticed how people seem to leave Cai’s side feeling so much better about themselves, so much more hopeful and happy? It’s him, he does that, he gives them that. And it’s depleting him, it’s killing him. We must do something.”

Leif paced around for a few seconds, hands to his head in complete despair. “We’ll let the doctors work, I’m sure they’re better equipped for this than you are.”

“You’re not listening!”

“Marcus, you’re a twenty-three-year-old man who didn’t even finish high-school, what do you know? These people have studied all their lives to be here, they specialised in treating preternaturals, I think they’re better at dealing with this than you’ll ever be. The only way you can really help your brother is telling them the truth about what Cai’s been up to.

“You’ve only just entered your brother’s life, I’ve been here all these years. Cai’s always been self destructive, you don’t know how many times I’ve had to cart him off to hospital because he cut himself too deep, bled too far. He and Elise, they were a powder keg, all that drinking, the drugs... he’s always done this, and the only way we can help is letting the doctors do their job. That’s why you need to tell them what he’s on.”

“Fuck this,” Marcus shouted, hands thrown up in defeat. “And fuck you, it’s been almost two years since I came into your life and you still don’t trust me? Fine, if you’re unwilling to help, I’ll do it on my own, but I’m not letting Cai die, you hear me? I am not losing my brother, even if I have to turn him to make sure he’s safe,” he growled, voice so low only a pair of finely attuned ears could make out his words.

Leif grabbed his arm, pulled Marcus to him, “Are you insane? Cai said his blood is like poison to you. I’m not gonna lose any of you, get it? You’re not to turn Cai, if it comes to that I’ll get someone else to do it.”

“You really don’t know shit about vampires, do you? I don’t have to drink from Cai to turn him, he has to drink from me. But I won’t do it unless I have no other option. And I’ll make sure I’ve exhausted any other possibility before I walk down that road.” He pushed his uncle away, stormed off into the hospital lobby, walked out the doors into a cold, wet London dawn.

Leif’s words had touched a chord inside, shaken his resolve. Maybe his uncle was harsh towards him, and still held on to a deeply ingrained prejudice towards vampires, but he had stated it clearly: he feared losing Marcus just about as much as he feared losing Cai. It was reassuring, after nearly two years of proving himself worthy of that family. After having been the one who held it together when Leif’s father had died, both his uncle and his brother far too distraught by it to do anything but sit numb-struck and dazed; after having pulled them back to life and taken care of everything; it was reassuring to realise he wasn’t seen as an outsider anymore. 

Taking a deep breath, Marcus pulled himself together, tried to get his brain going, pushing away cobwebs that had gathered due to lack of sleep and nourishment. It was nothing short of a wonder he’d held it together inside the hospital, what with the constant scent of blood oozing through the corridors and making a bee-line to his nostrils, setting his senses on the prowl, his mouth watering, his stomach lurching in hunger. 

But worry over his brother’s condition had far surpassed any pangs of hunger he might have felt, and somewhere along the night, an orderly had discreetly entered the waiting room, signalled Marcus outside, and offered him a blood bag, which he had gulped down in a few seconds.

His head clearing, Marcus tried to analyse what he knew. Why had Cai been at Belveny Moor, two years ago? He’d been looking for their father, having realised he was no ordinary Fey, not like his mother, his uncle, his grandfather. And he wasn’t a witch, like his grandmother. He was something else entirely, something the whole Preternatural community seemed to be as much in the dark about as Cai himself. 

And if he hadn’t been like his mother
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