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      Marcus woke, turning to face the window. The curtains, wide open, showed a brilliant sun. Throwing the sheets to the floor, he stepped to the window, opening it. Fresh air washed over a face that was no longer unnaturally pale. Hospital sounds retreated as his memories returned. His past was covered in blood. His father had been torn apart, and Marcus, not yet fifteen, had been taken prisoner. Then there was darkness. There had always been so much darkness. He’d woken in an unknown place, one that smelled of death. The floor slick with blood, his.

      “It’s too loud.” He forced the memories aside. Walking to the closed door, he listened to sounds he shouldn’t be able to hear. Dusty hair hung about a face with slightly sunken cheeks. Grey eyes narrowed as he heard the nurse down the hall tell her boyfriend to deceive his wife one last time. It would always be one last time. Marcus heard it in the seductive tones of her voice.

      He felt the johnnie stretch across his muscular chest and pulled it away to lessen the strain.

      There was the smell of food being eaten by the old lady down the hall. He sniffed, shaking his head, smelling her years, the aging blood. Too swiftly he moved to the window, pushing his hands into the sun light.

      To the quiet bed, the empty room, he whispered. “What have I become?”

      The door opened behind him.

      “I’m Abigail Hawkins. I’ll be taking care of you. How are you feeling Mr. Rollins?”

      He turned, trying to smile. “I am not Mr. Rollins. I am Marcus and I guess I am fine.”

      “Don’t you know?” She frowned at his words.

      “I do not know anything.”

      “I have some good news for you.” She smiled, the smile fading when it wasn’t returned. “Your burns aren’t infected, so you can go home. Your friends are coming to get you in a few hours.”

      He looked down at the gown. “I have clothes?”

      “In the closet. Maddy left them for you.”

      “I did not hear her.”

      “You were sleeping.” Dimples crawled into her rounded cheeks. “I’ll be back.”

      He watched her walk away, bright white uniform tight against ample hips, wondering if she had seen his darkness.

      “I remember what you made me, how I killed you.” Gregor’s face swam before him.

      “You have moved beyond what I made you. You became. You didn’t leave me behind. I am still with you. There are things you still must learn. You will understand yourself better after your second kill …”

      The sound of footsteps, seemingly pounding on the floor spun Marcus around. The smile on nurse Hawkins’ face told him she hadn’t heard Gregor’s words.

      “I’m sorry to bother you. I was going to put ointment on your arms. You don’t seem to be in pain. I’ll come back later.” Abigail, smiled fading, backed out of the room.

      Her steps were loud as she ran down the hall.

      “You could wait for her return.”

      Dressing quickly, Marcus stepped over to the window. One finger pressed against the frame and the window opened. Before she returned, he was on the street.
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      Chief Raymond Daniels was happy to see the desk before him littered with nothing. Looking into the mirror he was pleased to see a thinner version of the man who’d sat behind the desk only a few weeks ago.

      His short hair, combed back, was almost all white. Dark eyes over cheeks that had been heavier, crinkled with his smile and he thought of Louise, his wife, frequently comparing him to a bulldog. The ringing phone brought his mind back to the office he sat in.

      “Chief Daniels here.”

      “This is Nurse Hawkins. I work at Memorial Hospital. I was just in Mr. Rollins’ room, he looked, well, he looked suicidal. I went to get the doctor. When we returned he was gone. I thought you might know where he’d go.”

      “I might.” He placed the phone more loudly in the cradle than intended.

      “Sharon.” Not waiting for a reply, he headed to the door. “I’m leaving, don’t know when I’ll be back.”

      Driving too quickly, he was grateful the streets were quiet. “I know where you’re going.”

      The abandoned factory was a place of lost dreams, and now, a lost soul.

      Marcus sat by the chimney holding a long piece of filthy glass tightly in trembling hands. Glancing at the door that had provided his escape from the monster within, he waited for it to speak.

      “You’re free to walk in the sun, but you still walk in the darkness. I’m…”

      “Dead. I killed you.” Marcus heard his laugh, one he’d seldom heard.

      “What are you doing?” Ray called out as he approached. “Who are you talking to?”

      Still staring at the glass, Marcus snorted. “I should have known she would call you, that you would find me.”

      “So, you gonna answer my questions?”

      “I am talking to myself. As you can see there’s no one else here.” Marcus wondered if Ray could see Gregor. “I think you know why I came here.”

      “Humor me.”

      “I came to finish what I tried to do the other morning. I have no life here.” Marcus spoke to the gravel at his feet. “I don’t even know where to start.”

      “I’m coming over and no, I won’t try to take the glass from you. Let’s talk. If I can’t convince you there’ll be a time when I won’t be there to stop you.” It took him a few moments to lower himself to the wall. “Talk to me. I’ll try to understand.”

      Marcus continued looking at the dirt. “I am not what I was before, but not what I should be.” His pause was loud. “Did you wonder what I did to escape?”

      “I have a good idea. You don’t have to tell me.”

      “I had tried so many times.” Marcus pulled down the collar of his shirt, showing a large jagged scar starting just behind his ear, ending below his Adams apple. “A piece of glass”— the weapon shook in his hands—“just like this one. I slit my throat. How could he save me from that? That is when he gave me his blood, changed me.”

      He gulped at the air and for a moment Chef Daniels wasn’t sure he’d draw another breath.

      “I knew then what I must do. I let him think I was glad he saved me, that I loved him. He did not trust me until”— tears he couldn’t shed choked him—“I let him. I am ashamed. He took me with him to make my first kill, to kill Maddy. He did not know I had found that rat blood could feed me. They were plentiful.”

      No longer speaking, the quiet grew loud, Marcus’ shifting on the wall the only sound. “You have nothing to say?”

      “What can I say? I know you spent the next twenty years running, rescuing people when you could.”

      “I did save some, but for the years I was with Gregor, I often prayed he would leave me alone. He only did that when he killed. The saved do not cover the cost of the dead.”

      “Now that I do have something to say about.” Ray’s voice grew harsh, colder than Marcus had ever heard. “You didn’t make him kill. Don’t do that to yourself. Hell, who would want to be tortured? My son,” he looked away joining Marcus in his absorption with the dirt. “Connor was sixteen when he died. Cancer, damn thing ate him alive. When I’d take him for treatments, I’d see kids going into remission. I wished it were my boy, not them. Some got sick again. Some died. I didn’t make that happen.”

      “He was your son.”

      “It was your life.”

      Marcus looked away.

      “Cancer’s a different kind of monster, but it’s still a monster. If I wanted to be an insensitive prick, I’d say at least you got to outlive yours.”

      “It is…”

      “I’m not saying it, I’m not an insensitive prick. I wanted you to see how we twist things around, make it harder on ourselves.”

      Ray looked at the chiseled profile and the bulldog face softened to that of a pug. He almost reached over, but he could see Marcus wouldn’t appreciate the contact.

      “Maddy thinks she loves me. She knows only the man hunting the monster, not the person. I don’t know who I am, beyond what Gregor made me.”

      “The things you don’t know aren’t who you are, they’re just the trimmings. You’re still the man Gregor couldn’t destroy. Look,” Ray inched closer, “she knows what she needs to. Give yourself some time. We’ll figure out the rest.”

      “We?”

      Ray barked out a laugh. “I’m in for the long haul. Can’t you tell?”

      “Chief…”

      “I told you to call me Ray.”

      “Ray,” Marcus’ first genuine smile and many years slipped from his face. “I see better, hear more than I should. I am too fast and too strong.”

      “How about blood.”

      “I smell it. I do not hunger for it. It is not so much that I do not know who I am, I do not know what I have become.”

      “I will tell you. I will show you. I will teach you.” Gregor spoke, his voice a chant.

      Marcus waited but when Ray didn’t comment, he knew he hadn’t heard him. “What if the hunger returns?”

      “It never left.”

      The glass, still clutched in Marcus’ hand, glinted in the sunlight, the trembling making the light bounce. “I find it not so easy to kill myself now. I see her face, feel the hope I had when I woke. If I do not do this now, later I may not be strong enough. You would have to do it for me.”

      “If you ask me to, I will.” Ray gulped, Adams apple bouncing, but his voice was strong. “I won’t let you live that nightmare again.”

      “You would do this for me?”

      “For my friend, yes.” Ray answered without hesitation.

      A chill wind made its way between the factory and the wall. Marcus, shivering, knew Gregor was no longer beside him.

      Ray leaned over, frowning. “Why are we still sitting here?”

      “I have no place to live. I cannot go back to Maddy’s.” He turned out his pockets. “I cannot get a place without money and I cannot get money without a job. I have no skills, no education.”

      “What about the money Lenore gave you?”

      “I spent very little, not needing food or a place to stay. You need identification to rent a room and travelling, well,” the pause was sad, “no one wants to sit near a monster.”

      “You were never a monster. So, what happened to the money?”

      “I gave it away.”

      Ray’s voice boomed. “Why and to who?”

      “Please do not yell at me. There is a shelter. I gave the money to the Doctor in charge.” Once again, Marcus looked away. “It is named for me. T.O.I.C.S.”

      “Tell me what it stands for.”

      “The one I couldn’t save.” The grey eyes looking back at Ray, softened. “The doctor saved me. It wasn’t just the wounds. His kindness gave me hope. I gave him the money.”

      “Okay, I get it. Now, I can address your problems, but one at a time. I know a landlord who would be willing to let you rent an apartment for very little. The Baltic Country Gardens is looking for help. Once you get a regular income, you can hire a tutor.”

      Laugh lines crinkled around Marcus’ mouth. “You have thought of almost everything.”

      “What did I miss?”

      Marcus looked down at his clothes, now stiff with the dust swirling around the factory. “Clothes. This is all I have.”

      “You can get new clothes.”

      “I have nothing to purchase them with.”

      “I’m not rich, but I’d be happy to get you some clothes.”

      “I think my father would not want me to accept charity.”

      “I should think your father wouldn’t want his son to kill himself either. There’s no sin accepting a friend’s help and if it hurts your pride…”

      “What little I still have. I guess if you promise to let me pay you back.”

      Ray rose, stepping over to stand before him. “Drop the glass.”

      “You sound like a cop.”

      “I am a cop.”

      He dropped the glass.

      “It’s time you try as hard to live as you’ve tried to die. As for Maddy, give her time. I think there’s a future for you two. If not, there are other women.”

      “No one else would understand me so well. I could not tell, who would believe?”

      “If she loved you, she would. But first there’s helping you grow up.” The upraised hand forced Marcus back to the wall. “I’m a rather plain-speaking guy. In some ways you’re a hundred years old, okay, more like my age.” He looked Marcus over appraisingly. “There’s a part of you that’s still a fifteen-year-old boy just discovering his manhood and in others ways, well, I can only guess you’re a normal, lusty thirty-year-old. It wasn’t all that long ago for me. Couldn’t get enough of Louise then.”

      “You have succeeded,” the color rose in his cheeks, “in making me do something I have never done, no that is not true. She was the banker’s daughter. We were poor farmers. Not a good match. She was pretty. I think it was in the barn. Her father was not pleased. He sent her home, taking me to mine. My parents were waiting. He told them I attacked his daughter.”

      “I’m sure,” Ray held back laughter, “you weren’t attacking her.”

      “She was willing. When my mother left the room, my father told me to pick a better spot next time. I felt then as I feel now.” Once again he looked away. “My memories return in snippets. I am awkward. I do not speak as I should. I think making friends will not come easy.”

      “I’m absolutely certain women will find you quite charming. You’re not bad looking, brood withstanding. Let’s go. This place is depressing.”

      “I think I can guess who is landlord. Would he be Ray Daniels?”

      “You got me.” Ray held up his hands, surrendering. Examining the horizon, he watched the sun, high in the sky, burn through the clouds. “My son, when Connor got sick, asked me to build him an apartment. He wanted to live a normal life, but he couldn’t go far from us, not with the treatments. We built it in the back of the garage. It has everything you need. It’s small, but free until your income is sufficient. There’s one caveat. My wife will want to feed you. She still cooks for three and it would be good for her to have someone to care for.” He expected a scowl but found himself looking at a small smile curling Marcus’ lips.

      “I have not been cared for in a long time.”

      “Just don’t let her mother you too much.” Ray dusted off the back of his pants. Car’s right over here.”

      “I am gladder than I thought I would be to leave this place.” Marcus looked back at the door, repeating the words he’d said to himself the day he stepped out of the factory. “I do not want my dust to be with his.”

      It didn’t take long to get to the car and Ray barked out a laugh, when Marcus opened the back door. “You’re a friend, not a prisoner. Front please.”

      A whimsical smile snuck onto Marcus’ face, the expression taking away the menace of the brooding man he used to be. “The front? Perhaps I have come of age. Can I turn on the siren?”

      Ray looked into smiling eyes.

      “You said I was still fifteen, would not a boy that age want to?”

      Ray shook his head no, jumping when the siren bleared.

      “You did not think I would. Did you tell Louise you are bringing home a guest?”

      “No, and you aren’t a guest.”

      “I think my mother would have been angry if not warned of a visitor.”

      “Don’t worry.” Ray spun the steering wheel, the car roaring as it left the factory behind. “I’ll go to the door first, explain it to her.”

      “Ray, I must ask. What do you want from me?”

      A purplish look took over Ray’s face. Bushy, white streaked eyebrows drew together over frowning, hazel eyes. “If I didn’t think you’d go straight back to that piece of glass, I’d throw you out of the car. I don’t want anything.”

      Staring out the side window, Marcus refused to meet the anger in Ray’s eyes. “I have not met many who did not want something.”

      “What did Lenore want?”

      “She wanted a trophy, a lover to anger her friends. She told them I was her fiancé. In some ways I played the part.” The smile was lopsided, joined by a slow shake of his head.

      “What about Maddy?”

      “I think she wanted the nightmares to stop, to love a man in such desperate need, a relationship with a known ending.”

      “Look at me.” Ray waited. “I know that’s not true. Maddy doesn’t want anything from you. She wants to give you the love she’d felt since she was a child.”

      The crunching gravel seemed overloud and Marcus looked up to see they drove to a small cape. The garage was almost as large as the house. The grass, a brilliant green, was in need of a cut, but the flower gardens bordering the front door were well tended.

      Ray saw Marcus looking at the door, its soft buttercream yellow a contrast to the robin’s egg blue of the house. “Lou said yellow means welcome. I think it means paint me.”

      “It is nice, the gardens.”

      “Louise loves to garden.”

      “Perhaps she will let me help. I like the smell of the earth, of growing things. You can take the vampire out of the farmer, but not the farmer out of the vampire.” Marcus looked at the Ray’s serious face. “Was it funny?”

      “Not bad.” Ray’s hand rested on the door handle, but he made no move to exit the car.

      “You have changed your mind.”

      “Look kid, I haven’t changed my mind. I won’t walk away, and I hope you won’t either. Give me a few minutes to talk to Lou. I’ll come get you.”

      Ray, walking to the front door, wasn’t surprised when it opened before he took the key out of his pocket.

      The garden was alive with the sounds of bees, and Marcus, listening to their song, was able to tune out the conversation going on at the door.

      “I killed you.” Marcus, thoughts turning back to Gregor, wondered if there would be a reply. When none came, he smiled. “It was only my fear.”

      “Come on in.” Ray knocked on the window. “I’m chastised but you’re welcome. Just give her that goofy smile and she’ll love you forever.”

      “Goofy?”

      “Quite.” Eyebrows once again rode high in Ray’s broad forehead. “Want to fill me in?”

      “I think I learned how not to hear what I should not. I will practice.”

      Marcus unwound, climbing out of the car. “Seems your seat does not have enough room for my long legs. It’s good I’m skinny.”

      “You won’t be for long. Louise will do her absolute best to fatten you up.”

      “A fat vampire.”

      “You’re not a vampire, so stop that right now.”

      “Yes daddy.”

      “I’m gonna spank you.”

      “You”— Marcus turned away, once again staring at the garden’s lush color —“make me feel as I once did, before Gregor. I have not felt like this in a long time.”

      Following Ray into the house, Marcus was introduced to a woman whose auburn hair, streaked with white, topped a somewhat angular face. Brown eyes flecked with grey examined him.

      “So, you’re the man whose been driving my husband crazy.”

      “I…”

      “Don’t worry. It’s not your fault.” The smile softened her features, thin lips curling. “Being a little crazy is good for him. Come in. I shouldn’t keep you standing on the stoop.”

      “We surprised you. I think it was not polite.”

      “Shush, boy.”

      “I am not a boy. Old as your husband, I think.”

      “Look quite a big younger,” she grinned, eyes lighting with mischief. “Let’s try to figure out your true age. When were you born?”

      “No idea,” Marcus shrugged. “Forgot.”

      “That’s okay, I have my ways. How old were you when Gregor took you?” She saw his grey eyes grow stormy. “Forget it. It’s not important.”

      “I was to turn fifteen. He had me thirteen years. I hunted him for twenty. I think I can do the math. It was my favorite subject. I liked to help my father with the books.” For a moment he looked confused. “I am about forty-eight now. Surely that is older than you.”

      A grin and shake of her head was her reply. She glanced at her husband. “You didn’t tell him. That means I can lie. I’m”

      “You are twenty-nine.” Marcus interrupted.

      “I’m a year older than you.” Louise’s eyes twinkled. “Ray’s old. He’s two years older than me.”

      “Forty-eight, forty-nine, fifty-one. We are young.”

      “Well you are. Those twenty years don’t count. You didn’t age and no one’s going to believe your forty-eight. Ray thought you were there when Maddy was attacked, the fifteen-year-old boy trying to escape. That makes you five years older than Maddy. Thirty-four, you can pass for.” Louise looked at her husband, seeing his nod.

      “That’s what his records say.” Ray answered the question in Marcus’ eyes. “The ones I got for you.”

      “Smells good.” Marcus peeked into the kitchen.

      “Lunch is almost ready.” Louise, wiping her hands on her apron, pointed to the door leading out of the kitchen. “Ray, why don’t you show him the apartment?”

      “This way, young man.”

      “Must I always remind you that I am not a young man?”

      “Yup. This way. It opens directly into the apartment, so does the door between the house and the garage. That opens to small hall so you don’t have to go through the garage. Follow me. Ray’s smile was haunted, the hand resting on the door handle trembling. “I gave up the breezeway to put in a private entrance. Kept the one between the kitchen in case he needed help.”

      “Did he live here long, your son? I am sorry. I see that it makes you sad to think of him.”

      “Nothing to be sorry about.” Ray’s voice was gruff, fading away when he stepped inside. “Connor never moved in. The cancer spread too fast. He’d be happy to see someone living here. This is the kitchen. It’s small but it has everything. It even has an oven. Connor loved baking cookies.”

      He pointed to the counter. “There’s a coffee pot, microwave, set of dishes and silverware for four, some pots and pans and a decent amount of utensils. No dishwasher.”

      “I am dishwasher. My sister…” Marcus sucked at the air. “She dried the dishes, always made me wash them.”

      “The table’s a drop leaf.”

      “Drop leaf?”

      Rays eyes crinkled. “It’s kind of fun having to explain everything to you. Pull up the sides and a table for two becomes a table for four.”

      “I do know some things.”

      “Not much. The kitchen opens to the all-purpose room. It’s a bit oddly shaped, but big enough. The couch is a day bed. As a living room, there’s a bookshelf big enough for a TV. There are side tables and a footstool. As a bedroom, there’s a closet with a place for hangers and some drawers. Closet’s small.”

      A frown took over the Ray’s face when he looked inside. “She emptied it. I didn’t have the strength.” He brusquely shook his head. “Like I said it’s pretty small.”

      “I do not have a lot of things. It will have much room for me. I think I did not say that right.”

      “Good enough, I got it. Over there is the bathroom. Toilet, sink and shower. There’s a cabinet for the toiletries you don’t have.”

      “I think we should buy soap.” Marcus wrinkled his nose. “I shaved with a knife, hacked at my hair, same knife. I went to a barber once. He was too afraid to take the razor to me. I think I was not in such a good mood. He went in the back and did not return. I took the razor. I have often wondered what I did with it.”

      “We’ll add a razor to the shopping list. Over here is a stackable washer and dryer. There was a time when I thought Connor would get better and I wanted him to be able to care for himself.”

      After a few quiet moments Marcus pointed to the washing machine. “I must learn to do laundry. I will need the soap. There is so much to buy. It seems I will never have enough money to repay the debt I will owe you.”

      “I’m going to confess now that you’re here. I do want something from you.” Ray looked away from the question in Marcus’ eyes. “I want you to have the life you deserve, the one I couldn’t give my son. You’re so different. You’re dark where he was light, you need to learn to laugh, when even at the end, he couldn’t stop laughing and yet you remind me so much of him. I couldn’t give him what I wanted to. Perhaps I can give at least a little bit to you.”

      “I think I would like to be a part of your lives, almost a son. If you are not to see a crying vampire, we should say no more.”

      “Good. Think I was getting a bit ladylike. One more thing.” Ray pointed to the door facing the back yard. “There’s a patio. It’s pretty private, except when Lou tends the vegetables.”

      Marcus looked at the vegetable garden Louise carefully tended, her love evident in its lack of weeds, vegetables blossoming in the rich soil.

      “Don’t know why she grows vegetables. She doesn’t like to eat them. Never could figure that out.” Ray chuckled. “There’s a good amount of natural light from the back. There aren’t any front facing windows because of the garage. Other than our coming and going it should be pretty quiet. What do you think, want the place?”

      “It is a palace. I have never slept in a place of my own.” He looked at the day bed. “Does it have a pillow?”

      “Of course.” Ray frowned.

      “I have for many years wondered what it is like to sleep with a pillow.”

      A strange look took over the Ray’s face. For a moment he couldn’t speak. “Glad you like it. Done deal. Now if I understand the rocking feet and the growling stomach, it’s time to eat.”

      “I am…”

      “Worried?” Ray finished the sentence. “Don’t be. Louise made potpie, love that stuff. Always overeat, then she says I have to go on a diet.”

      The opening door told Louise lunch was to be served. “Like the place?”

      “It is wonderful. Could you, I should not ask.”

      “Ask away.”

      “Could you teach me to cook? I am sure you are a good cook. Your husband looks well fed.”

      Louise barked out a laugh nearly spilling the glass of water she carried.

      “Already.” Ray turned to Marcus trying to look angry but only managing to look amused. “Ganging up on me.”

      Marcus hung his head.

      “I’ll teach you, but first thing’s first. You need a shower, shave and haircut.” She stared at her  husband, a wicked grin splitting her face. “You are taking him shopping. He needs food, personal items and clothes. That includes fresh underwear.”

      Marcus moaned.

      Her voice softened. “I don’t know if Ray told you that I used to be a nurse. Retired, back problems. I know you haven’t eaten in a long time. I’m not certain it’s the same thing, but after a long period of starvation a person needs to be careful how much they eat. I’m going to give you a small piece of pie. No salad yet. Raw vegetables can be tough on a stomach. There’s plenty of food. You can have more later. Eventually I’ll make you cookies, world famous I assure you and maybe apple pie. Unlike my husband, you could use to gain a few pounds.”

      “Speak for yourself. Ouch,” Ray turned to the woman who had just slapped his forearm. “Been working out?”

      “Baby.” Placing her hand over Marcus’, she turned him towards her. “This is hard on you, I can tell.”

      “I feel like a…a spy, perhaps that is the word.” He shrugged. “What you have, it is special. I guess, I am jealous.”

      “Time to eat.” Ray’s stomach growled. “I’m hungry.”

      Marcus ate, forcing himself to eat slowly. It was so good, warm on his tongue. He drank in the flavor of the creamy sauce, letting it roll slowly down his throat. “This is something no one should miss. Worth—” he looked into Ray’s eyes—“living for.”

      “Still hungry?” Louise, looking from man to man, saw an understanding pass between them.

      “I will always be hungry for this.” Marcus glanced at his empty plate.

      Louise began to rise but was stopped by his hand gently placed on her shoulder. “I will clean the table.”

      Carefully, as if they were the finest china, he brought the dishes to the sink. He held up the salt and pepper shakers, silently asking where to put them. The pie was gently placed on the counter, carefully checked to see if it was too warm to rest there.

      “I’m sorry, but you can’t sleep in the apartment yet. My husband didn’t warn me.” Louise glared at Ray. “I have to get the linens cleaned. They’re pretty dusty. I’ll set the place up for you tomorrow when you’re out shopping. You can sleep in the spare bedroom tonight.”

      Marcus looked out the window to the patio furniture on the deck. “I can sleep there. There is a couch. It is not cold yet.”

      “No way.” Ray stood. “You’re not sleeping outside.”

      “Ray, please, he didn
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