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Moss and Mabry

by Hollis Shiloh

About the story:

John Moss is a land healer first and foremost, even though he's part of the guardians and supposedly a warrior.  His main helper is the vampire Mabry.  Mabry fills a difficult role.  As a peace-treaty sacrifice from the vampires, he answers to the guardian council instead of the vampires, and he receives little to no respect from anyone.  He and John are friends, but they can't be more when Mabry isn't truly free to say yes or no.  

Facing a difficult job healing a cemetery with deeply negative energy around it, John and Mabry might be out of their depths.  At the same time, Mabry is facing another difficulty as well—one that's more personal and dangerous.  They need all their skills, cleverness, and bravery if they're going to work together to free the land—and to free Mabry, too.
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"Are you still using that vampire to help you?" asked Bradford Christensen, the sneer clear in his voice.

"He's helpful," said John J. Moss, with as much dignity as he could manage.  He'd always had a sense of fair play, and it seemed unjust for Mabry to be treated with disdain both by his own kind and by the guardians.  He took a breath to keep himself from going on a tangent.  "This graveyard has some dangerous energies.  It would be very wise to have help if I'd like to come back alive.  Which I would."

"It's kept to its role so far," said Christensen, waving him on.  "Go and do what you need to do.  And the vampire king will see to things if it ever tries to break its block."

John hummed noncommittally.  He hated the reminder that Mabry had a mental block in his brain so he could be trusted by the guardian council.  It was a concession for a peace treaty, no doubt quite important, but Mabry was the sacrificial lamb, which John objected to because he didn't like the idea of anyone having a mental governor.  

Perhaps it was worst of all that the council hadn't even appreciated this gesture.  They had more or less ignored the vampire.  John was the only one who bothered about him most of the time.  Even if someone else wanted information or help, they'd get John to act as the go-between, as if it would dirty them to interact with Mabry themselves.

John felt his work was more important than some of the things the council got up to.  Clearing and cleansing dark and damaged areas to make them safer and more habitable, to heal the unwellness of the land, was surely more important than political wrangling with the vampires, leading to the occasional skirmish, negotiation, or assassination attempt.  He was, however, more tolerated than respected, and knew it.  

Mabry was more use than many of John's peers, frankly.

With his mission updated and approved, John packed his gear.  No weaponry for this, he thought, only the spiritual kit.  He was better with that, anyway.  Sacred swords and blessed weaponry were all very well in the more fleshy sort of conflicts, and no doubt very useful, but didn't wield the sort of scalpel precision and nuance for things like land healing and negotiation with wounded spirits.

The difference between a happy, healthy place to exist, and a spooky, unproductive, out-of-tune piece of land was often something like a past bad event the land and whatever dwelled there still remembered.  Those sorts of wounds needed to be healed before the area could begin to function in a happier way.

John was good at that.  He'd learned a lot from his priest mentor, who had been something of a heretic if you actually listened to his beliefs about things.  He'd had little respect for the council and the church itself, and often more sympathy for and in common with the "lower" creatures.  He was good at bargaining, at finding solutions outside the usual banishments and blandishments.  

The truth was, if a land had been damaged, or an injustice done, it was not enough to simply paper over the damage done without addressing it.  John believed that, and following those methods, as well as painfully and slowly learning others on his own, led to much better results.  The council might have little interest in his skills, but even they had to admit he got results, even if they weren't the vampire slaying sort.

And he had.  Obviously.  They'd all killed vampires in their day, in those dark days of conflict before a ceasefire and then a treaty enshrined in careful rules and balances.

Now there was a part of the city where they didn't go.  The vampire area.  Non-vampires who chose to align and associate with vampires could travel there freely, to engage with them in various ways, but John could not cross the threshold of that part of the city without official permission, and would be violating a lot of treaties if he did so, even accidentally.

Fortunately, John had a great sense of direction and was not likely to accidentally go anywhere he did not precisely mean to go.

Technically, he had only to summon  Mabry by text or call; he was meant to be available at any time.  But it seemed rude, presumptuous.  He preferred to go in person.

Mabry lived in a single room in a rundown apartment building right up against the vampire border (on the non vampire side).  John drove the closest he could get, since it was a part of town without car access, and went the rest of the way on foot.  

There were shuttles and taxis he could get, but it was hardly worth the effort when it wasn't very far to walk.  He kept his eyes open, assessing the other people he saw moving in this direction.  Some were here for a night on the town.  Some were clearly headed for the Vampire Village, hoping for a nice, fun night.

He reached the building Mabry lived in and climbed the steps to the third floor.  The elevator was, as usual, out of order.  He went to Mabry's door and knocked, feeling self conscious.  He should have brought something, but what?  It always felt rude to show up empty-handed and ask for help that he knew very well Mabry couldn't refuse.  

But he had nothing to bring, nothing to offer besides the work, so he just waited, trying not to look as uncomfortable as he felt.  The building wasn't exactly clean and welcoming.  Thin walls and fighting neighbors, the weird smells in the stairwell, and the graffiti in the hall didn't help the ambiance any.  It just wasn't a peaceful place.  He always felt like he needed to take a bath after darkening these doors.  He hated that he thought of Mabry's home like that, but Mabry didn't seem very fond of it, either.

The door opened slowly, and there stood Mabry, looking dull-eyed, having shuffled to the door wearing nothing but shorts and a dirty white tee shirt.  He looked pitiful and unwell.  

Then he saw who it was.  It happened slowly, first in his eyes, then in the rest of him, brightening, looking more alert, more alive, standing up straighter, holding the door open like he wanted to be here now, instead of literally anywhere else.

"John," he said.

"May I come in?" asked John, because you always, always asked.

"Best not, it's a mess.  I'll get dressed and come out to you."  He shut the door with a quick smile and left John standing there, not knowing what to do with his hands.

A few moments later, Mabry emerged, dressed in a trim, tidy black waistcoat, neat and precise in his vintage-looking attire.  It all fitted him well and made him look less sickly and thin.  Now he just looked like a cute twink, which John felt like a pervert for noticing every time.  And he still noticed it—every time.

Mabry straightened his waistcoat and gave John a prim little smile.  "Shall we go?"

"Sure," said John.  They didn't bother trying to talk.  John led the way, and Mabry followed, until they reached his car.  He opened the passenger side door for Mabry and waited while he tucked himself into the seat.  Then he went around the car and got in behind the wheel.

Mabry was still watching him with a polite, slightly pleased look to him.  He had his hands folded on his lap.  "What's the mission today?" he asked.

He had a hint of an accent that John had never been able to place.  He didn't know how old Mabry was—and there were plenty of hints that he might be really rather old—but he always seemed young to John, not just because of how he looked, but something else, something not quite definable.

John never quite knew how he ought to feel about Mabry.  But he always seemed to feel some way about him.  Heaven help him, he liked Mabry.  He was much better company than many of John's peers.  They always seemed to get along well.  He didn't think it was just because of the blocks in Mabry's head to keep him from hurting guardians.  He'd seen him interact with other guardians and there was none of that friendly warmth underlying his formal politeness.  

It didn't help that John was one of the few gay guardians, and the only one locally.  He was already a bit of an odd duck to his fellows, accepted in the careless "it takes all sorts" way without really being understood or liked, and, well, Mabry was cute, and friendly, and that had more of an effect on John than he ever liked to admit, even to himself.  

It was nothing he couldn't control, of course.  But he was attracted to the vampire, and that sometimes troubled his mind a little.  He might tread the line between spiritual and physical, between warrior and poet-healer, but he should not be affected by a vampire, no matter what.  It did not fit with any part of his identity, except perhaps the gay part, and he certainly wasn't going to let base physical attraction influence his choices or his life.

But he still liked spending time with Mabry, even though there was always that undercurrent of guilt, knowing that Mabry didn't have a choice in the matter.  

What must it be like to know you were basically a sacrifice to maintain the peace?  

"I'm hoping to do land healing work at an old graveyard.  I need your consulting skills—warnings, as needed, about the things you can see that I can't."  He always got a bit more formal than he liked during these times.  Telling Mabry about the work ahead felt awkward, insensitive.  He supposed he should get over that.  And he would.  After a bit, they'd settle into a comfortable rhythm.  Just.  Not yet.  Not at first.
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He thought about the first time he'd seen Mabry, looking scared and sick, his wrists bound, his face bloody, his eyes wild.  He'd been forced to his knees, between the impassive head councilman and the king vampire, who had then put a hand on his head and—and Mabry had screamed.

It hurt to watch.  He hadn't even realized he'd rushed forward, hand on his blessed knife, before someone put a hand on his arm and stopped him.  It was over by then, anyway.  Mabry was standing, head down in humiliation, unbound and pushed towards the guardians.  They'd given way before him with a mix of disgusted and fear.  After all, nobody had a chance to test the block yet.  

But they did.  They tested it by taunting him, giving him a chance to hurt one of them, to at least try.

And he hadn't.  He hadn't been able to attempt it, even when his eyes burned with hatred at being left to this fate, this cruel mockery of what he'd been before, a vampire with the free will to do as he wished.  Now, he was bound to be an ally—or at least harmless—towards the guardians.  A sort of go-between, a sort of gift.  A sort of slave.

John had stood up for him, as much as he could, and tried to be considerate while Mabry found his feet in this new, awkward role.  At first Mabry had hung around the guardians' headquarters, looking like he didn't know what to do with himself and would rather be anywhere else.  

John had helped get Mabry's food supply set up through the proper channels—blood bank fare, but regular and high quality, with large enough servings to keep him from getting sluggish.  Then John had gone through the proper channels to see if they could find somewhere else for the vampire to go, out of sight, out of harm's way.  That had been easy enough, once he convinced the appropriate parties that it would be better to have the vampire nearby, but not too nearby.

That awful room had been Mabry's choice, and John respected it, even though it made him shudder.  Dreadful décor, so dark and gloomy, in such an unpleasant neighborhood.  But he was safe, after a fashion, and out of trouble's way.  He had a certain amount of freedom of movement and seemed to use it discreetly.  

The guardians and hunters made less use of him after the novelty of it wore off.  He really wasn't much use except for information.  John certainly counted on that, however.  He always felt a bit guilty about it.  But none of us are entirely our own masters, he told himself, when he was feeling particularly bad.  We all have our roles to play.

John certainly did not feel he was in charge of his own destiny.  While he would not say he disliked this life, it was not something he'd chosen.  He'd been studying for the priesthood, before his quickening.  How strange that had been!  To come into abilities he'd barely known existed, to seeing things he'd never believed were real, and then to being put into a program to train and make use of those skills.  

It was not what he'd wanted, or asked for, and it was not how he'd have chosen to leave the priesthood path, although, heartbreakingly, he was pretty certain he'd have left it one way or another.  With his faith slowly disintegrating, a thorough disillusionment of religious organizations (and particularly his) beginning to take root, and the knowledge building in him that he had fought for so long: he was not a "natural priest" because he had little interest in women; he was a gay man, and would always remain so.

How difficult, to put off the cassock, to walk away from his chosen path, because he had no choice, in so many ways.  How strange, to try to fit in with the often rowdy, uncouth, unkind individuals who chose—or had been chosen for—this messy, uncomfortable, often violent path.

He was always a man of peace; there was no changing that, no help for it.  The vampire lives he'd taken during the great conflict troubled his sleep, and his dreams, for many years.  It was not within his nature to be at peace with violence, against anyone or anything.

It was better, now that his path was as it was.  He had not had to commit violence of any sort at all for quite a long time.
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"How have you been?" Mabry asked quietly.  "You haven't needed me lately.  Does that mean you're less busy?"

"Perhaps less busy with things you can help with," John hedged.  "And.  I don't like to bother you if it's not necessary."

"It's rather more interesting than doing nothing, you know.  Things can get rather dull after a time, without a certain amount of adventure."  He smiled tightly.  "Of course, I wouldn't wish to interfere with an investigation you'd rather I stay out of.  But I am available, most times.  If that would be useful."

"Thank you," said John.  "That's very kind of you."

"It's nothing to do with kindness.  As long as I am useful—and perhaps have an ally in you—my life is safer."

John thought of the way he'd looked when he came to the door.  Hopeless, like he'd given up, full of dread.  "Are you being bothered?" he asked.  "By vampires, or otherwise?"

"It's actually rather a nice day," said Mabry.  

"Hm," said John.  "That's not an answer."

"Do you know," said Mabry brightly, "there are, theoretically, things that can happen to a vampire to keep him from, well, having quite the say over himself that he might otherwise?"  He had his hands tightly clasped in his lap and was sitting still, upright and rigid.  

"I know what they did to you to make you help us," said John, voice low and not happy.

"That's hardly the only thing," said Mabry breezily.  "One might be enthralled to a stronger vampire.  Not pleasant.  Or it can be, of course.  I suppose it depends on the expectations of everyone involved.  Not really my thing."  He spread his hands carefully.  "And, of course, there's what can happen if someone—anyone—vampire or not, were to get a hold of one's full, legal vampire name."

"I don't think I've heard about them," John admitted.

"I imagine not," Mabry said rather primly.  "That's top secret stuff, that is.  No easy access to that for outsiders!  One guards one's true name with one's life, if possible.  But, it isn't always possible.  Sometimes vampires get caught.  They have to obey the one who—who binds them, I suppose.  I suppose that's the way to put it.  A bit like being in thrall, or compelled."

John's throat had gone dry.  "Not very pleasant, I guess."

Mabry worked his hands together and pushed his lips into and out of his mouth.  "I imagine not!" he said tightly, with a parody of humor, an awkward, broken half-laugh.  "Do you see what I'm saying?"

"I think so," said John unhappily.  "If you—sorry—if this happened to a vampire, it would be something they couldn't talk about.  But a vampire might hint to a—a friend, mightn't he?  If he were caught like that?"

"Hmm," said Mabry noncommittally.

"Would there, er, be something one could do to, um, free the vampire from something like that?"

Mabry raised and dropped his shoulders in a helpless shrug.  He didn't know, or he couldn't say?

John regarded him.  "Perhaps I'm going to need your help.  Quite a lot.  For now.  Maybe enough so that you couldn't leave my side for a while.  How would that work for you?  Theoretically?" he added, just in case.

"I would certainly clear my schedule for you," said Mabry politely.

Nothing.  He was giving John nothing.  He turned a small, generic smile on him.  Polite and distant.

"Would that help, though?" wondered John aloud.  "I mean, perhaps it would gain some time to...er...find out who had...um..."  He scratched at his forehead.  "How can I say these things?  It's okay if you can't answer, but I need to know if I'm on the right track.  If there's some way..."

Mabry reached across and put a hand on his thigh, and squeezed.  To say John was surprised would be an understatement.  They never touched one another—never.  Okay.  This was clearly a hint.

John cleared his throat, feeling red in the face.  "That's a yes, then."

Mabry gave his thigh another quick squeeze, then pulled his hand back.  He cleared his throat, too.

"In that case, I may need your help quite a lot for some time," said John.  "I may need you by my side to...figure some things out."  Maybe he could give John a hint, help him figure out who had him captive, and for what purpose.

But how to free him?  That was the key point.

"I wonder if, theoretically, it would be difficult to free a vampire from...thrall?"

"Hmm," said Mabry, a thoughtful hum.  "An interesting question."

John gave him a puzzled look.  "Perhaps you don't know, either?"

Mabry gave him a very small, very strained smile.  His hands stayed firmly folded in his lap.  It was a polite, empty smile, as if to say that was as far as he could go.

I hope it
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