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Prologue

Welcome Back

He didnt know how long hed been dead. There was no time, no season, no change, only eternity.

Shadows stumbled around him on the other side of the veil. Two in particular caught his attention. He knew what they were. Hed been one of them.

The life he craved was accessible to them. Now, as in his living death, he wanted to leech it from the mortals who couldnt protect themselves. If he could envy this undead pair, he would, but there was no time. They had no life, so they were none of his concern.

On the other side, they couldnt see him. When he was of the world but not alive, he couldnt see the ones whod gone before him, either. Despite their sightlessness, they appeared to follow him. He moved away. He wanted life.

It was a fools errand, his never-ceasing search for that mortal energy. It throbbed in the people and animals he passed every day, but he could not touch it. Thin though the veil was, it separated him from what he craved. He could reach for it, hold it in his hands, but the film of the shadow curtain always kept him from it.
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Color, alien to this existence, would have shocked his senses, if hed had any. The lifeless pair held something between them, shimmering and frightening like the fiery sword the angel held at the gates of Eden. It drew shadows to it like moths to the flame, though he hated such clich description. He hated more that the thing drew him, as well. The shining rift split wider, and a hand, not full of life but real nonetheless, thrust through.

The other shadows clamored for it, sliding over it. Like water on oil, they rolled off the corporeal skin. As if searching specifically for him, the intruder pushed the others aside and grasped him. He stuck.

He hadnt felt panic since hed died. Hadnt felt despair since her betrayal. He felt it now as the rough, real fingers pulled him through the rift.

Thick and heavy, feelings hed almost forgotten happened all at once. Slippery and hot, sensations he remembered being pleasant at one time engulfed him. His formless being squeezed and conformed into a shape at once familiar and horrifyingly foreign.

Too bright. Too cold. Too real.

Too loud.

One of the pair laughed like jagged glass. We fucking did it! I cant believe we fucking did it!

The light stung his eyes. He blinked, but his vision didnt clear. In his chest, he felt a thump that hadnt been a part of him for centuriesthe beating of a human heart.

Alive. He was alive.

He dropped to the floor, screaming and clawing at his mortal prison.

The one whod done it leaned over him and slapped him on the back. The connection of flesh against flesh drove needles of sensation to the bone.

Welcome back, Cyrus.





One

The End

I read a poll in the newspaper once that said the number one fear of Americans aged eighteen to sixty-five is public speaking. Spiders are second, and death a distant third. Im afraid of all these things. But most of all, Im afraid of failure.

Im no coward. I want to make that perfectly clear. But my life turned from nearly perfect to a horror movie in a matter of days, so I take fear a lot more seriously now.

Id followed my life plan almost to the letter, with very few detours. Id gone from plain old Ms. Carrie Ames to Dr. Carrie Ames just eight months prior to the night I now refer to as The Big Change. Id broken away from the sleepy, East Coast town Id grown up in, only to find myself in a sleepy, mid-Michigan city. I had a great residency in the E.R. of the public hospital there. The city and surrounding rural communities provided endless opportunity to study and treat injuries inflicted by both urban warfare and treacherous farm equipment. Living my dream, Id never been more certain that Id found the success and control over my destiny that had always seemed to elude me in my tumultuous college years.

Of course, sleepy mid-Michigan towns get boring, especially on frozen winter nights when even the snow wont venture out. And on a night exactly like this, after only having been home for four hours from a grueling twelve-hour shift, I was back at the hospital to help deal with a sudden influx of patients. The E.R. was surprisingly busy for such a forbidding evening, but the approaching holiday season seemed to affect everyone with a pulse. Thanks to my rotten luck, I was charged with attending trauma cases that night, patients with serious injuries and illnesses that put them in imminent danger of death. Or, more specifically, carloads of mall-hoppers who showed up in pieces after hitting black ice on 131 South.

After Id admitted three patients, I found myself in great need of a nicotine fix. While I felt guilty for sticking the other doctors with a few extra cases, I didnt feel guilty enough to forgo a quick cigarette break.

I was heading for the ambulance bay doors when John Doe arrived.

Dr. Fuller, the attending physician and most senior M.D. in the hospital, ran alongside the gurney, barking instructions and demanding information from the EMTs in his nononsense Texan accent.

Distracted by the fact that Dr. Fullers smooth, Southern speech had been replaced by an urgent, clipped tone, I didnt notice the patient on the gurney. I had never seen my superior lose his unflappable calm before. It scared me.

Carrie, you gonna give us a hand here or are you on a one-way trip to Marlboro country? he barked, startling me. The cigarette between my fingers snapped in half when I jumped, reduced to a fluttering shower of dry tobacco. My break had been officially canceled.

I brushed my hands clean on my lab coat and fell into step beside the gurney. It was only then that I noticed the state the transport was in.

The sight of the patient paralyzed me as we entered the cubical and the EMTs were squeezed out to make way for the R.N.s who rushed in.

Okay ladies, I want splash guards, gowns, goggles, the whole space suit. Quickly, please, Fuller snapped, shrugging off his blood-smeared white coat.

I knew I should do something to help, but I could only stare at the mess on the table in front of me. I had no idea where to start.

Blood might be the one thing Im not afraid of. In the case of John Doe, it was not the blood that made working on him, touching him, even approaching him unthinkable. It was the fact that he looked like my dissection cadaver on the last day of Gross Anatomy.

Puncture wounds peppered his chest. Some were small, but four or five were large enough to fit a baseball in.

Gunshot wounds? What the hell was he shot with, a goddamned cannon? Dr. Fuller muttered as he probed one of the bloody holes with his gloved finger.

It didnt take a forensic-science degree to tell that what had caused the wounds in John Does torso had not caused the wounds in his face. His jaw, or what was left of it, hung skinned from the front teeth to the splintered end, where it had been ripped from the joint to dangle uselessly from the other side of his skull. Above the gaping hole in his cheek, one eye socket stood empty and crushed, the eye itself and optical nerve completely missing.

Id say someone used an axe on his head, if I thought it were possible to swing one with enough force to do this, Dr. Fuller said. Were not going to get a tube down this way, his tracheas crushed all to hell.

I couldnt breathe. John Does remaining eye, clear and bright blue, fixed on mine as if he were totally alert.

It had to be a trick of the light. No one could endure this kind of trauma and remain conscious. No one could survive injuries of this magnitude. He didnt cry out or writhe in pain. His body was limp and completely void of any reaction as the attending staff made an incision in his windpipe to intubate him.

He never looked away.

How can he be alive? my mind screamed. The concept destroyed the carefully constructed logic Id built over three years of medical school. People did not live through something like this. It wasnt in the textbooks. Yet, there he was, staring at me calmly, focused on me despite the flurry of action around us.

For a sickening moment, I thought I heard my name from the mangled hole of his mouth. Then I realized it was Dr. Fullers frantic voice cutting through the haze of my paralyzed revulsion.

Carrie, I need you to wake up and join us! Come on, now, were losing this guy!

I could continue to stare at John Doe or turn my face to Dr. Fuller, to see him silently lose his faith in me. I dont know what would have been more distressing, but I didnt get to make a decision.

I mumbled a feeble apology, turned swiftly and ran. I had barely escaped the grisly scene before I noticed the sticky splotches on the floor that stained the pristine tile a deep, glossy red. I was going to be sick. I fell to my knees in the congealing blood and closed my eyes as the bile rose in my throat. I rocked back and forth on my knees, my vomit mixing with the blood on the tiles.

A sudden hush came from the cubicle behind me, followed by the insistent whine of the heart monitor protesting the cessation of pulse.

All right, hes gone. Pack him up and get him to the morgue, I heard Dr. Fuller say. His cool, Texan confidence crept back into his voice, though it was tainted with weariness and resignation.

I scrambled to my feet and ran to the staff locker room, unable to face my failure.

I was still in the locker room an hour later. Fresh from a shower, dressed in clean scrubs from central processing, I stood before the mirror and tried to smooth my wet, blond hair into something resembling a ponytail. My mascara had run in the shower and I wiped at it with my sleeve. It only served to darken the circles under my eyes. My bone-pale skin stretched sharply over my cheekbones, my blue eyes were cold and hollow. Id never seen myself look so defeated.

When did I become so pathetic? So cowardly? Cruelly, I taunted myself with memories I couldnt push aside. The way Id snickered with the other students when the skinny foreign guy had tossed his cookies on the first day of Gross Anatomy. Or the time Id chased Amy Anderson, the queen bee of the eighth grade, from the bus stop by sticking earthworms in her hair.

It appeared that Id become one of those people Id despised. To the entire E.R. medical staff at St. Marys Hospital, I had become the squeamish nerd, the shrieking girl. It cut so deeply, Id need emotional sutures to heal.

A knock at the door pulled me from my self-pity. Ames, you still in there?

The door swung open. Steady footsteps carried Dr. Fuller to the end of my narrow bench.

For a moment, he didnt say anything at all. Without looking, I knew that he stood with his head hanging down. His hands would be in the pockets of his crisp white coat, his elbows tucked in at his sides, giving him the appearance of a tall, gray stork.

So, hangin in there? he asked suddenly.

I shrugged. Anything I said would have been a lame excuse for my poor performance, one akin to those uttered by countless med students who stopped showing up for class soon after.

You know, he began, Ive seen a lot of doctors, good physicians, crack under pressure. You get tired. You get stressed, maybe youre having personal problems. Those things happen to all of us. But some of us leave it in here he pointed to the lockers behind me instead of taking it out there. Its what makes us capable doctors.

He waited for me to respond. I only nodded.

I know youve gone through a lot this year, losing your parents

This isnt about my parents. I hadnt meant to cut him off, but the words were spoken before I had a chance to think about them. Im sorry. But really, Im over that.

He sighed deeply as he sat next to me on the bench. Why do you want to be a doctor?

We sat there for a long time, like a coach and a star player who had fumbled the ball, before I answered.

Because I want to help people. I was lying. Badly. But even I didnt know the reason, and he didnt want a real answer, anyway. Real doctors lose the capacity for humanity and understanding before they grab their diplomas. And because I love it.

Well, I love golf, but that doesnt make me Tiger Woods, does it? He laughed at his own joke before he became thoughtful again. You know, there comes a time in everyones life when they have to carefully examine the goals theyve set for themselves. When they have to admit their limitations and look at their capabilities in a more realistic way.

Youre saying I should be a dentist? I asked, forcing a laugh.

Im saying you shouldnt be a doctor. Fuller actually patted me on the back, as though it would take the edge off his harsh words. He stood and walked toward the door, stopping suddenly as if hed just thought of something.

You know, he began, but he didnt finish his thought. Instead he shook his head and walked out the door.

My fists balled with anger and my breath came in noisy gasps as I struggled to regain my composure. Id failed the Great Ones test. I should have told him I liked the money. It was considerably better than a stick in the eye. Though they were both reasons people entered the field, neither financial security nor desire to help others were my true motivation for becoming a doctor.

It was the power that drew me to it. The power of holding a human life in my hands. The power of looking Death in the face and knowing I could defeat him. It was a power reserved for doctors and God.

Id pictured myself a modern-day Merlin, a scalpel for a wand, a clipboard my book of spells. I cringed at the ridiculous thought.

I could have changed into my street clothes, slunk out of the hospital and never come back. But then I thought of my dead father and remembered one of the rare pieces of paternal advice Id ever received from him.

If youre afraid of something, face it. Fear is irrational. The only way to conquer your fear is to put yourself next to it.

Just as quickly as it had come, my self-doubt subsided. This was a test of faith in myself. I wasnt going to fail.

I got onto my feet and made my way through the packed E.R., blind and deaf to my coworkers and the patients that crowded the cubicles around me. I left the emergency and trauma ward altogether, pushing through the doors that led into the central part of the hospital.

The offices I passed were closed, their windows dark. The main lobby was empty, with the exception of one custodian who leaned on the deserted information desk, idly reading an old newspaper while his cleaning cart sat neglected in the middle of the room. He barely glanced up as I elbowed the cart in my reckless flight and knocked a stack of paper towels to the floor.

I continued to the elevators, pressed the button impatiently and tapped my foot. After what seemed like an interminably long time, the dull metal doors slid open and I entered. I pushed the button for the basement.

An irrational determination took me down the long hallway to the morgue. I had only been through there once, during my orientation tour. It was a simple route, though, and I located the unlabeled door again without much difficulty. I ran my hospital ID through the badge reader and heard the sharp click of the releasing lock.

I grabbed the handle and stopped, wondering for the first time what I intended to prove to myself. I feared I was a bad doctor, and I had come to confront my fears and view John Doe in all his mangled glory. What if I couldnt handle it?

Terror gripped me at the thought that his body might not be as damaged as I remembered. I recalled Amy Andersons horrified face as shed held the wriggling earthworm in her palm, her fear making the harmless thing a monster. Had my panicked brain exaggerated John Does wounds?

No, you werent hysterical. You know what you saw. I entered the cool, antiseptic room before I could change my mind.

Hospital morgues are much different from morgues in the movies. They arent cavernous spaces with stark lighting. In fact, the morgue at St. Marys was small and cluttered. The on-duty attendant had left a rumpled fast-food sack on the desk, a reassuring sign of life in a room devoted to the indignities of death.

Before I approached the task at hand, I walked the perimeter of the room. I examined the cabinets, the plastic tubs of all sizes that held murky shapes of organs preserved for further study, and the autopsy tables. I avoided the one that appeared occupied.

Hello? I called. I winced at the volume of my voice. The room was so quiet you could hear the buzzing of the fluorescent lights. The phrase wake the dead sprung unpleasantly to mind. I expected to see an orderly emerge from one of the back rooms, but no one came. The lucky SOB was probably on a smoke break. I would have to do the dirty work of locating John Doe myself.

The morgue freezer held six gurneys. With the high volume of patients today, it would be full, maybe even sleeping double. Not a pleasant thought.

I stepped into the cooler and immediately wished for a jacket. The thermostat on the outside read thirty-five degrees, warm compared to the temperature outside, but it hadnt occurred to me just how cold thirty-five degrees really was.

Shivering, I looked over the six shrouded gurneys before me. They all faced the same direction, their occupants feet pointed at the back wall. I glanced down at my shoes and saw a dark stain on the sticky, unwashed floor. My skin crawled as I speculated exactly how long it had been since someone disinfected this room. Not that these particular patients were in any danger of disease or infection.

I started with the body farthest to the right, not bothering to uncover them to search for their toe tags. I opted instead to read the more detailed tag on their shrouds.

The first body was a female, age sixty-eight. The second was male, age twenty-three. So it went, each tag displaying the one thing I wasnt looking for: a name. I didnt see any bearing the big, red unidentified stamp, and it seemed that my field trip would prove useless.

I rubbed my hands across my face, stretching tired skin as I pondered my next step. Where had he gone? It was unlikely that the medical examiner would have come at night for an autopsy that could wait until morning. Even if they had identified him, they couldnt have released the body before the police finished with it.

He has to be here somewhere. But as I doubled-checked, I had to accept the fact that he was gone.

I would have to go back upstairs and face my embarrassment much to the delight of my colleagues. Id missed the opportunity to confront my demon, but life would go on, as it always had. With the same resolve that brought me there, I left the cooler without a backward look. Someone would make a snide comment, or even pity me no matter what I did. Id had enough experience with criticism that I could shoot down my detractors without actually having to go through the experience of looking at what was left of John Does body.

My hand was on the door handle when I stopped again. From the corner of my eye, I glimpsed the sheeted figure on the autopsy table.

For all my bravado, Id felt some relief upon finding John Does body missing. To look or not to look. It had been an easy call with no body to see. An uneasy feeling crept over me as my initial relief fled. There was no doubt in my mind that John Doe lay beneath that sheet on the autopsy table.

If you leave now, youll always wonder, a tiny voice nagged from the back of my mind. For a fraction of a second, it seemed the gnawing fear would win. I would just walk out of the morgue and forget the whole incident ever happened.

But my fathers words and Dr. Fullers hurtful evaluation of my abilities bounced around in my brain. I didnt want to be the failure Id been in my fathers eyes. The failure Id become in Dr. Fullers. It spurred me toward the table.

I was no coward.

Before I gave myself a chance to change my mind, I whipped the sheet completely off the cadaver.

Every second passed in slow motion, frame by frame. The very instant I pulled the covering off the body, I saw a brightly colored sole of an athletic shoe poking from under the sheet. There wasnt time for this to register as I ripped away the shroud, revealing hospital-issue scrubs and the face of the morgue attendant, his features frozen in terror.

I didnt scream right away, either from shock or the fact that the scene didnt make sense. John Doe was supposed to be here, not this young man. The sight transfixed me.

His neck had obviously been broken. The flesh of his throat had been torn the way it would look after a dog attack. Extreme blood loss left his dark skin ashen, though the table and most of his clothing were spotless. His eyes were open. One was missing.

I saw the telephone perched on the gleaming steel counter, but it seemed miles away as I ran to it. My hands shook so badly that I could barely punch the numbers to issue a code blue. But no reassuring calm came over me when I hung up. I was still stranded, still isolated in this weird nightmare. I picked up the phone again.

I was dialing the number for the night security office when something brushed my shoulder. The touch was so light I barely noticed it, but I wound up inexplicably on my back.

The force of my landing knocked the wind out of me. Confused and frightened, I scrambled to my knees, but that was as far as I got.

In the next instant, I was airborne again. Shattering glass crashed, the consequence of my impact against the cabinets. I had flown into the glass with enough momentum to break it and splinter the wooden doors. Pain ripped down my spine. The shelves collapsed and the plastic tubs within slipped to the floor, overturning and spilling their contents. I fell to my hands and knees in a mire of formaldehyde and human livers, unable to efficiently crawl through the slippery mess.

A hand grabbed my hair and dragged me upward. When I tried to regain my footing I slipped to my knees again and writhed painfully in the grasp of my attacker. I looked up.

John Doe looked down at me.

His once-mangled face showed only the faintest remnants of injury in the form of purplish scars. His pale chest bore no marks at all, save for a long, straight scar that bisected it, obviously an old wound. His jaw was no longer torn, but had twisted, along with the rest of his features, into a demonic visage with a crumpled snout and weirdly elongated jaws. Dried blood stained his long blond hair, though his skull had neatly closed. The clear, blue eye that had stared so intently at me as he lay helpless on the gurney in the E.R. was piercing and ruthless. The other, formerly empty socket held a brown eye, the white occluded with blood.

The missing eye of the morgue worker.

John Doe bared his teeth, revealing needle-sharp canines.

Fangs, I whispered in horror. Vampire.

He laughed then, the sound distorted by his changed facial structure as though it had been slowed on a tape recorder.

Everything about the creature suggested the calculated fury of a predator who killed not from necessity, but from love of carnage. He stroked my cheek with one talonlike fingernail. He was a cat playing with a mouse, a thief admiring his stolen prize.

I would not be that prize. My hands groped the floor and seized a piece of broken glass, and I stabbed the shard into his thigh. His blood sprayed across my face. I tasted the coppery wetness on my lips and gagged.

Howling in rage, he wielded his free hand like a claw and slashed my neck. The burning pain followed seconds later, but I didnt care. I was free. I held one hand to my throat, desperate to stop the warm blood that flowed between my fingers. It was hopeless, and I knew it. I would bleed to death on the morgue floor before anyone found me.

Then I saw the white shoes of the code team as they entered. I raised my free hand weakly to signal them. Only one moved toward me. The rest stood petrified by the scene.

Youre going to be all right, the young nurse said as he pried my fingers from the wound at my neck.

It was the last thing I remembered.







Two

A Few (More) Unpleasant Surprises

I spent nearly a month in the hospital. Detectives visited me on several occasions. They took down my description of John Doe, fangs and all, but no doubt wondered what kind of painkillers I was on. The first to arrive on the scene didnt see him. The last police interview was short, and though they assured me the case was still being investigated, I didnt hold out much hope for justice. Whatever John Doe was, he was probably smart enough to evade capture.

A few nurses from the E.R. came to see me. They looked uncomfortable and didnt stay long. We joked about the Day-After-Thanksgiving sales Id missed and the frantic shopping Id have to do if I got out in time for Christmas. I didnt bother mentioning I had no one to buy gifts for.

The bright side of the interminable visits were the newspaper clippings that people brought. While I wasnt about to make a scrapbook of them, the articles offered more details of the crime and investigation than the vague answers Id been given by the cops.

According to the press, the morgue attendant, Cedric Kebbler, had been attacked and killed by an unknown suspect, possibly an escaped mental patient. I had walked in on the murder in progress and had been attacked myself. Id struggled, and the murderer fled through the morgues only window. I wasnt interviewed due to my critical medical condition and acute anxiety and post-traumatic stress, the latter affliction diagnosed in a rush interview conducted by the staff psychiatrist while I was in a morphine-induced haze.

None of the articles mentioned John Does missing body or the bizarre way the attendants body had been found. Either the police had neglected to mention these details, or the hospital had a crackerjack P.R. staff.

The most uncomfortable visit had been Dr. Fullers. Apparently, it wasnt enough for him to have written me off as a doctor. He had to write me off as a living person, too. Hed come to the end of my bed, my chart in his hand, barely acknowledging me as he read the details. Finally, he snapped the chart shut with a deep sigh. Doesnt look good, does it?

He was right. In the first week after my encounter with John Doe, Id needed two surgeries. One repaired my damaged carotid artery, and the other removed the shards of glass embedded in my skull. In the recovery room after the first surgery, I flatlined, something my doctor noted later with a breezy wave of his hand, as though his disregard for the seriousness of the situation would somehow put me at ease.

Id also endured a delightful course of precautionary inoculations, including tetanus and rabies vaccinations. I didnt think John Doe had attacked me in a fit of hydrophobia, but no one asked my opinion on the matter, and I certainly hadnt been in a position to argue.

During my lengthy hospital stay, I began to suffer strange symptoms. Most of them could be explained by post-trau-matic stress, others as common side effects of major surgery.

The first malady to show itself was a body temperature of one hundred and four degrees. This struck the night of my heart failure and subsequent resuscitation. I was still heavily sedated, and I cant say Im sorry to have missed it. After forty long hours the fever broke and my body temperature lowered beyond the normal range, leaving me a cool 92.7 degrees.

It wasnt until I read over my medical files that I determined this was the first indication of my change. It baffled the doctors. One doctor noted such a thing wasnt unheard of and cited evidence of low resting temperatures in coma patients. It was the equivalent of throwing his arms up in defeat, and it seemed to be the end of the matter as far as they were concerned.

The second symptom was my incredible appetite. A nasal-gastric tube fed me without disturbing the repairs made to my throat. Still, every time the pharmaceutical fog lifted, I requested food. The nurses would frown and check their chart and then explain that while I received adequate nourishment through the tube, I missed the chewing and swallowing that accompanied the act of eating. And when the tube was removed, my voracious appetite didnt show signs of decreasing. I ate astonishing amounts of food and, when I was sent home, smoked nearly a carton of cigarettes a day as though Id been possessed by some nicotine-craving demon. Conventional wisdom held that smoking after major soft tissue repair was a bad idea, but conventional wisdom wouldnt sate the maddening hunger. The masticating emptiness that plagued me was never satisfied. And the more I consumed, the wider the void became.

The third sign didnt become apparent until I had been discharged. After weeks of being immersed in the submarinelike interior of the hospital, I expected natural light to irritate me. But nothing could have prepared me for the searing pain that burned my skin when I stepped, blinking and disoriented, into the blazing white sunlight.

Though it was mid-December, I felt as if Id been tossed into an oven. My fever might have returned, but I wasnt about to spend another night in a hospital bed. I took a cab home, shut the blinds and obsessively checked my temperature every fifteen minutes. Ninety, then eighty-nine, and it kept falling. When I realized my temperature matched the one displayed on the thermostat in the living room, I decided Id lost my mind.

Whether it was a subconscious need to protect myself from further shock or a conscious decision to suppress the reality of my situation, I refused to acknowledge how odd these things seemed. It became necessary to wear sunglasses during the daylight hours, inside or out. My apartment turned into a cave. The shades were closed at all times. I stumbled around in the darkness at first, but I eventually adapted to it. After a few days, I could easily read by the flickering blue light of the television.

When I returned to my duties at the hospital, my strange habits did not go unnoticed. Because of my sudden light sensitivity, I requested night shifts. But focusing on anything amid all the beeping monitors and endless intercom pages proved impossible.

But too many things defied explanation, too many questions science couldnt answer. I wasnt sure I wanted the most obvious explanation, either.

I couldnt hold out forever, though. It would only be a matter of time before I exhausted the knowledge available in medical journals and textbooks. Eventually, I came to accept the conclusion Id dreaded.

I paced in front of my computer for a full hour. What was I thinking? Grown people didnt believe in the things that went bump in the night. Maybe I really did need the psychologist my doctor recommended.

As a child, Id never been allowed the luxury of watching Dark Shadows reruns, and any reading Id done was strictly of an academic nature. Flights of fancy were discouraged in our household. My Jungian-analyst father considered them a warning sign of an underdeveloped animus and they were a red flag to my career-feminist mother who taught these things would lead me to become another foot soldier in the unicorn-lovers army. I sat down and fired up the modem. If they were looking down on me from the heaven theyd insisted couldnt logically exist, Im sure they shook their heads in disappointment.

In a bizarre way, it was their fault I had the courage to explore the possibility that I was a vampire. Occams razor was a theory my father constantly spouted around the house. God forbid an expensive item in our museum of a home ever be broken or misplaced. Id always lie and say I wasnt there, it was a statistical anomaly. Whenever I did this, my father would fix me with his best stare of paternal disapproval and quote, One should not increase, beyond what is necessary, the number of entities required to explain anything.

In other words, if it looked like a duck, etcetera, I probably broke that lamp. Or, in the current case, if it looked like Id become a vampire

Thanks, Dad, I muttered as I lit another cigarette. Id accepted the fact they did nothing for me physically, but the routine soothed my jagged nerves. I typed vampire into a search engine and held my breath.

Marginally more reliable than tea leaves or a magic eight ball, the Web offered possibility and anonymity, two crucial components to my quest for knowledge. Still, I felt a little silly as I clicked the first link.

The number of people interested inand even claiming to bevampires astounded me, but the amount of information their Web sites offered was negligible. I found one promising lead, a professional-looking site with an area to post messages. Figuring it was as good a place to start as any, I began to explain my predicament to the dispassionate white text area.

Id never been good at expressing myself with the written word, and I felt sillier with each one I wrote. After several frustrated drafts, I gave up and shortened my entry to two fragmented sentences.

Attacked by vampire. Please advise.

I didnt have to wait long for a reply. Before I could get up for a bathroom break, my e-mail program chimed.

The first response informed me I was a psycho. The second suggested I might be watching too many late-night movies. Another tried to lovingly counsel me away from my obviously abusive relationship. For people who were supposed to believe in vampires, they sure didnt seem very open to the possibility one might actually exist.

I began deleting responses as they rolled in, until one subject line caught my eye.

1320 Wealthy Ave.

I recognized the street. It wasnt far from where I lived. Just outside of downtown, it was a street where the college students spent money from home on Georgia OKeeffe prints in poster stores next to bodegas where migrant families bought their meager groceries. Id driven through the neighborhood, but Id never stopped.

The content of the e-mail was simply this: after sundown, any night this week.

The digital clock in the corner of the computer screens display read 5:00 p.m. After sundown.

I didnt have to go to work for six more hours.

I only had to get in my car and drive.

But it seemed a dicey proposition. Curiosity had nearly killed this cat already. The sender could be a deranged groupie or vampire fanatic. Sure, he or she might be perfectly harmless and just having a bit of fun, but I didnt relish the thought of spending another month in the hospital.

How could I go to an unknown address at the advice of an anonymous e-mail? Well, it wasnt exactly anonymous. Zig-meister69@usmail.com wasnt exactly the most common e-mail address Id ever seen. I logged on to usmail.com in hopes of finding a user profile, a Web page, something to give me a line on who had sent the message to me. I came up with nothing.

That sparked another, more terrifying proposition. What if the sender was John Doe himself, quietly monitoring my activities? Though it seemed a long shot that the creature of my nightmares would give himself such a ridiculous online moniker, I didnt exactly know what he was. He could have been cleverly crafting a trap for me, finding out where I lived, how to contact me and lull me into a false sense of security.

Fuck it. I vigorously stubbed out my cigarette in the ashtray beside the keyboard before entering the address into the search engine.

The Crypt: Occult Books and Supplies.

There was a phone number and driving directions.

Nothing could happen to me in a public place, in a busy neighborhood. I used that line of reasoning as I grabbed my keys and headed out the door.

Though it was an hour after sunset, the sky was still bright enough to make my skin feel tight and itchy. I wore a baseball cap as a disguise. If John Doe was waiting when I got there, I wanted to see him before he spotted me. I popped a painkiller and one of the pills prescribed for my light sensitivity, then wrapped up in my wool trench coat to guard against the December cold.

The 1300 block was only about five miles from my home. It was in the middle of three crisscrossed streets and housed a cluster of eclectic storefronts and trendy restaurants. There were women in broomstick skirts and crocheted coats scurrying through the snow next to men in Rastafarian hats and corduroy pants. Most of the footprints on the sidewalk were made by Doc Martens.

I found a place to park in front of a crowded coffee house. With my jeans, cap and ponytail, I felt rather conspicuous. I stepped onto the sidewalk and tried to ignore the stares of the ultrahip art majors huddled behind the steamy windows. I must have looked like a mascot for the capitalist culture they all gathered to complain about.

It proved difficult to find 1320 Wealthy. I passed it several times before I spotted it. A vintage clothing store and a corner grocery, 1318 and 1322 respectively, jutted up against each other with nothing but a sandwich-board sign between them. Had I been patient enough to read the sign in the first place, I would have saved myself much frustration. The Crypt: Occult Books and Supplies, 1320 Wealthy, the silver lettering fairly shouted at me from the signs black background. A large red arrow pointed to a staircase that descended below the sidewalk in front of the clothing store.

I peered down the dubious-looking hole. The steps were wet but not icy. I took a deep breath and started down.

The door at the bottom of the stairs was old and wooden, with a window in the top half that bore the name of the shop in gold paint. Bells jingled when I entered.

The sights and smells of the place immediately overwhelmed me. Incense burned, a particularly noxious scent, and the air of the place was hazy with it. New Age music played softly, some peaceful Celtic harp composition punctuated with birdsong. I didnt know if it was the smoke or the flaky music that made me gag.

The shop wasnt horribly bright, but enough candles were lit to cast flickering shadows along the rows and rows of bookshelves.

I covered my nose with my sleeve to avoid the heavy smell of incense that rapidly formed a metallic taste in my mouth. I looked toward the sales counter.

The shop seemed empty. Hello?

I heard the heavy thunk of the door scraping shut. When I turned toward the sound, something struck me hard in the chest. Lifted off my feet, I landed flat on my back on the unfinished wooden floor.

Muscles all over my body that still werent used to movement after such a long recuperation screamed in agony, but an instinct completely foreign to me forced me to move. I quickly rolled to my side just as an axe blade splintered the floor right where my head had been.

With strength I hadnt realized I possessed, I arched my back and pushed off the floor with the palms of my hands, springing to my feet in a move like something out of an action movie. Only then did I come face-to-face with my attacker.

If I had to guess, I would have placed him at about fifteen years old. But the tattoo on the back of his hand and his multiple ear and eyebrow piercings told me he must have been at least eighteen. His long, greasy-looking hair was shaved into a thin strip down the middle of his head, and despite the temperature in the shop, he wore a heavy overcoat.

I held my hands up to show I meant no harm, but he swung the axe again, this time breaking the glass display window of the counter. Die, vampire scum!

Like any sensible person would, I ran. Though he was fast on his feet, I managed to get past the baby-faced psycho and gained the door just as it swung open. I couldnt raise my hands in time to protect myself. The heavy wood door smashed into my face and knocked me off balance. I hit the floor again in time to see the axe sail through the space Id just inhabited.

Nate, look

Two thoughts went through my mind when I saw the man whod stepped through the door. The first was holy crap. Hed stopped the axe that was just centimeters from striking his very broad chest, catching the blade between his palms before the juvenile delinquent whod thrown it could finish his shouted warning. My second thought was also holy crap.

The man was sex walking. Wide shoulders, flat stomach, wavy, dark hairI suddenly realized the appeal of those firefighter calendars that the nurses ogled in the coffee room.

Im so, so sorry, he said to me.

I took the hand he offered, nervous electricity zinging up my arm at his touch, and got to my feet. I almost said Its all right, before I realized it definitely was not. My hands shook as I reached for the door.

What the hell were you thinking, Ziggy? he raged at the younger man before turning back to me. Are you hurt, do you need anything? An ambulance?

He put his hand on my shoulder, and I shrugged it off angrily. Do most customers leave in an ambulance?

Ziggy pointed his finger accusingly at me. Shes a fucking vampire, man! Dont let her out of here!

With a ferocity that startled me, the man yelled at the boy. Get her a compress for her head!

Ziggy sputtered in disbelief. Maybe I should get her a cup of my nice warm blood, too? Sprinkle some marshmallows in it?

Upstairs, now!

The kid pushed past us as he mumbled furiously under his breath, slamming the door behind him so hard the glass in the window rattled.

I dont think hes coming back with the compress, I observed dryly.

No, I dont, either. The man laughed quietly, holding out his hand. Im Nathan Grant.

Carrie Ames.

Get out of here, you moron, my brain screamed. Hes still got the damn axe! Yet my feet stayed rooted to the spot, completely under the control of the morbid curiosity that had brought me this far and the ruthless attraction that urged me to stay as close to this man as possible.

Nathan cocked his head and regarded me with sparkling gray eyes. Clearing his throat, he leaned the axe against the doorpost and crossed his arms over his chest. Ames. Youre the doctor from the newspaper?

His voice was deep and seductively masculine, his words pronounced with a distinctly Scottish accent. I had a hard time concentrating on his question, distracted as I was by his perfect mouth. Uhyeah. That would be me.

He smiled, but it wasnt the friendliest expression Id ever seen. It reminded me of the way the dentist looks right before he says you have to come back for a root canal. Then weve got a lot to talk about, Doctor. I apologize for Ziggy. Hes got it in his head that hes a vampire hunter. Howd he find you?

Find me? Zigmeister69. Id been set up. E-mail.

Nathan chuckled. Figures. Nightblood.com?

I coughed deliberately to hide my answer. Yes.

He shook his head. Rule number one, dont go public.

Rule number what? What are you talking about?

As if he had all the time in the world to explain himself, he turned away. He stepped behind the counter and pressed a button on the CD player, cutting off the annoyingly soothing New Age droning.

What are you talking about? I demanded, tagging after him as he walked through the shop and snuffed the candles. Would you stop and talk to me?

He sighed and dropped his head, bracing his arms on a table that looked far too dainty to support his weight.

The rules you have to follow. The rules every vampire has to follow.

My hand was on the door before I realized Id intended to run.

Wait! he called after me. He caught my arm and gently turned me around to face him just as my hand found the lock. If you run out of here, this will only end badly.

His grip on the sleeve of my coat unnerved me, as did the tension in his voice. My words sounded thick and strange as I spoke. Is that a threat?

Listen, he began, some of the urgency of his tone gone now. I know you have some questions. Otherwise you wouldnt have run into Ziggy.

Yeah, I have questions. I spat the words in my anger. Who the hell are you? Why did I get attacked when I walked through that door? And what the hell makes you think Im a vampire?

I yanked open the shop door and stepped into the pitiless cold, fishing in my pocket for my half-empty pack of cigarettes.

He followed me to the threshold and let me get halfway up the steps before he spoke again. I was struggling with my lighter when he called after me.

What makes you think youre a vampire? Thats why you were trolling the vampire message boards, right? Thats where Ziggy found you. Its his M.O. He moved up the stairs with a grace Id thought reserved for animals and put his hand over mine. His skin was ice cold. No matter how many you smoke, youll never feel satisfied. The food you eat no longer fills you up, and you cant understand why.

The cigarette suddenly looked ridiculous where it rested between my fingers. I trembled, and not entirely due to the cold.

Nathan spoke again, but he sounded disconnected and far away.

Come upstairs, he said. Ill try to explain.

I took a few more steps and tried to convince myself to keep walking, to get in my car and never come back, to avoid this side of town altogether. If I never saw this place again, I could pretend none of this had ever happened. There was always the hope that Id never actually woken from surgery, and that I lingered in a coma in the ICU. As much as I wanted that to be true, I knew it wasnt. I dropped the cigarette and watched it roll to the next step. No chance Im dreaming here, huh?

No, he said quietly. We can, uh, tell our own kind.

I looked up sharply. The blood drained from my face, and I could tell by the way his expression softened that my fear was visible. Youre a

Vampire, yes, he finished for me when my voice trailed off.

Well, that settles it, I said, feeling oddly relieved despite the fact I stood in a dark stairwell with a guy who claimed to be a vampire. Im crazy.

Youre not crazy. We all go through this, when we change. He looked up nervously as a pair of feet shuffled across the snowy sidewalk above us. But this really isnt the place to discuss this. Why dont you come up to my apartment and we can talk.

Nothanks though, I said, unable to help my laughter. It was really nice meeting you, Mr. Vampire, but Ive got to go. I have to work tonight, and I just might be able to get a call in to my psychologist first. With any luck, hell give me a nice, fat prescription for some antipsychotics so I can get back to my normal life.

I turned away, but Nathan caught my arm. Faster than I could think to scream, I was pinned between his hard body and the harder brick wall. His hand clamped firmly over my mouth, muffling my terrified cry.

I didnt want to have to do this, he said through gritted teeth. Then he dipped his head, and his body went rigid against mine.

When he moved his head back up, my heart stopped. The chiseled, handsome planes of his face were twisted, the skin stretched tight over a sharp, bony snout. Long fangs glinted in the dim light. He looked the way John Doe had, just before hed ripped my throat open like a birthday present.

Only his eyes held a glimmer of control. Until the day I die, I will remember Nathans eyes, so clear and gray and heartbreakingly honest behind that horrific mask.

Now do you see? he asked.

My heart pounding, I nodded. He pulled away and covered his face with his hands. When he looked up again, his normal features had returned into an expression of kindness and compassion. It disturbed me more than when hed been a monster.

Come on. Lets go inside and Ill tell you anything you want to know.

Numb with cold and fear and hopelessness, I let him guide me up the steps to the sidewalk. Anything?

Sure, he promised, pulling a set of keys from his pocket.

Okay. I swallowed the lump in my throat. Why me?







Three

The Movement

Nathans apartment was small, with too much furniture. The walls were lined with bracketed shelves, the kind youd buy in a home-improvement store and put up on a weekend. Some were so laden with books that they bowed in the middle. Notebooks and legal pads, all scribbled on in barely legible handwriting, littered the coffee table. It was cluttered but not dirty.

Excuse our mess, he said with an apologetic smile. His gaze flitted to the hall. A Marilyn Manson song blasted at full volume behind one of the closed doors. Turn it down, Ziggy!

The music dropped a few decibels. Nathan and I stood awkwardly by the door for a moment. I suspected he was as uncomfortable as I was.

Kids, I said with a shrug, looking in the direction of what I assumed was Ziggys room.

Let me take your coat.

I watched Nathans face as he helped me out of the garment. He looked awfully young, in my opinion, to have a son Ziggys age. But then, for all I knew, Nathan could be hundreds of years old.

After hed hung my coat on a hook by the door, he seemed to suddenly animate. Have you fed? He started for the kitchen and motioned for me to follow. Ive got some A pos.

I lingered in the doorway and watched as he retrieved a plastic collection bag of blood from his refrigerator. Then he lifted a teakettle from the dish rack next to the sink and ripped the top of the bag with his teeth as though he were opening a bag of chips. Snapping on the burner of the gas stove, he emptied the blood into the teakettle and set it over the flame.

The process seemed so natural that I had to remind myself normal men didnt keep blood in their refrigerators. Of course, most normal men didnt own teakettles, either.

Youre not going to drink that, are you? Med school warnings of blood-borne pathogens flashed through my mind.

Though he didnt look at me, I saw amusement on his face. Yeah, you want some?

No! My stomach constricted. Do you know how dangerous that is?

Do you know how dangerous I am if I dont drink it? He leaned against the counter and wiped his hands on a kitchen towel. For the first time, I noticed how truly tall he was.

According to my drivers license, I stood five foot eight, and though my hospital stay had stripped some pounds from my frame, I was no wilting flower of a woman. Still, Nathan looked like he could easily rip me into pieces with his bare hands if he got the inclination.

But his voice held a note of sadness. His eyes met mine briefly, but before I could understand the pained look in them, he turned away.

Im sorry. You havent had anyone explain all this to you. Blood-drinking is just one of the realities of being a vampire. Youve got to do it sometime, and theres no time like the present. His voice was hoarse. Besides, if you hold out too long, youll snap and do somethingregrettable.

Ill take my chances. The kettle had begun to give off a warm, metallic smell. To my horror, my stomach actually rumbled. So, am I going to live forever?

Why is that the first thing everyone asks? he mused. No, you probably wont live forever.

Probably? That doesnt sound reassuring.

Wasnt meant to. He tossed the towel over his shoulder. Were not susceptible to the ravages of time or disease, and we have a healing ability that increases with age. But the list of things that can kill us is a mile long. Sunlight, holy water, hell, even a bad-enough car accident can take us out.

He poured some blood into a chipped ceramic mug and motioned toward the dinette table. If you dont want this, can I get you something else?

No, thanks. I sat in the chair he pulled out for me. Do you keep human food in here?

Yeah, he said as he sat across from me. I like it every now and then. I just cant live off it. And Ziggy needs to eat.

I frowned. Ziggy had clearly lured me to the shop in order to kill me. It didnt make a lot of sense, considering he lived with a vampire himself.

Umdoes your son know youre a vampire?

My son? Nathan looked confused for a moment, then he laughed, a deep, rich sound that warmed me. Ziggys not my son. But I can see where youd get that impression. Hes ahes a friend.

A friend? I was hip. I could read between the lines. It figured that the first decent guy Id met in this city was gay. Hes a little young for you, dont you think?

An embarrassed smile curved Nathans lips. Im not a homosexual, Carrie. Ziggys my blood donor. I watch out for him, thats all.

That was the first time hed used my name instead of addressing me as Doctor or Miss Ames. In his thick accentI was fairly certain he was Scottishmy generic, first-pick-from-the-baby-name-book moniker sounded exotic and almost sensual. I wondered if he could sense the attraction I felt, the heat coursing through my blood.

If he did, he had the courtesy not to comment on it. I was grateful for that. So why did he try to kill me? I mean, if youre a vampire, and he knows it and gives you his blood and everything, whats his beef with me?

Nathan sipped from his mug. Its complicated.

I glanced at the clock on the wall. Ive got a few hours.

He seemed to consider his response for a moment. Setting his cup aside, he braced his elbows on the table and covered his face with his hands. Listen, you seem like a real nice girl, but theres something I have to ask you, and its a little personal.

Despite the ominous tone
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