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      She was flying. Air rushing so fast she couldn’t breathe. A sudden stop. The ground rushing up to meet her, jarring her teeth, blood salty on her tongue. Hands, clutching, sharp hands. So cold. The moon pale indistinct, shadowing a face of frightening proportions. Dead eyes. Bloody lips. The smell of dead and rotting things warm upon her cheeks. She couldn’t turn away. Icy fingers bit into her flesh. Lifted from the ground, her head bent. Black eyes glared at her. A scream. Hers. Then the other. His eyes. Eyes that weren’t dead, yet not alive. Eyes telling her he wouldn’t let her die. Tears falling on the dirt at her feet. Hunger. The shadow of words she heard, yet couldn’t hear. Released.

      The cold was coming. Almost to her. Growls scratched the air around her. A burst of light. The angel. She was alone.
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      With a sudden sharp intake of breath, Maddy sat up. Bathed in a fine film of perspiration, she blinked to clear her eyes. Slowly, the nightmare faded and the familiar, comforting surroundings of her bedroom came into focus. She forced herself to relax, get her heartbeat under control. Lovingly, she gazed upon the paintings decorating her walls, relieved to see them, to know she was safe. Maddy frowned. She looked at the sodden teddy bear crushed in her fist. Relaxing her grip, she cried out when the bear fell to the floor.

      “Oh Tilly, I’m sorry.” She picked up the well-worn, almost furless bear, cradling it in her arms. “Now, Tilly, you’re supposed to help me sleep. Why did I have that awful dream again?”

      The bear stared unblinkingly.

      “Okay, it was a nightmare.”

      “I thought I’d gotten over them. All the money my parents spent on therapy and here I am, back where I started.”

      Tears slowly slipped from her eyes. She hugged the sweat- soaked bear closer to her breast, rocking it as if it were a child. “What could have brought it back?”

      She climbed out of bed, chin jutting forward. “I’ve spent way too much of my life being afraid. I’m not going to let it ruin another day.”

      “It’s a bit early, but the dawn will make a better picture anyway.” Maddy dressed quickly. Grabbing jeans straight out of the hamper, she jumped a few times to get them on. “I still weigh one hundred and eight. I’m still a size four. They must have shrunk.”

      The bear didn’t believe her.

      “If I get done early enough, I’ll go for a run.” She looked around the empty room, sitting in the even emptier house and wondered why. Finding yesterday’s T-shirt on the floor, she brought it to her nose.

      “I can wear you.” Once again, she addressed the bear. “It doesn’t smell.”

      Twisting her brown hair into a messy ponytail, she told the mirror, “Don’t look at me like that. It doesn’t get any better.”

      Maddy stopped worrying about what she looked like a long time ago. She never wore makeup, at least not since high school. In her senior year, she found some boys liked girls who didn’t care about their appearance, and oddly, she began to care. Disappointed with her eyebrows, pale, almost blond, she hated the way they made her look surprised, so she learned how to darken them.

      Her best friend showed her how to use eyeliner to accent her almond-shaped eyes, her best feature. They were blue, green, or grey depending on the light. Sitting between high cheekbones inherited from some great-great-grandmother of Native American stock, sat an aquiline nose. Her mother told her she had an aristocratic face. Maddy thought it was a nice way of saying she had a big nose. For a while, she reddened her cheeks, but her grandfather continued to complain about how pale she was. Her fair complexion was dusted with freckles, little tan dots in an ocean of white. During the late sixties and early seventies, when tans were in, she’d often prayed her freckles would join together. They didn’t, and she never tanned. Soon, the blush made its way to the trash. For a time, she invested in a curling iron, ringing her narrow face with soft, brown curls. After enough failed dates and the dating pool drying up, the curling iron joined the blush. Ponytail holders, headbands, and barrettes filled its spot in the drawer. Maddy decided the mirror had said enough.

      She walked into the front bedroom she’d converted into a studio.

      “Wish I was taller.” Grabbing one of the home’s many stools, she spoke with a sigh. “Four more inches, just five-six, and I wouldn’t need a stool.”

      She smiled at the bear, imagining her reply. “Well yes, Tilly. I shouldn’t complain, after all, I’m a lot taller than you.”

      Packing up the easel and her charcoal pencils didn’t take long. “I’ll paint later. No.” Maddy stopped beside her palette, packing up the colors she was sure would bring her vision to life.

      “Where do you want to go?” As usual, Tilly didn’t answer. “Mohegan Park isn’t far, and sunrise on the lake should be quite beautiful. Inspirational, even.” Her old, black hoodie seemed to be calling her from the hook by the front door and at the last minute, she put it on.

      A vague feeling of unease tugged at her. She had the childish urge to take Tilly with her. “I’m being stupid.” Her whispered words sounded much too loud in the empty house. She grabbed the bear.

      “Something is wrong. Why am I so nervous, so scared?” She constantly looked over her shoulder. “It’s almost like I expect to see Moloch, Anguish there. Naming your monsters doesn’t make them real.” She frowned. “That’s what the doctors said.”

      Squaring her shoulders, refusing to hide, she loaded the van and backed out of the driveway.

      Tilly sat in the passenger seat. “Maybe I should have gotten a dog. Lots of people talk to dogs. You’ll have to do.” She watched the dark sky giving way to the first tendrils of a light-orange glow. “Why last night? And why can’t I ever hear what they’re saying?”

      Maddy looked back at her home. The raised ranch always reminded her of her parents. She didn’t often allow herself to think about them, about the accident. There were too few people in her life. She still keenly felt their loss. “Instead of talking to you, I could call my brother. But unlike you,” she smiled at the bear, “he talks back. He always asks me how I’m holding up. I’m not holding up. I’m just sort of stuck. Stuck in the house I grew up in, in the life I’ve made for myself, where my best friend and confidant is my teddy bear.”

      With one last look at the house whose barn-red exterior had faded to a look of slightly burnt parchment, she drove away. The roads were empty as most people weren’t up and about on a weekend this early. After another long, cold winter, the road heaves made her think of riding a horse down a wooded trail. The erratic rhythm beat out by the beaded curtains between the driver’s compartment and the cargo bay never failed to make her smile. The previous owners had installed them and though she had hated them at first, over the years, she’d grown fond of them. She was never one of the lovers she pictured back there.

      She parked on a hill overlooking the lake.

      “Deserted.” She placed Tilly next to the easel. “Just the way I like it. I’ll try to finish before anyone else arrives.”

      Soon, the park would fill with mothers and bored, restless children. Children’s laughter almost always made Maddy smile, but sometimes, when looking for inspiration, it was easier to sit in silence.

      Maddy liked the sounds of a waking world. Though most people didn’t notice, there was much to be heard when no one was talking. The day went from grey to rose. Blue was just peeking over the horizon when squealing tires told her of an approaching car. The back door swung open though the car didn’t slow. A man, Anguish, clad all in black jumped, landing hard on the pavement. He quickly pulled himself to the large pine, pushing himself far under its branches. The car screeched to a halt. The face, the scream was remembered. She’d heard his scream a thousand times. Moloch. He looked out the door, quickly retreating into the dark confines of the car.

      Maddy ran to her van, tugging off the hoodie. She drove as close to his hiding place as the soft shoulder allowed. It was quiet, almost too quiet. She followed the soft hiss of his moans.

      Using her mother’s sternest voice, she called to him. “Take this.” She handed him the hoodie. “Take my arm. My van’s right there.”

      He moved slowly, face covered by the hoodie. Leaning heavily upon her, they made their way to the open door of the van. He fell inside. Maddy quickly shut the door.

      “I have to get my things. I’ll be right back.”

      Returning to the van, Maddy forced herself to drive slowly. It was a brilliant morning. Seemingly silent birds floated on the cross current of an almost imperceptible breeze. She didn’t see the houses or the mothers pushing strollers. She didn’t hear the children, fresh from breakfast, preparing for a long day of play. There were only the soft moans from the back of the van. The dream, once again upon her, brought back memories she had hoped to forget.
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      “Maddy, it’s time to come in.” Her mother’s stern voice had called to her from the back door of their home, but Maddy had looked away, continuing to swing.

      Shouting, her mother’s voice had cut through the half-light. “Madelyn Jaye Cochran, I know you heard me. I want you to stop swinging and get in this house, right now!”

      “Aww, Mom,” she had pouted. Seeing the door beginning to open, Maddy quickly added, whining, “I’m comin’. I’m just letting it slow down. You told me not to jump off the swing anymore, remember?”

      Her mother had been upset all night, but Maddy saw her mouth quivering as she turned away. Maddy could see the unhidden fear in her mother’s eyes, even as she fought not to laugh at how cleverly her daughter had turned her words against her.

      Looking back once again, her mother stomped her foot impatiently upon the stoop. “Young lady, I’m waiting.”

      A crash followed by her brother’s scream floated out of the house, sharpened by the chill night’s breeze.

      “Maddy, I have to check on your brother. You’d better be in this house when I get back.”

      Turning on her heel, her mother ran into the house. Alone, Maddy stretched her legs, leaning far back. The swing soared. The swiftly passing air sent her hair floating out around her. Long, brown hair whipped her face. There was no joy in her imaginary flight.

      Ever since she’d heard her daddy’s voice, she’d been upset. From just outside the study door, where Maddy had been waiting to give him a welcome-home hug, the sound of his voice made her stop. He’d been standing in front of the TV, tears making his light-blue eyes—eyes they shared—look very much like a lake on a hot summer’s day.

      “I can’t believe what I’m hearing.” His voice had been shaking. “Eight dead, brutally murdered. Two of them were kids, for Christ’s sake. It’s too horrible. What kind of monster murders kids?”

      “I’m scared.”

      Maddy hadn’t seen her mother, standing silently at her husband’s side.

      “I knew Katie Morton.” A sob told Maddy her mother was crying. “She was a good kid, only ten years old.”

      Putting his arms around his wife, he held her close. “I’m scared too. We’ll be all right; we just have to be careful.”

      “I’m scared,” she repeated.

      He gently placed his hand on her trembling shoulder. “I’m sorry, hon. I have to go back out. I have a meeting. I, we can’t afford to lose this sale. Not too many people looking to buy houses here right now.”

      “Do you really have to?” Her voice rose.

      “You know I do. I won’t be gone long. Just long enough to find out what they’re looking for, what kind of place they can afford, and now I have to convince them this is still a good place to raise a family.” Just a hint of desperation leaked into his voice. “We need the money, Jaye. Keep the doors locked. You’ll be okay.”

      “But kids are being murdered.” Her shoulders shook with her sobs. “I don’t want to be here alone.”

      “I’ll check the windows, make sure they’re locked before I go. You get the kids inside before it gets dark. Lock the doors behind you. Before you know it, I’ll be back. I might even get back before dark.”

      “I understand, I really do.” Her words said one thing, the tone another. She left the room still sobbing.

      Maddy had shivered, running from her mother’s sobs, from the words she didn’t understand.

      Swinging, she tried to forget what she had heard. Now, she flew, traveling to faraway places. Places where there were no murders. Just thinking about it made her shiver. Pursing her lips, eyes drawn together, she thought about Bambi. The movie had made her cry. A hunter killed Bambi’s mom. Was that murder? She shrugged. Putting her mother’s fear aside, Maddy began to sing. A princess warrior, ready to save her kingdom, had nothing to fear.

      Once again, she leaned far back, thrusting out her legs. Faster and higher she soared into the darkening night. She was flying. Air rushing so fast, she couldn’t breathe. A sudden stop. The ground rushing up to meet her, jarring her teeth, blood salty on her tongue. Hands, clutching, sharp hands. So cold. The moon pale indistinct, shadowing a face of frightening proportions. Dead eyes. Bloody lips. The smell of dead and rotting things warm upon her cheeks. She couldn’t turn away. Icy fingers bit into her flesh. Lifted from the ground, forced to look upon an impossibly white face, seeming to float bodiless in the dark. She began to cry. Its black eyes glared at her. Thick, bushy eyebrows crossed a high forehead. The chill of its hand turned her muscles to mush. If he hadn’t been holding her, she would have fallen. Urine streamed down her leg, steaming in the cold night. Lifted from the ground, her head bent. A scream. Hers. Then the other. His eyes. Eyes that weren’t dead, yet not alive. Eyes telling her he wouldn’t let her die. Tears fell on the dirt at her feet. Hunger. Released.

      There were the shadows of words she heard yet couldn’t hear.

      The cold was coming. Almost to her. Growls scratched the air around her. A burst of light. The angel. She was alone.
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      Maddy shook her head, trying to clear away the memory. The road came back into focus, and she was surprised at how far she’d driven. From the back of the van, she heard him moving about, still moaning. Moans telling her she wasn’t crazy, never had been.

      “Well, Tilly, I have an idea why I had the dream. Instead of running away from it, I took someone from it home, assuming I haven’t completely lost my mind, and there’s really someone back there.”

      She drove into the garage half of the basement. With forced patience, she waited for the door to close. The garage darkened. There were no windows here. Her father had once planned to add some so he could make the back of the garage a workshop. A workshop he never had time to build. She went into the family room, her room. In this room, she was most comfortable. There were no reminders of her parents here. Her first paycheck had paid for it. Carefully closing the curtains on the room’s three windows, it was ready.

      The garage was silent. Once again, she worried. She couldn’t help but doubt herself. Fear blurred the edges of all she could see. She leaned against the wall to stop herself from falling. Surely, the images she drove home with had been memories. So often, by so many she’d been told those memories weren’t real. Now, she had seen it all again, fresh, as if her nine-year-old self had just escaped into the house, as though the monster was outside her door. After all this time, how could she trust faded memories of what she thought she’d seen so long ago? Could it be she had never woken from this morning’s dream? Was she still in bed, clutching Tilly? Would he be there, had he ever been? Maddy stood by the door, unwilling to open it but too afraid to walk away.

      It was the smell. The pungent odor of burned flesh. She knew that smell, the neighbor’s house on fire. A screaming woman running into her home while heat waves smacked her cheeks red and raw. Ponzy was rescued; the dog, too afraid, had been hiding behind a burning couch. Mrs. Anders’ arm, the flesh burned raw, and there was the smell, the one now filling her garage.

      He was there.

      “I’ll help you.”

      His breathing sounded like the rumbling of old water pipes, the water slowly making its way. When she reached out to help him, he pulled away from her touch, waiting to walk behind her. Maddy could barely see his eyes. The going was slow, and there was obvious relief in the way he lowered himself onto the couch.

      “It is cool, dark. Thank you.”

      The voice, barely perceptible, sounded as if it had been seldom used, rusty, the edges of his words frayed. It was a voice she had heard once before. Maddy felt the hairs on her arms rise.

      “What can I do?” She stood nervously before him. Dried blood like small streams stained his shirt. Burns covered his hands. He tucked them into his lap when he saw her stare.

      “You’ve done more than you should.” He looked into her eyes.

      Maddy felt her legs grow weak. She leaned back against the chair arm to steady herself. He was pale. But his eyes were full of light. Strangely, it seemed to make the room darker. He looked away from her, one hand raised as if to shield himself from the look in her eyes, the other, a taunt fist ground into a muscular thigh.

      “No, I didn’t. I’ll get some medicine for those burns. I have some upstairs.” Maddy was heading for the stairs when he caught her arm. Cold, stonelike, the hand bit into her flesh. How had he crossed the room so quickly? Abruptly released, her hand fell, slapping her thigh. She saw her fear reflected in his grey eyes.

      “I don’t need it, the medicine.” He returned to the couch. “Just a little time.”

      “Take all the time you need.” Maddy went over to the chair, rubbing her wrist, which had already started to bruise. She could see he was struggling with something more painful than the burns on his arms.

      He looked up, surprised to see her there.

      “You’re hungry.”

      A single nod was his reply. Eyes, rimmed red, stood out in face, drained of all color.

      “Me too.” She looked up from her bruises. His burns, still visible, had begun to fade.

      He was looking at the bruises on her arm. “I am sorry. I did not mean to hurt you.” His shoulders trembled. “Please leave me now. I-I…”

      Maddy saw the look in his eyes as they traveled to her neck, quickly looking away from his hunger.

      He pressed himself further back into the couch, burying himself in its cushions. Looking at his hands, his fingers curled in his lap. The silence grew.

      When she looked back, there was only sadness in his eyes. “You are not safe.” He spoke to his fists.

      Maddy stood. The shaking started. She held onto the back of the chair. “I’ll go upstairs. I-I.”

      Maddy didn’t know what she was more afraid of: him not being there when she returned, or this morning being her last. What would she be, if she returned to find the room empty, still empty? For so much of her life it had been. Today she needed this other, these bruises, that smell. She needed him to be here. From the corner of her eye, she could see him watching.

      “I will be here when you return.”

      She wasn’t sure, but she thought she saw a smile playing with his lips.

      Her stomach growled.

      “I need to know why I am here. But I can hear your need. You should eat.”

      The mood was light, weirdly normal. So out of place yet it seemed far more real than so much of her life had been. Once again, she wondered if she were still dreaming.

      “It is not a dream.”

      “How do you…” Maddy didn’t know what to say.

      “It is your eyes. You ask your questions with them. I read them easily. We will talk when you return. There are many things to be told.”

      “Can I get something for you?”

      “Nothing you would willingly give.”

      Now, she was sure she saw a smile. Somehow, it was a smile speaking less of mirth and more of a deep sadness. He looked away for a moment. When he turned back, she could see the small crinkle lines around his eyes. Lines telling her at some time in his life, he used to laugh, quite a lot. Their eyes met and the crinkles grew more pronounced.

      She found herself returning his smile. “You’re not what I expected.”

      He frowned. “I’m not what I expected. I know less of what I am than what I am not. But I know now, in this place, I feel more like what I once was, a little bit like what I might have become.”

      She could feel his eyes follow her up the stairs. She walked fast, too fast, almost tripping up the stairs.

      Yesterday’s lasagna would have to do. Standing at the counter, she ate it cold. Even the few minutes it would take to heat it, were more than she could spare. She could almost hear her mother telling her not to eat so fast. As a child, she would have listened to her mother’s careful, loving voice. Yesterday she would have listened to its echo.

      Maddy returned to the room, wiping sauce from her lips. He was there, watching the stairs, waiting in complete stillness. Discarding the balled-up napkin she still held, she sat in the chair facing him. For a few moments, she watched him watch her. Dusty hair, neither blond nor brown covered his head. A little long it was obvious he had cut it himself. Maddy thought he was tall, but everyone looked tall to her. Lean, he sat painfully straight, cords of muscles ringed his neck and tightened the long sleeves of the black shirt he wore. Full lips softened his square jaw. His sunken cheeks were lined where dimples could vaguely be seen. Unlike her blond brows, his were darker than the hair on his head. The eyes looking back at her were dark grey, like a stormy ocean. She wondered, when he looked into her eyes, if they were green or grey in this dim light. She liked them best blue.

      “They are blue.”

      Maddy remembered how shabbily she had dressed. The color rose in her cheeks. She thought about Tilly left sitting in the van. She couldn’t leave her there.

      “I’ll be back. I’ve got to get Tilly.”

      “Your doll? I heard you talking to it in the van.” He splayed his hand out in front of him, a visual question mark. “Is that what you call it?”

      “Yes, she’s a teddy bear.”

      Tilly was there. Its dark, faded eyes questioning every decision she’d made.

      “I don’t know,” she answered Tilly, carrying her upstairs to her bedroom. “No, I don’t know what I’m doing. It’s insane but I feel saner than all those therapy sessions ever made me feel. Of course, talking to you, and I always do, kind of makes the sanity question moot.”

      Putting Tilly on the pillow, the place it occupied for the past twenty years, Maddy chuckled.

      “Sleep well.”

      She was about to leave the room when she caught sight of her journal. Her first psychologist had recommended she record her thoughts and fears. It was supposed to quiet her mind. Maddy had made good use of it. All her ideas, her questions were placed between the many faces she drew. What had pulled her from the swing? What was hidden in the blood? Were there fangs? Who saved her? What were they saying? Why did they run?

      He lay stretched out on the couch, hair in disarray, beautiful blue-grey eyes shuttered by lids with long tawny lashes. A stubble of light hair covered his chin and cheeks. His feet hung over the arms of the couch, telling her in this case she was right. His legs stretched beyond the five-foot couch by a little more than a foot. Moloch was bigger. In her nightmares, he had loomed over not only her, but the trees also.

      Sitting up, he waited for her to speak.

      “Can we talk now?” She twisted her hair furiously. She couldn’t remember a time when she didn’t do this. When lost in thought, the twirling would begin.

      “Why did you help me?”

      “I really don’t know why. Let me tell you what I think is my beginning in this.” She smiled crookedly. For a moment, she let her mind wander to the soft bird song outside her walls, head cocked to the side.

      “It is pretty.”

      Maddy frowned, confused.

      “The birds. I see you listening to them.” His gaze followed hers.

      A warm smile crossed her face. “I like this time of year, before it gets cold. We have blue jays all year round. Robins follow the food. It’s still warm enough, so they’re still here. If you listen, you can hear them. Robins tell me to cheer up. The jays just sing their name, but I hear joy.”

      “I have listened to them many times. I did not put their song into words. It is more beautiful now.”

      “Back to the beginning.” Maddy, once again facing him, began speaking. “I think I’ve changed a lot since you last met me. You haven’t changed at all. I knew it was you jumping out of the car. Escaping?”

      “Yes.” Looking at the book she held tight against her chest, he frowned.

      “This is my journal. All my questions, the things I couldn’t understand are written on those pages. Whenever I came up with an idea I hoped would explain what I thought I saw, I put it in there.” Maddy felt her neck growing warm. “I’ve never let anyone look at it before.”

      When he took the book from her, she saw tawny hair curling around the collar of his shirt.

      “I guess we should have begun with introductions. My name is Madelyn Jaye Cochran, Maddy.”

      “My name is Marcus. Please continue.”

      “It was twenty years ago, just after sunset. My mother wanted me to come in, but I was a kid, and I ignored her. I pretended not to hear her. I was singing, poorly, some tune from a movie I’d seen.”

      He smiled. “You were singing, not poorly.”

      “The thing in the car; I call him Moloch.”

      “Moloch?”

      “It’s a biblical deity associated with child sacrifice. It seemed appropriate. I think he was the one, though no one believed me, who killed those people. He was going to kill me too, but you stopped him. I guess you were able to scare him away. The murders stopped.”

      Looking away, he covered his eyes, rubbing his forehead as if trying to soothe away a headache.

      “Can you tell me who you are, what you are?”

      “Not yet, please. I still have questions. You said you recognized me. It doesn’t explain your helping me.”

      “I really didn’t think. It just seemed like I should. This morning, I dreamt the dream that’s haunted me for years. I haven’t had it for a long time now. I’ve searched for your face, for his in every crowd, afraid I would see them. You saved me then. It was my turn to save you.”

      Unable to turn away from his steady gaze, Maddy noticed how he pounded his thigh, hands balled into white-knuckled fists. Seeing her watching him, he uncurled his fists, laying them on his thighs.

      Maddy continued to wind her hair around her fingers, knotting it mercilessly. “You’re both so pale. He had blood on his lips, his chin. He looked so hungry. I thought there were fangs hidden by the blood. Was I right?”

      “He, we don’t have fangs.”

      “You were sad, but still, I could see your hunger. All I remembered was disembodied, hungry faces. Fangs. The night you saved me, the killing stopped. The police came, hoping I’d seen something they could use to help them catch the killer. They stopped listening when I told them I saw fangs. My parents sent me to psychologists. One said I was trying to get attention. Another said they were imaginary monsters created to handle the deeply hidden scars of child abuse. He tried to get me to say things about my parents, things they must have done to me, to my brother. The police investigated them. Eventually, they left us alone.”

      Maddy shook the knots out of her hair. The faces, the voices had been so real, her fear more real than the warmth of her mother’s hugs.

      “After a while, I began to doubt myself. I had no reason to think all the adults were wrong. Everyone was so sure. My fading memory couldn’t withstand their certainty. I felt I hurt my parents, my brother, myself, every time I told anyone what I thought happened, so I stopped talking. I put on a smile and acted like everything was fine.”

      Maddy paused, but Marcus remained silent. “My parents lost a lot of friends. Over time our problems were forgotten. Not by everyone. It was hard for my parents. There were always rumors and comments. No children came to play at our house. They died eight years ago. I was twenty-one.”

      “Your parents…How did they die?”

      “There were driving home New Year’s Eve. The driver said he didn’t see them. They were so happy to go out.” Maddy fought back tears.

      “Where did you go?”

      “I never left.” Maddy looked around the room.

      “Your life…” Marcus’ voice trailed away.

      “It has been unusual.” Maddy’s lips smiled, but her eyes remained sad. She didn’t know why she was telling him this. Maybe it was he’d been there, maybe it was how he listened without comment. “I was afraid, always afraid. Now, I know the things I saw and felt were real. I know I had a reason to be afraid. I can’t tell you how good it feels.”

      Maddy thought back to her futile attempts at a social life. She’d seldom dated, always expecting to see hungry, inhuman eyes looking at her. She felt like prey. As her discomfort grew so did theirs. There was never a question of a second date, she was never asked. There were few party invitations, and no one was upset when she didn’t attend. Maddy didn’t complain. She let the world know she was content with her solitary life. After a while, even she believed it.

      “Why am I here?”

      “The few friends I had either moved away, or I lost touch with them. My brother moved out a few years ago. I found a career where I don’t have to leave the house. I don’t date. I live alone. You’re safe here.”

      “I cannot leave.” He glanced nervously around the room, craning his neck to see the light seeping around the curtains. It was high in the sky. The heavy curtains his only protection.

      Maddy rose. “I’ve got a painting to finish. It needs to be done while the sun is up. The colors are truer in natural light.” She looked at his blistered hands. “You look like you could use some rest.”

      She forced herself back to work. It never grew old, horsehair creating what her mind saw. She’d been told painting book covers wasn’t real art. The work before her told a different story. Her paintings would never hang on a gallery’s wall, but to many readers, it would be her covers drawing them to the book.

      The afternoon passed slowly. Maddy found her mind frequently straying from the painting. The impending deadline forced her back to work. She couldn’t afford to miss it; the nearly empty fridge wouldn’t fill itself. The sun was slowly descending, casting shadows on the canvas. Time to go downstairs.

      Marcus was sitting unnaturally still. He didn’t look her way but began their earlier conversation as if it hadn’t been interrupted. “You need to tell me what you think I am.”

      “The journal.” She could see it laying open at his side. “My research, what little I could do, led me to believe you were both vampires.” Maddy bit the edges of her fingernails, nibbling upon the hardened edges of her cuticles. The many scabs and reddened areas revealed it was a long-standing habit.

      “To the little girl, you were monsters. Those pale faces and imagined fangs meant you could only be vampires. It seemed to fit. They look like men but have dead eyes. They drink blood and can walk among us, but only at night. That’s a description from The Book of The Undead. Half my journal is filled with the information I found. It’s almost all fables, folklore. Early man’s attempts to explain what science hadn’t yet revealed. All civilizations have their own version, but there are a few common threads. It’s your turn. Spill.”

      “Spill?”

      “Tell me your story.”

      “There is much I will not tell you.” He looked around the room, searching for the words he needed.

      Maddy, seeing him gather his thoughts, remained quiet, waiting for him to speak.

      After seemingly endless seconds, he began. “There has been no one who would listen to this and believe what I say is true.”

      “I’ll believe you.”

      There was a slight shift to his shoulder, a hunching of defeat. “I am glad my mother never saw what I have become. I can no longer remember her face.” Expression changing, pain lived in his eyes. “Many years ago, when I was fifteen, I was helping my father. We grew potatoes. It was a lot of work. I helped him with the harvest as soon as I could walk. It was late September. I know when he took me. It was harvest time.”

      Maddy tried to ignore the incessant tapping of his fist.

      “It was getting dark, but there were only a few more rows, so we kept working. It was a mistake. When the sun sank and we could do no more, a man, the one you call Moloch, walked out of the surrounding forest. We had many acres and few neighbors. There were few words exchanged.” Once again he covered his eyes.

      “I could hear my mother calling. He did not kill me then. He killed my father and took me with him. I was his child, his slave, his companion. I don’t know what I am to him. All I know is he made me into what I am now. He kept me. I cannot…” he burrowed into the couch. It could not hide him. Little bird song entered the room, and the sound of the neighbor’s children seemed a century ago.

      “You don’t have to tell me.” She reached for him, but he pulled away.

      “What happened those years, I cannot tell you.” He shifted in the seat, trying to find a comfort he could not find. His eyes kept its vigil, watching the fading light skirting around the windows. He waited, his relief obvious when Maddy remained silent.

      “When I was finally able to, I escaped. I learned how to hide from him, feeding only when I have to.”

      Maddy held onto her silence. She had many questions. She fought to keep them to herself.

      “I must feed. You have seen my hunger; surely you know what I must do. I drink the blood of the dead or dying.” Marcus turned away. “I am ashamed.”

      He spoke as if in a confessional, but she couldn’t absolve him. The silence was loud, filling the space between them and still she didn’t speak.

      “Gregor kills for pleasure. It seems he is always hungry. He moves from place to place. He is strong. Once, he told me he is ancient. The blood of many have given him great strength. But Gregor feeds as much on fear as blood.” Once again, he answered a question she didn’t ask. “I do not know where or when he was born. I long to see another sunrise. I cannot, not until he is dead.”

      His tale was done. She could see it in his eyes, in the defeat she saw there.

      “I’ll help you find and kill him. Together, we can do it.”

      “You cannot do this.”

      Maddy stood before him, arms akimbo. Marcus didn’t know how much she sounded like her mother. “I have to. It seems I’ve been waiting for you, waiting for you both most of my life.”

      When he began to rise, she gently pushed him back upon the seat. He let himself fall.

      “I know alone.” Maddy spoke as if he were a child needing instruction. “I’ve grown to like it, but there are some things you cannot do alone.”

      “You do not know.” His rose too quickly, and Maddy couldn’t stop herself from stepping back.

      “Yes, I think I do. I won’t argue with you.” She glanced at her watch. “We’ve been talking a long time. I have more work I should do. It’s time for you to eat.” She placed a key on the cushion beside him. “Here’s a key to the back door. You can stay here. I’d like you to.” Seeing his stormy expression, she pressed on. “Please stay. If you don’t, I’ll hunt him alone. Now I know he exists, I must. I looked into his eyes. We can’t get back what he stole from me, from you, but we can stop him.”

      “You knowing what I am, what I must do, what I am about to do, how can you let me stay?” Marcus looked up at the curtains. No light snuck around its edges. Day was spent. His hunger grew with the darkness. The world beyond the curtains sang a different song, a more familiar one. The soft trills of songbirds were replaced by the eerie hoot of owls, the high-pitched chirping of katydids. The quiet of the night was broken less often as fewer cars spat the freshly pressed tar. There was the smell, always the smell. Day or night the fragrant tease of the blood he hungered for. He couldn’t deny it. He could see his hunger mirrored in Maddy’s eyes. His hands held tightly to the soft grey cushions. Maddy didn’t move. The bruises on her arm told her she couldn’t stop him. She had only her words.

      “You’ve had plenty of time to hurt me.” He stood, rocking on his heels. “We need each other. From the moment I met you, when I fell off the swing, my life changed. I have to do this to free myself. Maybe it will free you too. I’m asking you to stay. Help me help you.”

      Defeated, he seemed to shrink within himself. “I will not feed. I can abstain; I’ve done it before.”

      “No, you must feed.” She pointedly looked at the burn marks, still visible on his arms. “You need to heal. If my research has any truth to it, the blood will help. I’ve read it keeps you strong. I’m pretty much useless when I’m hungry. It won’t help either of us if you’re useless.” She spoke to his bowed head, “Tomorrow, you can tell me what you know about yourself. What I need to know to help you and protect myself. Do you sleep?”

      “Yes.”

      “I have a library,” Maddy pointed towards the overstuffed bookcase behind where they stood. “There’s the TV. There are lots of channels. Do you know how to use it?”

      “I have seen it.” He turned quickly away. “I do not read very well. Those books would be too hard for me. I was not a good student. It seemed not so important then, there was always so much work to do.”

      “Let me show you how to use my system. Took me days to figure it out.” She walked to the remote. “This one,” she held out the largest remote, “turns the TV on, red button. The black one turns on the cable box. You press Guide to get the program list. Up, down arrows to move between channels. Okay, selects the channel. The smaller silver remote turns on the amplifier, the sound. You got it?”

      “Easy.”

      “Well, I didn’t think so, at least, not at first. I hope you will be here when I return.” She wondered, climbing up the stairs, if he would.

      Maddy stopped long enough to finish last night’s dinner. Putting the dishes in the washer, she realized how tired she was. Her arms, her head, even her legs felt leaden. She needed a shower, so sleep would have to wait a bit longer. The sleep she expected to be elusive came quickly. She didn’t hear the door open. She didn’t hear him leave.
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      Marcus carefully placed the key in his pocket. He moved quickly, far quicker than the other creatures dwelling in the dark. Unobserved, he began to hunt. Following the distinct smell of fresh blood, he quietly approached a cluster of lights. Staying in the shadows he listened for the sound of people. Most office buildings were empty, stores closed. Only a few businesses remained. The Norwich High School stood between near empty streets. The once grand Majestic Cinema stood to the right side of the whorehouse, the only place regularly visited. In the V between Main and Franklin Street was one of the few remaining businesses. The bank with its ornate white marble columns and large mahogany doors, rose three stories above the street. Tall windows with brocade curtains framing them, looked out in all directions. One of the city’s remaining jewels, small and locally owned, it had survived the Depression, bank crashes, and economic downturns. It escaped buyouts and evaded hostile take-overs. Still employing five hundred souls, it was the city’s largest employer.

      Marcus quickly left the bank and its bright lights behind. Franklin Street offered more opportunities than Main. Here the homes were less tidy. Porches hung at odd angles, there were no curtains to give the occupants even the semblance of privacy. In the dim light, windows burdened by ages of dirt, he could see within these walls many people lived.

      He heard the cries before he saw the boy. The porch roof gave its occupants cover from those on the sidewalk below. It didn’t hide the sounds. Those were willingly ignored. The man was large, piggish, a huge belly hiding the shorts he wore. Only the tattered hem proved he wasn’t naked. Below him, cowering on the floor was the battered body of a woman, still alive, barely. Her young son was at her side, pleading with the man to leave his mom alone.

      In response to the boy’s pleas, a fist was raised. Marcus stepped out of the shadows, catching it.

      “Who the hell are you?” He tried to break free, earning himself considerable pain.

      Marcus looked past the woman, addressing the boy, “Call for help.”

      With one last look at Marcus, he ran into the house.

      “Fuck you.” The man fought to free his hand, spitting out the words. “Let me go. You have no right. She’s my wife. I can do whatever the hell I want.”

      “No, you can’t.” Marcus half-carried, half-pushed him to the street.

      His cries, as his wife’s before him, were ignored. It was just another fight, another miserable night, one of many.
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      Marcus stood before Maddy’s back door looking at the key in his hand.

      “Home.” His voice didn’t carry. The lock’s tumblers seemed over-loud in the silence.

      “This is not home,” he spoke again, not realizing he had spoken aloud. He looked past the mirrors framing a picture of Maddy and her family. The child in the picture was as he remembered. Turning, he let his legs lead him to the couch. A softer bed than many he had known.

      Maddy woke surprisingly refreshed. She made coffee, bringing a mug downstairs, hoping he would be there. Like an infant he lay, legs drawn up, knees tucked up close to his chest, arms closed tightly around them as if to protect himself.

      She went over to the couch, reaching out to smooth his tousled hair. Marcus opened his eyes, sitting up suddenly.

      “I’m sorry if I woke you. I can come back later.”

      “No. It is just.” He looked around the room as if surprised he was there. “I am not used to this.”

      Automatically, Maddy turned the television on.  She didn’t like the quiet with its loud hum. Marcus walked to the picture he noticed yesterday.

      “Your family?”

      “Mostly. Me, Mom, and Dad. My brother was at a friend’s house. I loved him but sometimes, I liked having them to myself.”

      “This is from before.” He turned to face the image reflected in the mirror’s shining glass.

      Maddy saw him recoil, stepping quickly away.

      “I’ve read vampires can’t see themselves in mirrors.”

      “I wish it were true. I see myself there. I do not like what I see.”

      “I’m sure this is a stupid question, but can you drink anything, coffee?” Maddy held out the cup.

      “No.” He shook his head. “I would like to. It smells good.”

      “I have to have coffee.” She looked down at the mug she’d already emptied. “It’s time for my second cup. I’ll be right back.”

      “Are you ready to tell me what can kill a vampire?” Maddy returned, heading to the chair opposite where he sat.

      “I am.” Resting his chin in his cupped hands, he waited for her to begin.

      “I’ve read vampires can be killed by walking in the sun, being burned by fire, or a stake through the heart. Some of the stories and most of the movies say you can’t touch a crucifix, can make people do what you want them too, change into animals or smoke and fly. Stories say garlic will keep you away, though I think too much garlic will keep anyone away. So, what’s true?”

      “It is not a crucifix. It’s silver. It burns and leaves scars. Other wounds do not scar.”

      “You drink blood, but don’t have fangs. How?”

      “As with many hunters, we drink from the wounds we make. As a child, it would have been easy to think our sharp teeth were fangs.” Marcus looked at his hands, as if the welts were still there. “We cannot walk in the sun or look too long into bright lights of any kind. Our eyes are those of nocturnal hunters and not well adapted to the light.”

      “Does this hurt you?”

      “Not a lot, no.”

      Maddy shut off the light.

      Marcus turned quickly away, but she could see he was smiling. “It seems to kill Gregor, or myself, you must use wood. You must also keep the stake in the wound until the heart has completely stopped beating. It is not so much we cannot be killed; as it is, we so quickly heal. Fire, or walking too long in the sun will kill us. We do not fly or change our physical form. We do not have a problem with garlic.”

      “I read a vampire bite, one that kills you, makes you into a vampire. Is it true?” Maddy, staring into his eyes, listened to her speeding heart.

      “Drinking your blood will not change you. For that the blood must…I do not know how to say it.” Marcus shuddered, seeing the monster’s bloody face bending over him, the day he woke, no longer a man. “He mixed his blood with mine. I know of no others like us.” He looked at the overstuffed bookcases. “I do not know what other things your books have told you.”

      The television droned on behind them. Maddy noticed his eyes suddenly drawn to the screen.

      “In Norwich last night, a Mr. Paul Perrone was badly beaten. He’s expected to make a full recovery.” A sharp, well-dressed man was speaking. “The police told us Mr. Perrone fought back. His assailant should be sporting a number of bruises. There are no suspects at this time. Mr. Perrone was unable to give a description of his assailant, other than saying he was tall and very strong. The police are looking for any information leading to an arrest.”

      “Dave,” the co-anchor broke in. “I understand Mr. Perrone has been charged with assaulting his wife. The assault happening shortly before the attack. Any connection?”

      “Chief Daniels doesn’t believe there is. Their son told the police his mother’s attempt to stop his stepfather from going out is what started the fight. I understand once his mother was unconscious, the boy went into the house and called nine-one-one. When he returned to her side, his stepfather was gone. Mr. Perrone was found a few hours later.”

      “You did that?” Maddy watched as he looked away from the screen.

      “Yes,” Marcus answered. “It is a terrible thing.”

      “You didn’t kill him?”

      “I have not killed. It is enough, what I must do.”

      “You do what you have to do to stay alive.” She saw his frown.

      “I am dead.”

      “I don’t think so.” Once again, Maddy twirled her hair around her slender fingers. Marcus noticed their length, the indents from many hours holding a pencil or paintbrush and found himself admiring the tender peach flesh.

      “It cannot be natural, my not aging, how quickly I heal.”

      “I’ve had a lot of time to think about this. Many animals drink blood.”

      Marcus walked to the other side of the room. “Have you read all these books?”

      Maddy took his abrupt change of subject without comment.

      “Most of them.” Once again, she took on her mother’s voice. “You aren’t dead.”

      Marcus looked at her, teeth clenching.

      “Don’t look at me like that, I mean it. You’re a person, a living, breathing person suffering from something I don’t understand.” When he turned away, looking directly at the wall, Maddy decided she should change the subject.

      “Tell me how you hunt him?”

      “I feel him.” Shrugging, he faced her. “It is hard to explain. It is like there is a connection between us. I feel his strongest emotions. By concentrating on them, I can tell where he is. I believe it works both ways. Still, I have been able to surprise him once in a while.”

      Maddy couldn’t help but notice his rather broad shoulders, the muscles hidden beneath the straining shirt.

      “Gregor is a creature of habit, driven by his appetites. I know what he likes, where he likes to hunt, the kind of people he chooses. He feeds, but only enough to weaken his prey. He likes to torture his food, to drink their fear. Sometimes I can tell where he will hunt. I must hunt him at night when he is most dangerous.”

      “I can go out in the day.”

      “Yes, but don’t think he is weak. He is just as strong in the day as he is at night. Just as hungry. Only being able to escape into the light would give you protection. I’ve seen some of the movies. Do not think Gregor, that is his name, is sleeping in a casket somewhere waiting for the night. Inside where he hides, he’s just as dangerous. I can move quickly. He is faster.”

      Maddy looked at the bruises, like burnt potato chips on her arms. “I noticed.”

      Sitting far from where she stood, Marcus whispered, “You needed to know. I am sorry.”

      Maddy waved his apology aside. “Go on.”

      Having looked at the bruises, he once again noticed the stains, the charcoal she was unable to wash away.

      “You told me you paint. What is it you do?”

      “I work here. I illustrate books for a living. Mostly I paint book covers. A few years ago, in college, I met a woman. She’d written a children’s book. I always wanted to be an artist.” Maddy shrugged. “Never thought I would be. There aren’t many jobs for artists. I was happy to do the illustrations for her book. My illustrations caught the attention of the publishing company. They contacted me directly. I’ve been doing their covers for eight years now. I was in the park yesterday to sketch a sunrise for a
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