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“…Bit my pretty red heart in two.

			I was ten when they buried you.

			At twenty I tried to die

			And get back, back, back to you.

			I thought even the bones would do.”

					– Syliva Plath: Daddy
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			.

			It seemed that the tug of the blackness was endless. Seth offered it no resistance. It thrilled him in fact, this total surrender, this ultimate vertigo, this coming apart and sinking down into slimy closeness. 

			“This is death,” he said to himself after the gradual numbness, the absence of physical pain was replaced by the buzzing into being of pure consciousness. For a while it seemed like light, but this was an inadequate description because Seth knew he had no eyes. He saw and yet did not see but instead knew. Then he felt the lurching back. It was as though one had fallen to the length of a safety rope, only to be abruptly jerked up taut. The sensation suggested being thrown around on board a boat on rough waters. 

			Perhaps for this reason when Seth opened his eyes he found himself on a kind of vessel. Looking out around him he saw only nighttime waters. No sun, moon, or stars lit this sky. The waters, the sky was a reddish brown stain, the very boat itself exuded a sense of oppressive stillness. 

			Finally the boat began to move. It wasn’t a natural movement though, for there was no sound of a motor and no wind in sails, nor even much motion in the form of waves. Of course, thought Seth, this is the boat of the dead coming to carry me to my final home. For many years he’d kept a coin in his coat pocket to pay the ferryman should the day he was living prove his last day. So now as the vessel moved through the sluggish waters he lay his coin down though there was no one to take it up. Seth paced the gangplank and whistled a cheerful tune to himself. In a short time he would be with his true love and what better end could there be to a day? Feeling the urge to smoke he remembered that the material coin he’d left in his coat pocket had been here, now, in the coat that he saw himself as wearing. Rummaging he found with some levity that his cigarettes and lighter were also there. Leaning on the prow for a moment he put the cigarette in his mouth and lit it. 

			As he smoked he reflected on the illusion that he was still in possession of his physical body. The illusion of the nicotine rushing into his bloodstream was divine and he had no intention of arguing matters of reality with it. While he smoked the starless heavens settled a fog over him. But while the cigarette lasted it didn’t seem to matter too much where he was going. He didn’t feel the need to see or know. When the boat did pass through the patch of mustard coloured fog he saw a head a rocky outcrop with a wedged shaped hole in it. It looked like a gateway of stone; large enough for three such vessels as the one he was aboard to pass abreast. 

			As he looked out in its direction another boat became visible out of the corner of his eye. It was a modern sort of boat that should have had a motor and yet skimmed silently through the water. The people aboard were heading in the same direction as him, toward the mouth in the rock, beyond which nothing was visible. As they drew close to drawing level with Seth’s boat he was able to clearly see the occupants of the craft. There was a man at the helm and a woman by his side. Further back, sitting on the deck was a girl. As Seth looked as these people on the silent boat they simultaneously turned to look at him. Their heads seemed to turn just a little unnaturally far on their necks. There faces were luminous white and their eyes as black as the view beyond the stone gateway. 

			Seth had known the dead in many ways and forms, and yet this ship of death heading for the unknown door unsettled him. There was something about their faces, particularly the girl who sat now on the deck and looked at him as her boat drew close to over take his own. He couldn’t look away as they passed and were just about to pull away. The water churned between them reddish with the consistency of honey. The girl turned back to look at him, her dark hair hanging down around her startling pale face. He drew in his breath. In that instant, as though she had waited to feel that sharp indrawn breath from Seth that came from him as though he’d been knifed in the lung, she suddenly landed on the prow of his own vessel. With a preternatural nimbleness she now perched on the rim in a crouched position smiling at him. The parent-vessel continued on without her.

			In the chill of this sudden proximity and the insidious touch of her cool fingers on his arm full recognition was instant. As soon as she smiled at him her eyes returned to normal, once again possessing whites of the eye and pupil. She sat down now and let her legs hang before her, kicking them back and forth in the manner a small child might amuse itself. She smoothed down her skirt that had ridden up when she sprang. 

			“Greetings my beautiful nightmare,” Seth whispered.

			“Greetings, Seth.”

			And almost as soon as she had spoken Seth caught an image over her shoulder of a flash of brighter red. In the space of one breath the water behind her turned and churned to blood, and in it floated dozens of bodies. There were parts of bodies, arms, heads, the stockinged leg of a woman. Among the body parts bobbed the corpse of a naked infant. Seth grimaced at the sight but even as he did the sharp scent of blood was upon him like an attacker. Some power that moved like fire went through his veins and saliva rushed into his mouth, his stomach tightened and a little flutter passed through the muscles and tendons around his jaw. But he ignored the feeling and looked back at Lucrece.

			“Hungry, my love?” she whispered in her mocking tone.

			“Yes,” he replied immediately, “for you.”

			She raised her eyebrows in that way that she did. She would raise both eyebrows at once but one higher than the other so that the very expression seemed to beg a subtle question.

			“Then you are still a man and not truly the beast of my dreams. You feel for all those poor people down there more than you hunger.”

			“This is true,” Seth said it firmly, hoping the affirmation would make it true, keep it true. 

			“But with me you can have my love and my blood,” she said.

			“That is of course written in the script I keep inside my head of my own infernal heaven,” he replied, and he smiled, his eyes glinting with a voracious heat.

			“But know I am your very death, my dear.”

			He was already taking her fragile body in his arms, intent on wrecking lust terrible and unspeakable upon it, when her face began to change. Lucrece was in his arms, a beautiful dark haired, dark eyed, pale skinned girl of about nineteen or twenty, with high cheek bones, bones almost too fine, and a little mole above her mouth. 

			But as he drew closer to her mouth to kiss her her face became paler, bluish in tinge, her hair that had been dry and glossy became wet and tangled with river weed, her lips deepened from blue to purple. Even her vivid dark eyes that had twinkled with equal measures of desire and sadism were the milky eyes of a corpse suddenly, vague, blind, pupils fixed and dilated. 

			If only it had been the first time Lucrece had turned herself into a dead girl in his arms he might have flinched at being so reminded of the terrible event that broke his heart. Or at least have recoiled in disgust, but Seth didn’t move at all. He continued to hold her close. After a moment he brushed back her wet hair, full of spiky brambles and tenderly caressed one side of her cold, marble-hard cheek. 

			“’Cover her face, mine eyes dazzle. She died young,’” he whispered and in a moment the dead girl giggled. The perfect image of death dissolved and she came to life once more.

			“Seth! You quoted Anne Rice to me, you know how I feel about that!” 

			Seth had to laugh too, but his laugh was exuberant. 

			“Nah, I quoted John Webster who Anne Rice also quoted actually.” 

			He stopped laughing though, she was touching him and if he’d been willing to show it he’d have had to admit that he could hardly breathe. She ran her fingertips appreciatively over his biceps and over his barrel chest.

			“You are, all in all, a most unlikely but pleasing location to discover a geek.”

			“I am so not a geek, Lucrece.” 

			But his argument was cut short by a guttural growl that emerged from the back of his throat as her hand went lower and stroked his erection. 

			“I suppose you are half right,” she said, her eye brows raised again, her clipped upper class voice driving him to near insanity as she rubbed him and teased him simultaneously. “You are I suppose more of a freak than a geek. My darling you think in poetry. It moves around in you and sustains you like blood. There is poetry in you like there’s darkness, and the smell of the woodlands where they’re wettest and steeped in rank decay, like there’s worn stone and grit in you. Anyone who ever knew your wild soul would know that poetry is a savage woodland beast-mistress you court nightly… But nobody knows you Seth,” she whispered near his ear, “not like I do.”

			He kissed her savagely then.

			“Fuck me! Bite me!” she goaded him unnecessarily. Seth required not the least bit of goading; he had every intention of taking her and of covering his face, hands and the deck at their feet with her blood while he did it. Yes! This was his heaven. Knowing that she may know the pleasing pain of his bite that he could no longer really harm her or fear crushing her delicate neck with the brutality of his desire, that was bliss beyond his most feverish imaginings. 

			His hands ripped at things, her dress, her underwear, pushing them up, down, or breaking them completely. Her neck was achingly beautiful, it’s white sinews stretch back as he used his teeth on her clothing. Finally her breasts were bare. For a moment he drew back to look at her held there against the deck, her breasts exposed, her panties around her ankles and her skirt caught in his fist. Her eyes as always dared him to do his worst. He took a handful of her hair, wrapped it around his fist and used this to turn her around and bend her over the edge of the vessel. It would be sweet to take her like this the first time, by feel alone.

			But before he could even undo his trousers something struck him. The boat had ceased to move. The sudden awareness of the stillness filled him with an unaccountable dread, he pulled back from Lucrece abruptly.

			“We’ve stopped moving.”

			

			Lucrece adjusted her skirt and smoothed down her hair as she stood and turned around to look at him. A slight smile seemed to play around her mouth before she pretended she had only just noticed.

			“So we have!”

			“What does this mean, Lucrece?”

			Seth found his voice sounded stern, as he began pacing the deck like an animal that suddenly realises it’s been caged. He turned back to Lucrece who was standing looking off into the distance with her head on one side.

			“’I bit my arm, I sucked the blood, I cried a sail! A sail!’” she said, as though quoting for the benefit of an audience that bobbed around somewhere in the water. A frown spread slowly across Seth’s brow. He recognised these words from The Rime of the Ancient Mariner all right and the image of the albatross was before him suddenly. 

			“What have I done?” Seth whispered. 

			Lucrece came up behind him then and began to toy with the hair at the back of his neck.

			“’And I had done a hellish thing

			And it would work ‘em woe,

			For all averred, I’d killed the bird,

			That made the breeze to blow.’”

			Seth turned to face her.

			“What are you trying to tell me?”

			She only smiled and shrugged. He caught her around the shoulders almost as though he meant to shake her. But she disappeared from his grasp and reappeared near the mast, laughing.

			“Don’t man-handle me unless you mean to follow through, Seth! Surely you know already. You have albatross, four and twenty hanging about your neck.” 

			

			As Seth watched she knotted and unknotted a strand of hair around her finger. 

			“So. Am I supposed to bless them then? The slimy creatures of the deep, like the old Mariner did?” Seth muttered, starring down into the waters that seemed to seethe with malignant intent. Lucrece shrugged.

			“You may as well bless them. They are our kin.”

			“Do you really believe that about us? About what we are?”

			“Not really,” she replied without turning, so all he could see was her profile against the ruddy sky, “But you do.”

			Seth didn’t reply, he took out another cigarette and slowly held the flame to it’s tip, watching the tobacco catch fire to just the right point before inhaling. 

			“Do I disturb your repose like Odin rousing the sibyl, Lucrece? Do I need to show you the scars on my sorcerer’s soul to prove I’ve harrowed hell, that I’ve hung for nine nights upon the World Tree?”

			A slight inscrutable smile was visible on Lucrece’s face.

			“You might have hung upon the World Tree for nine nights Seth, but it appears the tree of the world is not yet done with you, my dear and maybe you don’t want to be done with it either.” 

			“Oh I think I do,” Seth muttered.

			Lucrece turned and looked at him very suddenly. 

			“But don’t you want to know what really happened to me?”
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			It was more awful to see his friend like that than Christopher had been able to prepare for. The heart monitor bothered him the most. The drone of the sluggish blips immediately took Christopher back to Eugene’s deathbed. He could not have described, even to himself the cold vertigo, the unstable sense of psychological fragmentation that still hung in the silence between those repetitive sounds. 

			“Hello, Seth,” he said quietly, he picked up the other man’s limp hand and gave it a squeeze. It felt strange for Seth’s hand to not give off a strong, even quite brutal squeeze in return. Christopher found himself looking at that hand and noticing things he’d never noticed before, the patterns of the veins, the small scars. 

			How strange it is, Christopher thought, how many things we never think to notice or look at until we are on the verge of losing someone. For a second he had to sit back in his seat and take a few breaths as a wave of dizziness came over him. It was still easy to exhaust himself still, and the sheer emotion he felt in this moment seemed enough to put him back in his own bed. Recovering himself Christopher rapidly assessed the situation. He noted that Seth was breathing for himself and that his heart rate seemed regular. 

			“So you’re his people are you?” A voice said. Christopher jumped and almost got to his feet. “No please, sit down,” a youngish man in his mid thirties or so said who was clearly a doctor. 

			

			“Yes,” Christopher said, looking at Seth’s inert face, even stronger and more darkly noble in stillness, “I am his people.”

			The young doctor came over and stood on the other side of the bed. He looked at the heart monitor for a while and checked the drip. Then after a moment he said:

			“Of course you don’t have to answer if you don’t want to.”

			“And I probably won’t.”

			“But this is an interesting case for a few reasons.”

			“He’s not a ‘case’,” Christopher snapped defensively.

			“Of course,” the doctor said with a thin smile, “of course. I just mean he has me puzzled a bit.”

			“In what respect?” Christopher could almost feel himself bristle defensively over his friend’s body, hating suddenly the insults to Seth’s privacy that this situation involved. 

			“Well I can tell you this much: your friend is very strong, we never expected him to live. His vitals were really weak when we got him in here, we thought he’d lost way too much blood and his heart wouldn’t take it. But when we established his blood type and we got him on some blood transfusions he responded really surprisingly well. He endured hours of surgery that no one thought he’d live through. Finally, after it was clear he was alive but not out of the coma he was assigned to me. And I examined him and read his case file,” at this the doctor casually leaned over and lifted Seth’s top lip revealing his impressive two sets of sharp canine teeth. Christopher was shocked by the violence of his own reaction, within a second his was on his feet.

			“Don’t touch him!” 

			The doctor quickly pulled his hand away, as though he intrinsically understood the undertone of physical aggression that seethed beneath the surface of Christopher’s emotions, even though Christopher had given no overt sign of it.

			

			“It’s a little late for that. As a doctor it is necessary that I touch him. He has some pretty amazing teeth which I can’t help thinking is related to the mouthful of someone else’s neck he had in there when they brought him in. It’s on his files.”

			“There was a struggle, as you know if you’ve read his file. Look I’ve given my statement to the Police.”

			“Oh, yes, yes of course,” the doctor waved the whole thing away with his hand, “I’m not too interested in the law Mr Penrose, I’m a medical man.” There was a short but still uncomfortable silence before Christopher slowly exhaled and said quietly,

			“So, other than Seth’s extra set of teeth and the fact he’s been shot twice in the chest did you discover anything else wrong with him?”

			“No, nothing,” the doctor said. 

			“And you did blood tests?”

			“Yes, other than the injuries and some anaemia, which could well be the after-effects of blood loss, he appears to be in normal good health. And it will please you to know he’s dreaming.”

			“Well that’s good.”

			“It means his brain is working. What is strange though is I can’t work out why he’s in a coma. We didn’t discover any head trauma or sign of stroke. He shouldn’t be in a coma, he should be dead,” the doctor shrugged then as though he realised he was talking out loud, “but he keeps trying to pull his breathing tube out and he moves around a bit sometimes and dreams.  I wouldn’t be surprised if he wakes up, you know? I just hope he doesn’t wake up to a world of trouble when he does,” the doctor added pregnantly. 

			Christopher furrowed his brow.

			“Yes,” he murmured, “me too.”

			

			They’d never called it ‘moving in’, but as Sophia prepared for Christopher’s arrival she began to get frightened as well as excited. She thought about things Eugene had said about their future and Seth’s Lucrece. The words ‘the living can never compete with the dead’ went through her mind from time to time, as she changed linen and tried to make her flat congenial to Christopher, and when they did she shivered. For all that had happened she had no doubt those words, and their truth would continue to haunt her. As Jane had once done she would find herself whispering out loud: ‘just leave him alone, Eugene.’

			She went to the market and some car-boot sales and found some old retro looking furniture. Silently she pulled down her blow up furniture and packed it away but the symbolism wasn’t lost on her. She knew that her blow-up furniture was about a life that packs flat, one that could be uprooted at any time. Putting in even a few beaten up chairs that needed to be carried up the stairs was something like a commitment to not running and running was all she’d come to know. 

			These changes weren’t just about Christopher’s comfort they were about how she’d changed too. The girl that had lived here before had been trying to crowd out the voices from beyond the hedge with numerous distractions, sounds and electric lights. The girl that returned here now returned as an initiate of that world and came back in bearing all its strangeness with her. She found she no longer wanted a lot of things. Both for Christopher and for her she found her self placing out candles and removing electric lamps and bringing her new magical equipment out into the main living areas rather than hidden away in cupboards. 

			Having fled from Josh’s threats only a month earlier she was able to completely rearrange all the things she now took back out of boxes and much of it she found she no longer wanted. And after her desperate flight across the fields and footpaths of Pewsey she went out and bought herself a pair of still stylish but flat high-boots. Just in case, she thought, you know? Next time a crazed vampire tears out the throat of my boyfriend’s sister or a gun wielding maniac attacks us I’ll have the right footwear prepped. 

			Sophia didn’t know why, but it still felt impossible to relax, impossible to assume that all their troubles were over. Part of her was still correcting the things that had made their last crisis so difficult, she replaced her mobile phone, acquired clothing that was good for running in. Sophia considered it a truism of life that having the right footwear for a situation meant that you have ninety percent of that situation covered. 

			The final touch she put on the flat before driving to the hospital to get Christopher was to purchase some pot plants. This was for two reasons. One was that she knew that Christopher loved nature, and there wasn’t much nature in her flat. Secondly, it was the AA procedure that, even though she wasn’t an alcoholic, she figured was relevant to her as someone who had previously been a total disaster and was trying to become a non-disaster. At AA they say that you should buy a pot plant and if you can keep that alive for a year then you should try a goldfish and if you can keep that alive for a year to try a puppy. As someone who was about to ‘move in’ with someone it seemed appropriate that she prove to herself that she could keep pot plants alive. 

			“’Moving in,’” she whispered to herself out loud, “I must be bolshie.”  

			And yet as she stepped into the hospital her step immediately sped up to cover as quickly as possible the distance between her and Christopher. She knew that as soon as she saw him her heart would do something inside her that her heart had never previously known how to do, that her stomach would clench and when he would look up in that way he did every hard thing in her would feel like liquid. 

			There he was, sitting in the windowsill of the room looking out, framed against the pale sky, just as he had been sitting on that first night, shortly before they made love. 

			He was wearing his well-worn pair of favourite jeans and a small-check short-sleeved shirt and his hair was reaching a stage where if they didn’t cut it off soon she’d have to tie it back for him. She could see from the sinews in his forearms and around his shoulders, even through the shirt, that he’d lost weight during his injury. 

			The weight loss made his bone structure stand out more; his deep set eyes gave him a serious and intent stare. There was now little chance of anyone picking him as only nineteen. Even before his injury Christopher had had that kind of body, height and build that made him look anywhere between eighteen and twenty. But now she was well aware that she had stopped putting that idea of him as a boy between them or making special allowances, she had in fact, invited him wholly and completely into her life and heart without reservations. Logically she saw his total emotional disadvantage in the situation, that regardless of what he’d been through in the past six months he would always be five years younger than her and that his experience of the world was still very limited. But logic played no part in her decision.

			When the door closed behind them and Sophia latched it it was like they were suddenly strangers again. Christopher put his knapsack down on the floor. The contents of that knapsack were his only baggage at the moment. It had his notebook, his diary with Eugene’s poetry in it, his copy of the works of Alfred Tennyson in it; book-marked to In Memorium; and some clothes his Mum had brought to the hospital for him. As yet this was Christopher moving in and when he went over it in his mind other than a few more books he couldn’t remember exactly what, if anything he’d want to bring from his old life. 

			Sophia didn’t move either for a moment, except to awkwardly put her car keys in a container by the door that sat on a little table. It seemed somehow that they had jumped back in time to before they’d ever had sex. Christopher felt confused by the feeling, but immediately he knew it was the naked truth of how their very action in standing their together in that moment, in Sophia’s house, was a declaration of the seriousness of what they meant to each other. 

			“Wow, this is weird,” Sophia said after a moment. “Umm, do you want a drink?” 

			Christopher found himself smiling. It was a warm, soft smile that felt good; it seemed to come from a place of affection and pleasant humour. There had been too little of those feelings of late. 

			“You know, I don’t think so.”

			“Okay…”

			“Let’s just stand here and be uncomfortable instead.” He grinned.

			“It’s not uncomf… okay it is. And why again do you want us to keep doing it?” She shook her head in consternation but she smiled back at him.

			“Because I like it,” he whispered, reaching for her hand, “remember how uncomfortable it was the first time I did this?”

			“Yes,” she said quietly.

			“I was half way through reciting –“

			“The Love Song of J Alfred Prufrock for me,” she finished for him.

			

			“Yes,” he loved that the moment he’d first taken her hand was as clear in her mind as it was in his. “And I was so, so, so incredibly scared to do it.”

			“You didn’t seem it.”

			“Oh but I was. I was terrified. But I had to do it.”

			“To ‘disturb the universe’?” 

			Christopher laughed and shook his head, and slowly as he did he drew her a little bit closer.

			“ Because fear excites me I guess. I think this is where everyone goes wrong, they’re only looking for the easy feelings. Let’s keep making each other a little bit uncomfortable.”

			“Ah Christopher, you never change do you?” She laughed then. And then more seriously she looked up at him and said: “Okay then, let’s.”

			Without warning Sophia suddenly went down on her knees in front of him. He looked at her puzzled but intrigued by her strange behaviour.

			“What are you doing?” he asked.

			“Making you uncomfortable,” she murmured, leaning closer so that she nuzzled his leg slightly through his jeans. He reached down and touched her hair.

			“No, seriously, what are you doing?”

			Sophia laughed. And her laugh had that husky, sexy quality to it that he remembered so fondly from the first night they met. He felt her fingers linger over his belt buckle.

			“Oh, Christopher, your innocence is just too gorgeous sometimes! Nonetheless I’m planning on taking a bit more of your virginity away.”

			His belt slid out from the buckle and she undid the button on his jeans. He felt with some fascination the rush of blood to his groin and how sudden and dizzying it could be. Having for so long lived a half-life where he had one foot in the world of the dead the full power this kind of desire was still new to him. When Sophia undid his zipper his erection was immediately free but she paused inches from making contact and looked up at him. His stomach muscles tightened when he looked into her eyes. She’s right, he thought, I am uncomfortable, deeply, almost squirmingly uncomfortable. 

			Ever so slowly she ran her bottom lip along the head of his cock before opening her mouth and sliding it down over much of his length. He gasped involuntarily and had to reach back to the wall behind him to steady himself. She accommodated the fact that he seemed to need something to lean on by shuffling forward on her knees a bit without losing contact. Christopher’s back hit the wall and he shut his eyes. 

			Just as slowly Sophia drew him back out of her mouth in a manner that suggested she was savouring the taste and feel of him. She looked at him again. It thrilled Christopher utterly how truly off-centre he felt. He had never felt that way giving her pleasure, for him that had been the most natural thing in the world. 

			“Do you want to live, Christopher?”

			“I’m sorry?” he managed to say, after catching his breath. His body was on fire with a demanding species of lust and yet he didn’t feel capable of picking her up and carrying her to the bed. No it was clear to him that he was completely in her hands here in a way he had not yet experienced.

			“I said: do you want to live, Christopher Penrose?”

			“Yes.”

			Her lips lingered around the tip of his erection, causing him to screw his eyes up tightly whenever she made contact. She seemed to note his writhing with a certain satisfaction.

			“Because I saw you beyond the mist, I saw you walk away from this world. I don’t think you’d be back here if it had been up to you. Eugene and I brought you back…”

			“I want to live.”

			“Hmm,” she murmured, as though not convinced, but lightly tormenting him with her mouth while she considered his words. “I’m not hearing the feeling in it.” 

			He half laughed half groaned and hit his head gently into the wall behind him.

			“I want to live, Sophia!” He put his hand on her shoulder and squeezed it tightly conveying his urgency, “And if you don’t finish what you’ve started I’m going to need to pick you up and throw you on the bed in there and finish it for you!” 

			Sophia smiled.

			“Good,” she murmured. “Good. So you are feeling suitably uncomfortable?”

			“Yes!”

			She took him in deeply then and brought all her experience to bear on teaching him some new things about pleasure; things he had come very close to dying without ever knowing. 
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			No sooner had Lucrece spoken than she had disappeared. The only hint Seth was left with as to her meaning was in the waters below, and he knew it. He gazed down into the curdled blood, leaning down closer and closer to its surface until it was almost looking directly into the unseeing eyes of one of the heads that floated there. I guess this is where I go down a layer further. As he climbed over the side of the boat and prepared to slide into the sanguine tide he didn’t feel any revulsion.  Revulsion was a rare emotion for Seth. He did not particularly like the idea of sliding in there among all those dead body parts and congealed looking blood but he didn’t particularly rebel against the idea either. 

			“Well Lucrece, I suppose it is time that I bless the slimy monsters of the abyss,” he said to her, even though he knew she was no longer there. 

			Putting his feet in first and finding the temperature unpleasantly luke-warm Seth took a deep breath and went down. The water was thick and too dark for Seth to see, he thrashed around with his hands to try and swim downward and felt his hands touch the cool, slippery skin of the dead. 

			When he tried to breathe the thick bloodied water choked in the back of his throat and he coughed it back out. It left a rancid taste in his mouth, as though he’d tried to drink the blood of something already dead. He hated that taste above all others and it made him feel he would vomit. I don’t need to breathe he told himself, it’s an illusion. There isn’t real air here and there isn’t real liquid. Just stop breathing! But when he tried to do that and simultaneously swim down away from the surface he found himself holding his breath and experiencing the burning sensation in his lungs and in his brain that tells the body it needs oxygen. 

			Real panic began to flash through Seth’s system then but he kicked harder against the thick water. Finally as the body part laden upper waters gave way to clearer, blacker, deeper waters he could feel it would soon be impossible to hold his breath any longer. I can’t really drown, I can’t really die, I am already dead. But the illusion of needing to breathe and of being trapped deeply under water was so compelling that the Seth felt the almost undeniable panic telling him to try for the surface. Something in him quelled that urge though; it was the long honed force of his sorcerous will. He could not let himself be ruled by an illusion he knew to be meaningless. This is my brain’s conditioned response, I want to breathe because I still believe that I’m a person and I identify completely with my human body.

			As soon as that thought crossed through Seth’s mind it was totally clear what he needed to do. Still swimming downward and now finding it increasingly easy to cut through the water Seth calmly closed his eyes and breathed in. He let the darkness fill his throat. For a moment the back of his throat resisted from habit but then relaxed and he felt the darkness begin to fill his lungs. Nothing is painful of scary about this beyond my belief that it should be. The first part of the thick, black substance filling his lungs was the worst but when the resistance was gone everything began to change. Seth realised he was no longer breathing and that he was no longer exactly swimming and yet he was moving through space without effort. He was moving downward.

			Before him he saw an opening, as though the darkness simply had a door in it and he passed through. As soon as he did the door way was gone. The dark waters were gone. Seth was simply somewhere else or more precisely something else. He moved now like a strange beast that can run across the inverted surface of a cave roof or walls and he moved among others of his kind. He felt their dark seething power and heard their chattering sounds. Every now and again he would see flashes of the black leathery wings of the others, or of a hunched furry back. Some of the bodies looked rodent-like, others partly bat-shaped and they moved as one through the mouth of something, some going in, some coming out. Seth moved with them without question, it was not the first time he had taken this form and flown or moved like this. But never had he come so deep into this lair or felt so close to his own true nature. 

			He found himself confronted by the red-glowing eyes of another like himself. The eyes were close and he could feel the sucking dark behind them. As usual he didn’t know whether he was attracted or disturbed by the presence of those eyes or of the way they had of speaking to him without speaking. Seth! Come! We approach a place where the blood from the River of Blood and Tears seeps from the cave wall. It is a sacred place where we come to taste the blood of man mingled with the tears of the Lady of Mercy. Drink and you will dream! 

			Seth did not need to be told. His claw-like feet scuttled naturally in the direction of the scent of blood and his scaly tail flicked back and forth with rising excitement. He could feel that excitement in his fellows also. When the reached the damp spot where redness filled the vision and the vulnerable smell of human blood began to rise up like a stain through the cave wall some hung back and some went forward. Those who hung back seemed to watch those who went forward. The strange shrill sounds of arousal were everywhere. It became clear there was no need for self-control here. Those who hung back did so because they had already fed. There was no need for the punishing self-control that had been part of Seth’s life since The Hunger began. 

			He didn’t feel it in this place. When his long tongue found the blood that came through the teeming cracks in the walls of this place he found a soft, melting abandon in it. And this of course was the best blood. This was the blood of the world that falls upon the earth. In it he could taste a thousand complexities. The different humans that had bled the blood were all there. 

			The women that died in their prime who tasted sweet and ripe, the older women who tasted as a beautiful dusty library full of old books would taste if one could convert it to liquor. The young men who tasted salty like a hot summer’s day, the older men who tasted more like mist and twilight. The children who had such an unbearable purity, such a terrible sorrow that tasted like the very strongest peak of life; a place that was all of what love can be and the nightmare of loss. 

			Oh how he wanted to drink them all! To remember each to savour them and convert them inside him into an eternal memory that became a distillation of a particular taste and fragrance and was honoured inside him always as a thing of beauty. Yes! This was what it had been all along this need to bite! This feeling that Seth had always sensed that there was something holy in the urge. This was it… 

			The others around him were all a part of it, this great supping on blood, this great celebration of life. How strange it was… Seth felt the dying and the cutting of these people and yet an awareness of beauty was dominant. He felt them all at once and sometimes singularly, so that one would rise to the surface for a moment like a crescendo, crying out his or her life in a note of lingering beauty. 

			He wanted to taste everyone then. To taste every man, woman and child on the planet and sample their uniqueness. But most of all he wanted to taste the people he loved most. To hold them inside him like this in this frenzy of destructive preservation. None of these memories would fade. Not the unbearable tenderness of the babies or the well-aged complexity of the older men, none of it would be forgotten! Seth was ecstatic. And then he tasted and smelt at the same time something different, something he recognised. In a passion of fixation he quelled the other competing voices, touches, and smells. What was it? 

			Christopher. He tasted Christopher’s blood that he recognised from drinking it before. And what could be said about Christopher’s blood? That it was like that salty, hot and bursting summer but also with an ethereal refinement in it that maddened the senses? That there was a subtle sweetness there, a hint, an ever so delicate and faint hint, of boyhood still? All of these things could be said; and yet they alone did not fully explain its effect on Seth. It tasted better than anything else because it was familiar; it tasted like something that might be described as ‘home’. Seth found himself following the blood as though sniffing his way along a trail. 

			It took him some time to realise he wasn’t in the cave any more, that he had literally passed through the cave wall into the blood and from the blood on a particular trail of blood. The blood smelt and felt fresher and fresher, almost like he was edging close to arterial blood. How terrible the desire for that kind of blood was! The kind that someone does not give off without the deepest of injuries! Only from Millicent in his madness had he lost control enough to take that deep blood from a person.

			 He seemed to be burrowing himself into Christopher’s artery. And then Seth realised what was occurring. I have drunk of his blood and he has drunk of mine, there is a link between us now. I am inside his blood. But Seth wasn’t just aware of Christopher in that moment, but of his own body also. It was apparent that through Christopher he had found his way back to where his own body was laying and nothing at all seemed the same any more.

			Christopher didn’t want to think about it any more than he wanted to remember shoving a knife into Josh’s neck and cutting through the cords of it like tough meat. And yet there it was, just as raw as the memories of violence, eroding the edges of sleep with tidal persistence, dissolving him like sand. Eugene was in his arms again; like that ulcer that your tongue just can’t leave alone… Christopher would hear again Eugene’s desperate sounding whisper; always it was like this now, this race against the clock as though every interaction they’d ever had was timed by falling sand in a necromantic sermon timer, by blips of a heart monitor, or by the ticking of a terminal illness clock. A race against heaven... 

			I’m afraid, Christopher! There. I said it… You may as well take my pride now as well. What use will I have for it? God, the way it feels to hold you! I’d do anything! Don’t you feel it? As though nothing in life has ever been quite so right or fit quite so well as this? …Anything except hurt you. -Live. Live like I couldn’t live. Just know that someone, once, loved you like you were the very thing moving the blood through their aortas, pumping the air in and out of their body… 

			Each of Eugene’s words had chiselled out its own hole in Christopher that allowed a cold wind to blow through him. He could hear the hollow whistle of it even laying there in his bed.

			“What is it?” he demanded of the darkness.

			Once he had asked that question to the still air, craving an answer from Eugene’s unseen ghost. But now Christopher meant something different by his question, it had become more metaphysical. What he really meant now was: what is it about Eugene? What is it about Eugene and I? What magic is there about him, or about us, that wounds me freshly at every turn? That hangs in the air like an ancient perfume evoking a buried memory, always leaving you inhaling the air in confused desperation trying to place the scent…

			Christopher shivered at the naked truth of it. It was a terrible sort of truth to acknowledge that he had no regrets. That even after everything that had happened on account of it he would have still held out his hand and invited Eugene into the protective circle. He wanted it to be otherwise, to be able to tell himself that he realised now that it was wrong, a mistake of occult inexperience. Instead he knew he would do it all again in exactly the same manner to have known that kiss.

			Opening his eyes he turned over quietly and looked at Sophia sleeping beside him. She was only a dark form suggestive of a black swathe of hair and lighter skin. Christopher smiled with a poignant ache in his chest. He loved her, that much he knew. And for her he would have to find some way to live with the perforations that Eugene’s words had left in him. He would have to find a way to still that rush of excitement he still felt when the draft would get in through the cracks in the building and move the curtains slightly. Christopher would turn life up to a stunning pitch and volume and drown out the echoes of that soft quaver Eugene left in his stomach. One night, some night soon, he would rest without the precipice of sleep being filled with Eugene’s reaching hands and lips, he would dream dreams where he was not tangled in knotted locks of Eugene’s hair. It would happen because Sophia loved him.

		

	
		
			

			4

			Sophia was virtually running on the stairs with her bags, full of breathless news and the desire to see Christopher. She fumbled with her keys and bags at the door and then thought she should be quieter in case he was resting. Slowing herself down she placed down her bags and turned the key in the door discreetly. But as soon as Sophia opened the door she could tell Christopher was up because there were cooking smells coming from the kitchen. 

			“You’re up, sweetie,” she said, coming in and placing her bags down and looking at him. 

			He was wearing jeans and a fitted tee shirt and moving around in the kitchen, putting things away and checking the oven. 

			“I am,” he replied, coming over to her. 

			He took her in his arms and kissed her lips. She loved how he still did this every time they greeted each other. It didn’t take long she knew from other relationships before a thoughtless peck on the cheek or a brief hug was the most interest couples took in each other. It was intoxicating to be at this stage where every time they met Christopher would pull her up against him like this and kiss her. She would feel his erection through his jeans and his urgent passion in his kiss and she would gleefully reciprocate the message his body was giving her. But hot on the heels of this feeling was a rush of fear that it would stop. It had to stop right? It always stops. 

			And then there was the need to draw back and take stock of what was happening in her kitchen, this was perhaps more foreign and difficult to process than the rest of the picture.

			“Christopher Penrose have you, like, cooked for me?” she asked, striding into the kitchen to examine the proceedings. Christopher laughed slightly, the quiet, almost enigmatic laugh he had that she found so sexy. 

			“I have indeed, like, cooked for you.”  She swung around to look at him as though she felt some sort of trick was being played on her. He turned around and came back toward her with a glass of wine he’d poured. “I hope this is something you like, I found it in the pantry.” She took the glass mutely from him, still looking at him like she wasn’t sure he was real. “What?” he said after a while, with a grin.

			“See I’d almost processed the whole thing where I’ve been lucky enough to find a completely gorgeous young man who is totally lovely and freakishly good in bed but the ‘cooks me dinner when I come home’ thing just puts this over the edge into the ‘things that don’t happen in reality category.’” 

			“You’re making me blush,” he said quite seriously, taking something out from the oven with an oven mitt.

			“And see! You just say that totally cute sort of stuff as though you don’t even realise it’s cute!” 

			Christopher looked quizzically at her. 

			“That’s probably because I don’t realise it’s ‘cute’. I figure if you’re nineteen and blushing it’s less embarrassing if you own up to it upfront. Is cooking something for your partner when they’ve been out all day really that weird?” 

			Sophia smiled and came up behind him while he got out utensils. She wrapped her arms around his waist and laid her head against his back. How she loved him…

			“It’s not weird, baby, it’s just something none of my guys have ever done for me before. Oh! And remind me, I need to swab you for your DNA for the project.”

			Christopher laughed quite fully then, as he brought the plates of steaming food over to the small table. 

			“Well we can add ‘swabbing’ to the list of things you were the first girl to ever do for me I guess.”

			“I’m sorry,” were the first words that formed themselves, but they stuck on their way out clogged as they were with emotion. It took a while before he could bring himself to say what for. And even then the explanation wouldn’t form itself into words beyond: “I shouldn’t have called for you.” 

			He wanted to tell Seth that if he’d had time to think about it he’d not have led him into danger, that he’d rather have died himself, but that it had simply been instinctual. Seth and he had practiced so many times those whistles that they used as signals of alarm or warning, like everything else Seth had taught him it had become second nature. 

			“I’ve been in here every day.”

			Christopher jumped at the sound of his sister’s voice even as he realised that she had been standing by the door for a while. 

			“Thanks,” he murmured. 

			Millicent came over and stood beside Christopher, neither of them looked at each other they were both looking at Seth. 

			“It’s good to see you up and dressed and walking around,” she said.

			“You too,” he replied. 

			Millicent smiled, he noted her slight exhalation of air that seemed to denote mild irony.

			“I’ve been up for a while now, little brother. My bite to the neck hardly rates next to your two bullets in the chest. You always did know how to do things in a big way. Other boys your age total their first car or call home at two in the morning because they’re drunk and can’t afford a cab, but not you Christopher. You go off into the wilderness to study the occult and end up in a shoot out with an ex-con stalking your girlfriend.” 

			Christopher smiled this time.

			“There’s few fates worse than being ordinary I guess.”

			“I guess so. I always thought I was ordinary, but I don’t know now. Not many girls can lay claim to having been savaged by a starving vampire.” They both laughed quietly. It seemed one of those situations were you needed to laugh, otherwise there was more than enough material for crying. 

			“Has anything happened while you’ve been in here, Milly?”

			She shook her head. 

			“Not really. I mean he twitches and his eyelids flutter. I thought he tried to say Lucrece’s name once. Did Mum tell you that vampire stories are awash all over the trashy tabloids?”

			“No,” Christopher frowned; he had hoped the cover story that they had invented for Seth would be more plausible in people’s minds than the truth. 

			“Never underestimate the power of a sensational story seems to be the message here. After that Joshua psycho turned up with his throat ripped out and you unable to explain how you survived, and after my injury only days before…” 

			Christopher nodded rapidly. The topic made him uncomfortable, he was still preparing for fall-out of some kind, still uncertain that the crisis was truly over and the idea of their names in the paper didn’t soothe his agitation.

			Christopher’s parents had wanted to buy him a new car after the shooting. But Christopher felt spoiled simply because his parents had suggested such a thing and hardly thought that a car with a broken window and a bullet dinted door was badly damaged enough to replace. He was after-all fairly certain he could handle the psychological dimension as he wasn’t aware of suffering any post traumatic symptoms, as much as his Mother seemed convinced he should be.

			 In fact, getting behind the wheel of his car again for the first time since his near death made him feel really good. It just reminded him of the fact that the last time he’d been turning the wheel of that car he hadn’t known whether he would live to ever do so again, to see Sophia, to watch a sun rise or turn twenty-one. Now he had three out of the four of those things covered. 

			Christopher drove the streets of Salisbury looking for parking near a chemist or an art-supply shop where he might purchase a scalpel. Even after finding parking and walking quite a few blocks to reach the chemist Christopher still felt well. His heart did certainly accelerate from mild exertion more quickly than it did before the shooting. But that was hardly surprising given that he’d been on bed rest for so long. Christopher located and paid for a scalpel, a swab, a bandage and some wet ones to clean up afterward. If he was going to try what he envisaged trying he did not want to draw undue attention to himself or Seth in the process.

			It was easy to get into the hospital. Everyone on the desk and the nursing staff still recognised him and many smiled. He had been popular with the nurses because he was young and handsome and had pulled through against tough odds. He was also uncomplaining and compliant even when in pain, and that makes for an easy patient. For all that Sophia prized Christopher’s innocence he was certainly aware that his looks didn’t do him any harm when trying to acquire cooperation from people. When he asked to see Seth or to be alone with him it was always a younger female nurse that he would address. They always smiled at him and they were quick to oblige him.  

			“Why has he been moved?” Christopher asked one such younger woman on the nursing staff who directed him to Seth’s new location. 

			“Some relative or another turned up and he’s in a private room now. It’s nothing to worry about.” Christopher frowned at the mention of relatives. Faded fragments of things Seth had said to him while he was semi-unconscious rustled against Christopher’s consciousness. “Here he is, just through there.”

			Christopher didn’t need to argue with her to get time alone with Seth there was no one else around. Of course if anything changes in his heart rate or respiration his machines will alert the staff. Christopher felt acutely aware that as unwatched as Seth currently seemed they didn’t really have much time. 

			“Hello Seth,” Christopher said, standing over his friend’s unmoving body. “I have something for you.”

			Ever since Christopher had realised Seth was in a coma this idea had been there. And feeling stronger as he now was Christopher found he could not excuse to himself not trying it, no matter what Seth had done. This man didn’t just make me a spirit-worker, he gave me a new pair of eyes. The world will never look the same to me. It is a gift beyond price.

			Christopher sat down and rolled up his left sleeve. This was the arm that had the small scar on the outside of it where blood had been drawn in the past for ritual. Seth had said it was a good spot because it wasn’t too near any veins and wasn’t on any part of his hand that he’d need to use a lot. But Christopher had not had to cut himself in those scenarios. Seth had always done it for him. And Seth was very good at bloodletting; he did it quickly and efficiently, knowing just how deep to go to get the required amount of blood. He had not minded Seth cutting him for this reason. But cutting himself deeply was a bit more daunting. 

			Christopher realised he wasn’t really sure how to go about it. Seth always did it too quickly for you to be aware of what he was doing much before it was already over. It seemed ridiculous though, considering what he had just gone through with taking bullet wounds and the various stages of surgery to be concerned about a little cut. So Christopher tied a piece of material he’d brought with him around his arm as a tourniquet and prepared swabs and tissues and anything else he thought could be used to make the whole thing less conspicuous should someone come in. 

			He decided to push the point of the scalpel home into his skin until he felt what he would class as a really sharp pain and then cut across. It seemed a more controlled approach than simply stabbing himself in the arm with it or something similar. Thinking of all that Seth had done for him while he did it, Christopher forced the cold sharp edge of the scalpel down into his skin until the sting became very strong and leaked blood and then with a last burst of will dragged it across. A good rush of blood welled up to Christopher relief because the scalpel was razor sharp and didn’t require much pressure. Quickly he rushed the wound over to Seth’s mouth before it could begin to truly bleed and drip on the white sheets and white bed cover. 

			Opening Seth’s lips with one hand and then began pumping his fist to release his blood into Seth’s mouth. The blood began to drip- drip- drip steadily and rapidly into Seth’s mouth and on his lips.  Seth stayed entirely still and Christopher pumped his fist harder, causing his blood to begin to trickle rather than drip into Seth’s mouth. And he waited, desperately hoping that something would happen. 

			

			Then, after Christopher had begun to fear that Seth’s mouth would fill up with blood and overflow, quietly, rather sedately he swallowed. Christopher knew this was just a reflex but he felt his heart accelerate with excitement nonetheless. And between the acceleration in his heart and him standing closer to the bed to allow his arm to hang downward as much as possible his blood kept coming out steadily. 

			Seth swallowed again. 

			“Come on Seth, you can have as much of it as you can drink if you just wake up!” 

			His blood went trickle and then drip and then a rapid drip – drip –drip again. Some splashed on Seth’s lips and his tongue emerged to lick it off. Christopher pressed his wound down closer to Seth’s mouth and pumping his fist as hard as he could to shed more blood he felt Seth’s mouth close over the wound and begin to apply suction. He knew then that he didn’t need to pulse his fist. He just let his arm go limp and he felt Seth’s hands suddenly lock around his arm. It never ceased to surprise Christopher how strong Seth was at such times. He himself was far from a weak man and yet if he had wanted to try to physically pull his arm away from Seth he knew that he could not have done it. Seth had him. And at that moment he did not at all mind. 

			Seth’s whole body lurched on the bed and his eyes flew open. Christopher could not see Seth behind those eyes but instead that blank animal look that he had seen in them only once before. Seth had told him on that occasion that he had not been there in his body at the time it was only ‘his hunger.’ But that didn’t seem to matter; Christopher allowed his body to be dragged forward by Seth whose heart rate was speeding up. There was a moment of concern about a nurse coming or someone being alerted by the dislodging of tubes or the change in heart-rate during Seth’s feeding frenzy but no matter how much Christopher did not want them to see, none of it was as important as Seth waking. 

			For the first time Christopher winced and gasped with pain as he felt Seth drive his teeth into the wound to demand it to bleed more. The first time that Christopher had offered his blood to Seth it had not been like this. It had been controlled and almost shy. Christopher had been able to see Seth’s ravenous hunger and desire to ravage his arm in this manner then as well, but their friendship made such an action seem distasteful to Seth. 

			Now there was no control and despite the pain Christopher did nothing to resist him. The sensation of Seth biting into him and then striping his veins of blood in long demanding sucks was no where near as unpleasant to him as the initial cutting of
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