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A Ghoul Like You

By J.L. Merrow

Niall walks away from the club. Away from the
cute kid with the pouty mouth and the curly blond hair. His
footsteps echo off graffiti-covered walls. He doesn’t look
back.

He doesn’t need to.

He can smell the kid’s arousal from here,
feel the vibrations as he moves. Not walking, more like bouncing,
too much energy to be contained in one pair of cut-price Converse.
He can hear the kid’s breaths coming hard and fast, and the beat of
the boy’s heart throbs in Niall’s chest, too. Jamie, that was his
name. Hi-I’m-Jamie-this-is-my-first-time-here.

It hasn’t been Niall’s first time at the Pit
for many a year, but he’s still got it. Hell, if you go by the
number of guys who come on to him, he’s got more of it now than
he’s ever had. Come back when you’re legal, Jamie.

Hey, I’ve been legal age since, like,
forever. Wanna see my ID?

Niall stops. Turns. The kid’s wearing that
aw shucks you caught me look that must have gotten him out
of all kinds of trouble with his mom and dad. It’s not going to get
him out of trouble tonight. “You following me, kid?”

“You want me to?” Jamie rocks forward on his
toes, like a greyhound ready for the off.

Niall guesses that makes him the lure. He’s
always wondered: if the dogs ever caught that damn fake hare, would
they know what to do with it? He figures he’s about to find out. Or
perhaps Jamie is. “Maybe. If you’ve got the balls for it.”

Now it’s the cheeky grin. Man, that kid
must’ve had his teachers eating out of the palm of his hand, back
in school. “Want me to show you?”

Oh, you will do, Jamie. Trust me on
that. “Maybe.”

“It’s, uh, kinda public round here.”

“That it is, Jamie, that it is.” Niall walks
on. Turns down an alley. Opens a door, its paint cracked and
peeling like a drag queen’s makeup at night’s end, still disguising
the strength beneath.

The door shuts behind him. And the kid, of
course. “What is this place?”

His voice echoes in the hollow space that
smells of damp and dead air. “Home. You got a problem with
that?”

“It’s kinda…”

Empty. Cold. Dark. “Missing your home
comforts?” Niall can feel the heat as the blood rushes to Jamie’s
face. He’s drawn to that warmth, that life, but he resists. Opens
the door from the empty store room to the part of his home he
actually lives in. Flicks on a light.

Breath, like a sigh behind him. “Shit! You
had me worried for a bit there! Hey, this place is pretty cool.
You’ve got some serious Goth vibes going on here, you know?”

Yeah, Jamie, I know. All the
black—well, that’s just practical. Doesn’t show the stains,
especially in the dim light of the low wattage bulb that hangs,
naked and abashed, from the ceiling. And the wrought iron, and the
arches on the windows with their thick coat of blackout paint like
a blind man’s shades… “I like a place that feels like home.”

“Man, it feels like a graveyard, is what it
feels like,” Jamie says, a laugh in his voice.

Right first time, kid.

“Hey, you got anything to eat around
here?”

Now, Niall laughs, although he does it
silently. Is this kid for real? Niall can almost taste him from
here, feel that firm, tender flesh against his lips. “Oh, yeah. Got
something special—” Niall doesn’t finish the sentence. Whirls, his
teeth bared, ready to strike.

The kid’s not there.

Niall blinks—and then something slams into
him like a pile driver, and he’s looking at three inches of wood
sticking out of his chest. Blood bubbles, sluggishly, from the
wound.

“Fucking vampires,” Jamie says, and leaves as
Niall collapses to the floor.

* * * *

The wound’s already started to heal by the
time Niall’s conscious again. Makes pulling out the stake a bad
acid trip in psychedelic shades of agony. Niall sobs, choking on
his own blood. It tastes sour, like week-old milk that’s been left
out in the sun. He struggles not to retch. He’s light-headed,
almost mad with hunger. Mustn’t give in. Daylight burns. Remember
that. Doesn’t kill, but it burns. Leaves scars. Takes a month or
more to heal.

Can’t go out. Wait. Wait for nightfall.

* * * *

Seconds drip from the clock on the wall, form
a spreading pool of time on the concrete floor. Or maybe that’s
just the blood. Niall laughs but it’s more like a sob as the hollow
pain in his gut spreads, multiplies, eats up the wound in his
chest. Daylight is the fire that’s burning him from inside, and
that’s wrong, it’s wrong, but Niall’s not sure anymore and he needs
so much…

* * * *

Taste of blood in his mouth. Pain in his arm.
His mind, clearer now but still fogged with time, its tarry
thickness coating his thoughts, suffocating him. Time…

Time to go out. Feed.

Safe?

Too hungry. Go out. Dark.

Food. Food. Where? There. Catch it.
Kill it. Eat.

The first gush of warm, sweet blood washes
away the heaviness from his head, and Niall almost throws up when
he realizes what he’s eating. Stray dog. He likes dogs, damn it.
But it’s working. His arm’s knitting up, the flesh regrowing where
he tore out chunks with teeth sharpened by desperation. Healing.
He’ll need to eat again soon, though. Regeneration takes
energy.

Damn that kid. It’s been years since
Niall had to resort to chewing on his own arm.

He could hit the meat market, but one look
down at himself rules that out. He looks like—fuck, he looks like
he got stabbed in the chest and then rounded off the night with a
messy meal of dead dog. Too much fucking blood. He must stink like
an abattoir, but he’s past smelling it.

Mariabella. That’s who he needs. Leaving the
tangle of bones and fur, Niall lurches to his feet.

He figures he won’t have to worry about
pretty boys hitting on him tonight.

* * * *

Mariabella’s place is old and rambling, with
a big front yard gone wild, as if she needs some kind of life
around her, even if it’s just nettles and grass. Used to be, any
sign of decay was ruthlessly stamped out, but these days path’s
cracked and the paint is peeling from the windows that never open.
She answers the door after a wait Niall thinks might just kill him
and her too large hands fly to her padded hips. “Well! Just look at
what the cat dragged in! You abandon me for over a month, you
naughty boy, and now you turn up looking like you’ve gone ten
rounds with a salami slicer!”

“Need to eat, Belle,” Niall says, cutting to
the chase. “Ran into some a-hole with a stake, thought he’d found
him a vampire.”

Mariabella moves slow as she leads Niall to
the kitchen. Her joints don’t work as well as they used to but her
hips still sway as she walks in her size ten stilettos. Niall
shivers as the constant thrum of the air conditioner saws away at
his soul. She opens up the vast refrigerator, then turns in her
measured fashion, fake bosom jutting out like a fighter’s chin.
“You want human?”

Niall manages a weak chuckle. “Hell, babe,
you know I’m trying to give that up. You got any pork?”

She heaves out the headless carcass with a
strength that still surprises him. “From a farm out of state. They
say it’s close to the real thing. I haven’t tasted this one yet.”
She pouts carefully. “It’s virgin flesh, so mind you treat it
gentle.”

Mariabella, I owe you. He’ll have to
say it later as he’s too damn busy tearing up that carcass with his
teeth. He can feel the protein getting into his system, galvanizing
it with the impulse to repair his damaged tissues.

“Oh, my! I like a man with an appetite. Maybe
you should stay a while. Get those nasty clothes off. Pour some
sugar on me, baby!” She cocks a hip in a burlesque of seduction,
and Niall gags on his mouthful of flesh.

Her masculine laughter echoes in his ears for
long after he’s stumbled off home.

* * * *

A week later Niall’s back at the club. Not
cruising. Not dancing. Not even inside. He’s standing in the
shadows of the alley across the street, the darkness wasting its
cold caress; it seduced him long ago, though it’s forgotten him
already. He’s waiting for Jamie, or whatever the fuck his real name
is.

Jamie bounces out next to an old, thin guy
who smells of cheap tobacco and stale earth. Real vamp, this time,
an old one. Even vamps decay, given time. Niall follows them a
block and a half, admiring the act. Should he warn the guy?

But there’s no love lost between their kind
and his. Niall watches as Jamie pulls Slim into an alleyway.
Waits.

The sounds that filter out toward Niall could
be either sex or murder, but the smells, they’re a different
matter. After a few minutes, Jamie comes out alone. Not bouncing.
Walking.

Niall steps out of the shadows. “Hey,
Jamie.”

The kid’s eyes get big as satellite dishes.
“I killed you!”

Niall counts off on his fingers. “Burning.
Decapitation. Electrocution.” He pauses. “But I don’t dust when you
stake me.” Another pause, this one for effect. “I do get real
pissed off, though.”

The kid’s gained a good five years in this
deserted back street strewn with the litter of a hundred uncaring
souls. “What are you?”

“What are you?” Niall counters mockingly,
although he figures he already knows.

“I’m human,” Jamie says, his tone flatter
than Lake Erie in the winter freeze.

Niall laughs. “So who got eaten? Mother,
boyfriend, sister—?”

“My best friend. And fuck you.” Jamie steps
forward, fists balled. No sign of the stake. Must be up a sleeve,
or trouser leg. Or both.

“Wasn’t me,” Niall says. “Hey, if the vamp
who killed him was colored, would you join the fucking Ku Klux
Klan?” Stake’s in the sleeve. Niall can tell by the way Jamie’s arm
tenses as he speaks.

“Think this is funny, do you?” Jamie’s arm
moves.

It’s not a stake. Niall stares at the wicked
looking knife Jamie’s holding out. That could take his head off, no
question. And why the fuck did he come here unarmed? “You killed me
once already, remember?” he says, bravado to the last fucking
death-rattle.

The knife drops an eighteenth of an inch or
so. “What are you?” Jamie asks again.

Simple question. Not so simple to answer.
“I’m a ghoul.” Wait for the look of revulsion.

Settle for the look of incomprehension. “A
what?”

“Jeez, kid, don’t they teach you anything in
school these days? A ghoul. We eat flesh. Dead, for preference.
Like a blood rare steak, only no béarnaise sauce and no fucking
fries.”

Jamie’s mouth twitches. “You were going to
eat me?”

Niall sighs. “Flesh. Like, meat. Not people.”
Not any more, although the temptation is damn near unbearable some
days. “It’s why I moved out of the cemetery.” Somebody’s
daughter, somebody’s son. Dearly beloved. Rest in peace.

“You were going to eat me.” That pretty face,
soft with puppy fat, hardens.

Shrug. “A taste, that’s all. Just a bite.
Scars would’ve faded in a couple years. I figured it’d teach you a
little about self-preservation.” Guess you’ve already passed
that course, straight A’s and a fucking diploma.

“You’re still undead.”

Mulish, arrogant, little fucker.

“Fuck you, kid, with your fucking stake and
your fucking angel face and your fucking prissy attitude!” Pain
shoots up from Niall’s knuckles, and there’s a hole in the wall and
brick dust by his feet. Jamie steps back, his blade trembling like
a shroud touched by a mourner’s sigh. “You think I asked for this?
You think I woke up one day and thought, damn, life’s been kinda
boring lately. I think I’ll go get myself turned into an unclean
creature of the fucking night?” Shaking all over. Vision blurs.
“Have you any fucking idea how much I’ve lost?”

The blade twitches. “Tell me.” It’s just a
whisper.

“Go to hell.” Maybe I’ll see you
there. Niall turns. Walks down the street. Doesn’t look
back.

Déjà fucking vu.

But this time, nobody follows him home.

* * * *

He doesn’t see Jamie for another couple weeks
after that. It’d be a hell of a lot more surprising if Niall hadn’t
been avoiding the Pit like it was on fire.

The kid just turns up at Niall’s place one
night. He’s there waiting, leaning against the door when Niall gets
back from the meat market. The real meat market, not that faded
hook up joint with bad music and mercifully dim lighting. “Gonna
stake me again?” Niall asks, elbowing the kid aside so he can get
his key in the lock. It doesn
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