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Evening Primrose

You who walk with shadows

Bruised flower heart

Here i am

Waiting for cold kisses

Hungry for the death

Can you feel my soul

i am afraid of you, of me

Into the dusk i hasten

Rain upon my face

Then you are against my neck

Hungry fingers at my breasts

My nipples bloodied petals

Shroud me within your wings

Inhale me, devour me

Leave me floating as your ghost

You who walk with shadows

Let my heart be the bruised flower in your
arms

My nails the thorns upon your back

Here i am

Eager for your lips

Thirsty for your love

Here i am

Can you feel me?

Fabrice Dulac







"Hope is a waking dream."

Aristotle

"He lives not long

who battles with the immortals..."

Homer







Part I

"For every complex problem,

there is a solution that is simple, neat, and
wrong."

H. L. Mencken







Chapter One

Domed amber
streetlights created a turn-of-the-last-century feel, or at least
that was how Michel imagined things had appeared one hundred years
ago. He'd seen the look in period-piece movies and old sepia
photographs. But he had existed on this earth a decade and a half,
not the two centuries plus his Aunt Chloe had been walking the
planet, and he relied on her to confirm his impressions.

Michel and Chloe climbed the winding streets
of the mountainside in silence. Eventually, the street reached a
fork, left or right, up the curvy road around the mountain or the
residential street winding through city-forest ending in entrances
to two of the three cemeteries on the mountain.

They turned right. Straight ahead, lay the
wrought-iron gates of the small Jewish cemetery. This isolated
graveyard stood protected from the other cemeteries on the
mountain. As they passed the locked gates, Michel stared in at the
modern, crisp stones, so white, so low to the ground; a graveyard
almost free of monuments. And no crypts. He'd been here several
times, inside the gates, and although some of the inscriptions
touched him—at least the ones that weren't in Hebrew, which he
couldn't read—this cemetery as a whole did not inspire him in any
way.

A little further on they reached a dead end
and the arched stone gates of the Mont Royal Cemetery. From here,
he did not see the enormous lighted cross at the top of Mont Royal
that could be viewed from just about everywhere else in the city of
Montréal. Crosses didn't bother his kind, although mortal legends
said they should. But so much of the literature on vampires was
false. And funny. And most of it was junk. He guessed it made good
reading for somebody. Somebody he probably wouldn't find too
interesting.

The large Gothic gates of stone and iron
closed to vehicles at sunset but, conveniently, a small pedestrian
entrance beside them stayed open, and they entered. There was a
guardhouse, but he could sense the guard was busy reading, not too
interested in the two beings illegally infiltrating the cemetery
after hours.

This, the 'English' cemetery—although French were
buried here as well—appeared relatively ordered. Grass mowed.
Tombstones spaced well apart. No hidden sections. Few unusual
stones. Oh, there was the monument just past the lawns and the
brook that led in, where the tombstones started. He and Chloe
stopped to read:

THOS. LETT HACKETT, L.O.A.

who was barbarously murdered on Victoria
Square

when quietly returning from Divine
Services

12th July 1877

This monument was erected by Orangemen and
Protestants

of the Dominion

as a tribute to his memory and to mark
their

detestation of his murderers.

"Think it was a political murder?" Michel
asked.

"It could have been," Chloe said. "From the
date."

"Could have been a bar brawl, too," Michel
laughed. "But they sure are trying to convince everybody he was
some kind of martyr."

"Mortals need to give death meaning. We are
not so unlike them."

They walked up the wide path, up and up the
hill. On the left in the distance against the trees he saw the
enormous Molson crypt—the family that owned the brewery. It
occupied a big area, and he'd come up through the woods around the
other side a couple of times.

Further on stood the McArthur monument,
white, pink and beige stonework, a peaked roof with its high
reliefs, and four pillars, one at each corner of the mini temple,
holding up that roof. Three human-height angels leaned against the
pillars—one had been stolen or broken years before. A hundred years
of pollution determined their color, black; the color was cool.
Yes, there were definite attractions here. Once, when he was alone,
he had stood at that fourth, empty pillar, pretending to be the
missing angel. "The angel of death!" he cried in a macabre voice,
raised his arms to the sky. Then he let himself fall forward,
face-down, onto the soft grass.

As they walked, he saw the odd monument that
resembled the rectangular boxes in European cathedrals where Popes
and Cardinals and other high-religious types were buried. These
blocks of marble were usually elaborate. He'd seen a few made of
iron, now rusted. Often these graves were cordoned off with linked
chain.

Chloe had chosen the eastern entrance, not
because of its proximity to their home in Westmount, but because
they had wandered all over the city that night and ended up
circling the mountain. It didn't matter. There were hours yet until
sunrise. Sunrise was sleep time for Chloe, but Michel could still
bear the solar rays, although not as well as when he had been a
kid.

A new moon hung high in the clear fall sky,
washing the grounds with white light, illuminating the stones
enough to make them appear to be whitewashed.

They continued in simpatico silence,
intuitively moving along the main path, turning up one side path
and not another at a crossroad, at the same moment, synchronized,
by instinct, as if they knew where they were headed.

"I read there are more people alive now than
have ever died. I did the calculations. I think it's true," Michel
said.

Out of the corner of his eye, he saw
movement. A red fox darted between the graves. The animal's sinuous
muscles slid beneath its furry skin. The eyes glinted red as it
froze and stared at them, aware that it was in the vicinity of
predators. Michel wouldn't harm it, and neither would Chloe, but
they could, and the fox knew that. Good intentions only go so far
with animals, Chloe once said, and he believed that was true.

Michel sensed mortals, an odd energy that
changed the air, visually and intangibly, making it feel more solid
yet electrical. With his sharp night vision, he scanned the hill
beyond the fox. There! On a tombstone, surrounded on three sides by
trees, sat a couple. No, the female sat, or more, reclined on top
of the tombstone. The male stood between her open legs. They were
naked. He realized what was happening, something that filled him
with endless curiosity. His sensitive ears picked up their rapid
breathing, the slippery sound of their bodies connecting in wild
passion. The man moved rhythmically. The woman moaned softly. And
then the scent hit Michel, startling him: blood. The woman's
menstrual blood. Released with each stroke, gushing down the stone
face of the grave marker, turning the stone a brilliant red!

Suddenly, the fox bolted. It raced through
the night. Michel heard a clack as its claws snapped a branch,
desperate to create distance and therefore safety for itself, not
from the fornicating mortals, but from Michel and Chloe and the
tension of their awareness of the blood.

Chloe had turned her head slightly to watch
the animal, and the couple. "Sex and death," she said softly.
"Mortals love the combination. Again, I suspect we are not so
different in this regard."

The mortals were oblivious to the fox, and
to the beings walking on the path who might make them permanent
residents of this place they had chosen for intimacy.

A smile played on Chloe's full lips, so
reminiscent of his own. Michel stared at his aunt's profile. Her
white hair glinted silver in the moonglow. She was a striking
woman. All of the females of his kind were attractive—it was their
nature, he guessed, to look seductive, no matter at what age they
had transformed—it was probably a survival thing. Not only were
they seductive to mortals, they were mesmerizing to their own kind,
both males and females. It was defensive and offensive he knew,
because his kind were a threat to each other, although he didn't
have a really good grasp of that yet.

Chloe had the same Gallic features as his
dad, features he had inherited—a strong chin, long nose, expressive
almond eyes. Gerlinde said they all looked like models in a
Renaissance painting, and he'd seen enough artwork to know it was
true.

"The poor earth supports more life than it
ever has," Chloe finally said, startling him, because he'd
forgotten he'd even said anything. "That always amazes me. It's a
fine gesture of the Great Mother, the mother of us all, to nurture
us, every one. But I wonder that her milk hasn't dried up by
now."

They moved up the low hill, past the
children's graveyard on the left, the ground dotted with little
stones for small occupants six feet below. Simple markers—names,
dates, sometimes a biblical quote—often adorned with stone images.
Baby lambs and fat cherubs were favored. Someone had put a toy
unicorn against one of the stones.

Michel wondered what it would be like to
die. He would never die. He knew that now. He had made his decision
a couple of years ago, or at least most of the time he felt he had,
although he had yet to believe that a mental choice could change
anything. It wasn't much of a decision anyway, for what were the
options? Grow old and expire and alienate himself from his parents
and all the others in his community? Or be part of their world
forever and continue to embrace what immortality had to offer.
Forever, or for at least as long as their kind could survive. No
one had yet figured out the scope of their longevity, but the
oldest they knew about was over 700 years. He could barely imagine
such a time frame. He'd only been breathing for just over
fifteen.

But things were changing. He was changing,
and that felt disconcerting. He could still tolerate the world of
daylight, although clearly not for much longer. His skin had become
far more sensitive as he consumed less and less solid food and
relied only on blood. He could not envision a life where he could
never again look up at the blue sky and stare at the brilliant sun,
and yet everyone he was close to had existed without sunlight for a
long time. He wondered if he would miss it. The others did, because
sometimes he heard them talk about the sun in the same reverent
tones he'd heard priests and rabbis discuss God, or Buddhists
mention the Buddha, or the way Muslims referred to Allah. The sun
became to his kind a holiest of hollies, something always out of
reach and yet eminently desirable. He had a hard time imagining
feeling that way, and yet how else would he feel once he was
deprived of sunlight permanently?

But his days were still filled with mortals,
all around him, sometimes suffocating him with their smells that
became almost tangible, as if he could taste the air wafting scent
from their bodies, or the breath emitted from their nostrils.
Already he felt their heartbeats within him like the vibrations of
eternal drums. He watched and heard air passing through their
porous lungs, listened to the digestive juices squishing in their
stomachs and intestines. At times, the stimulus was nearly
unbearable. His mother told him he'd get used to such sensory
overload and learn to block it out, except when he hunted, which he
had yet to do. Maybe that was so. Maybe not. At the moment, it felt
that he would be this way forever. Even now, though he and Chloe
had moved away, he could still hear the panting, the wet sounds of
the two on the hill as they approached mutual orgasm, and that both
aroused and terrified him; his feelings were so strong. And then he
heard them laughing together, kissing...

He had to admit that he found mortals
fascinating. They lived as though they would live forever, and yet
that was not so. He wondered how their minds worked, how they could
disregard death until they were boxed in, forced to open that door
with trembling hands. They were so mysterious to him. And a
few—around his age—he found incredibly appealing, although most
youth he thought appalling. They acted stupid, and had developed
coarse, false mannerisms that offended him. Their concerns were
banal and only peripherally gelled with his own. His wider scope
had been expanding and developing since his birth. He couldn't help
being the way he was. The world of his kind was one these
blood-bearers hardly dared dream about, and yet he lived it. All
the time. It was his reality. And none of the books and movies on
what they called 'vampires' came anywhere near to capturing his
experience, so how could these mortals relate to him?

The worst part of being around mortals was
his changing attitudes. Now he felt attracted for new reasons. More
and more he was aware of their sexual energy, and equally aware of
the vitae pumping through their veins. He saw them as fresh,
succulent food, which both excited and disturbed him. He had yet to
get a handle on these conflicting appetites which rocked him to a
greater and greater extent every second of his life. His father
said to relax. He was an adolescent. He would have his passions
under his control, in time, and when he began to take blood from
human veins, that would help. Michel didn't feel all that
convinced. After all, his parents, nobody in his community had gone
through what he was going through. None of them had been born to
this existence, they had all been created. His feelings vacillated
in such an extreme way that a lot of the time he just wanted to run
and hide. From everything and everyone. Especially from
himself.

They reached the low fence separating the
two main cemeteries—someone had left open the narrow gate again.
Just on both sides of the fence were the military graves,
standardized whiter-than-white thin curved stones with crosses
etched into them, and little maple leaf flags stuck into the ground
marking a tribute to each soldier.

Farther up the hill, the chapel that held
the urns with ashes came into view. The building contained drawers,
with dying flowers tied to the handles, and colorful funereal lamps
lining the floor. Sometimes there were photographs of the dead
person. He didn't like this building much, but far preferred it to
the underground vaults. Those, so modern and airless, so hideously
medical that it was like being in a sterile laboratory beneath
ground where the dead were not truly dead, just packed away until
some unsuspecting being walked through... Maybe he'd seen too many
horror movies, but that place gave him the creeps. If he were to
die, he certainly hoped his remains would never be stored in a
gruesome Columbarium.

They were now in La cimetière
Notre-Dame-des-Neiges—the cemetery of Our Lady of the
Snows—commonly called the Côte des Neiges Cemetery—the French
cemetery, but English were buried here too. Stones dating back to
the early 1800s congested the sloped land. Maybe it was cellular,
but instantly he relaxed and felt 'home', part of a community. His
cultural ancestors lay here, and he found that comforting and
reassuring.

Lights from candles and lanterns dotted the
crowded hills and valleys, glowing spectral guideposts, beckoning
night visitors this way or that. A variety of designs and materials
had been used over nearly two centuries and this view of graves
surrounding the trees felt chaotically familiar to Michel, as if he
belonged here. "Do you think I'm morbid?" he suddenly asked his
aunt.

Chloe gave him a quick hug. "No more morbid
than I am. This cemetery is so lovely and peaceful. Why would you
say that?"

"Well, they're all dead. But I like it here.
Are you afraid of death?"

Chloe looked a little wistful. "Michel, I
did die. We all did."

"I didn't."

"No, but you are exceptional."

He hated it when they said this. Just
because he was the only one who had been born of mortal woman and
one of their kind—well his mother had been mortal then, but his dad
brought her over—

"We all went through death, Michel. It's a
miraculous process. To be born, to live, to die, and then to be
reborn."

He had been born, and was living a life. But
he wouldn't die. Something about that seemed so strange. So wrong.
Most of the time it was okay, but sometimes it made him feel a
little... cheated. And lonely. Was he the only being in existence
who was born this way? Who would never die? How could that be?
"But, when you died... were you afraid?"

"Yes. I suppose everyone is. And in my case,
it came so suddenly, the attack..."

She'd never really talked about it, although
he had the overview. His aunt, David, Karl, and some of the others,
had been taken by one of their kind they called Antoine. He was,
they said, insane. Michel had seen him once, in action. He'd been
ten years old, but it was like some nightmare in his memory,
unreal, and the impact had stayed with him if not the details. He
didn't like thinking about those days he'd been kidnapped.

"Would you tell me about what happened?
When... Antoine took you? What it was like?"

Chloe just stared straight ahead for a
moment. "Let me think about it."

They climbed another hill, and took a
narrower path, toward the giant crypts buried in the earth. Only
the doors and front walls lay exposed. Michel stopped before a
particularly ornate door of curved metal grillwork. Inside, dusty
wooden coffins had been piled on top of coffins, resting on heavy
iron bars, half a dozen in all. In one corner near the air vent at
the roof three baby coffins had been haphazardly stacked, tiny
things, black wood, chevron-shaped, each unique, with ornate metal
handles...

They had all died. Every one of them.
Everyone dies; he would not.

Michel liked looking into the crypts. The
iron-earth odor appealed to him. It reminded him a bit of the taste
of blood. There was also the scent of decomposition, since
embalming hadn't been invented back when most of these people died.
Time travel must be like this, he thought, catching the scent of
another era, of time compressed into a small space.

The next crypt had a heavy iron door with a
few small stylized holes in it, like bullet holes. With his acute
vision, he could see clearly through the holes into the gloom. An
old broken kneeling chair, the back with its armrest high, the seat
low to the ground, the fabric moldy and the straw stuffing long ago
rotted. A lovely glass and brass lantern sat on top of a coffin.
From what year? he wondered. Who had put it there? Who knelt on
that chair, and who did they grieve for? How many years had those
dried flowers lain on top of that now-rusted metal coffin? How long
had the tarnished silver crucifix hung on the back wall collecting
the dust of the ages? Etched in the stone above the door was the
name Leblanc. Who had come to mourn the Leblanc's? Did anyone still
come? What was it like to mourn the loss of someone you loved who
died? He had mourned for no one; no one he'd been close to had
died. And he'd only known one who died, but he felt nothing about
that, one of his captors, although he had been a witness to the
death. He felt nothing, yet all the others of his kind experienced
that demise in a personal way, a physical way, something he could
not comprehend. His world felt small, and he longed to break out
and explore the larger realms of physical and emotional reality. He
sensed that something lay beyond what he knew and he heard a call,
like a siren luring him. He did not care whether it was to life or
to death—the fact that he could not be certain of the outcome made
it all the more exciting. He just wanted to, needed to go and
follow that song, as if it were the call of his own heart, and to
ignore it would mean his doom.

They had wandered along the main paths, back
down, further down. So many graves. So many dead.

"This way," Chloe said, and he knew where
she was leading him. A slight diversion. Toward the Cotroni
monument, a large white sculpture of an angel kissing the head of
the reclining figure. It was beautiful and romantic and Chloe's
favorite in the cemetery.

They stood before the marble figures, the
lines so fluid, the sweetness of the gesture touching.

"I was alone, of course," Chloe said
suddenly.

Michel wondered what she was talking about,
but then it became clear—her encounter with Antoine.

"He came to me one night, in my bedroom. Why
me, why that small village near Bordeaux, why that time? I've asked
myself what twisted Karma I had had to live out, but there are no
answers to such questions. I didn't know him. He did not know me.
As far as I can determine, there seemed no reason for him choosing
me."

She said nothing more for moments, and
Michel wondered how to get her to continue. "I know our kind often
seduce mortals—"

"This was no seduction! It was an attack!
Rape!" She cut him short with a tone unmistakable.

"I'm sorry. I didn't mean to upset—"

"I'm not upset with you, Michel. The
incident upsets me, although it was almost 200 years ago. The sheer
violence. The malevolence of what occurred is something that will
always be with me. He tore at my body like a rabid animal. Half my
throat was ripped away. One breast was gouged. The flesh of my arms
and legs and particularly my genitals, as though he had a special
hatred for females, although now, of course, after speaking with
Karl and David, I see this was not the case. There are others who
were turned by him centuries ago, and Antoine must have been
different then. Less barbaric, although still vicious."

Michel could feel Chloe's terror and fury.
He slipped an arm around his aunt's shoulder, and the vibrations
from her body made him feel very protective. He could hardly
imagine the violence she had suffered. Antoine, from his brief
encounter with him, had seemed deranged. Still, Michel had had no
direct dealings with him after he had been kidnapped with Kathy in
the park. The ride in the van. Then the train station. Then David
rescuing him. During all that, Antoine had been a silent figure in
the background. He said little, but his energy felt malignant, and
Michel steered clear of him.

And then there was the night on Fire Island.
Antoine had been there, challenging with his soldiers, and Julien
had led Michel's parents and the others like an army, and Michel
had to go along because they couldn't leave him alone. It seemed so
long ago, and the details had faded in his memory. He only knew
that all of this had centered on him, and some power Antoine wanted
from him. A power Michel could not understand, because he couldn't
sense it within himself, although his mother and father and the
others seemed to agree he possessed it.

Chloe started to relax a bit. She reached up
and patted his hand and laid her head against his shoulder. "The
experience of being taken so brutally was nothing compared to my
awakening. I was alone. In my coffin. Six feet beneath the earth.
Of course, no one could have known, since strictly speaking I was
not alive by normal standards. But clearly, I was not dead."

Michel felt horrified. "I didn't know you
were buried alive!"

"Yes."

A chill ran through him. He could only
imagine what that must have been like.

"In those days in that region it was
fashionable for a bell to be hung over the grave, with a chain
stretching down through the dirt into the coffin. In case the
deceased was not really dead, he or she could ring the bell and be
exhumed."

"Weird!" Michel said. "Did you ring the
bell?"

"My body was so mutilated there was no
question in the minds of my loved ones that I was gone. They did
not bother with a bell."

"How did you escape your grave?"

"In a very traditional manner." She shifted
slightly, and moved a few steps, breaking the contact. Chloe placed
her hand on the head of the angel. "I clawed my way out."

"Wow!"

"Coffins were still made of wood then. And
the earth was shoveled in, not ploughed as today. And, of course,
bodies were not embalmed. Fortunately, it had rained and while it
is not easy to dig through mud, it was easier than if the soil had
been dry and hard-packed. It took me the better part of two nights,
and then when I neared the surface, half crazed, starving, not yet
knowing what I was, I had to rebury myself as the sunlight struck
me and wait for a veil of darkness before I could emerge."

"But you love cemeteries!" Michel blurted.
He could not see why.

"I suppose one is always attracted to the
place where trauma struck. As Carl Jung said, our deepest wound is
our greatest blessing, and the place where healing can occur.
Come," she said, and, much to his dismay, they headed down the
hill.

"Once I'd surfaced, I returned home, of
course. Where does one go when one returns from the dead? Most of
my children were adults and married, and they took me in, of
course, rejoicing that a mistake had been made. Still, they were
clearly troubled. The severe wounds Antoine had inflicted healed
quickly—the thought was that I had been attacked by a wolf, since
wolves were still prevalent in Europe then. Those wolves, in
appearance not unlike the ones we see today, were larger, more
feral. They are the basis of the werewolf legends.

"My eldest daughter, Jeanne, and her husband
gave me a bed. They thought I was exhausted and let me sleep
several days. Surreptitiously, I awoke at night and made my way
through the house, watching them and their children—my
grandchildren—sleeping. Plagued by hungers which I could not
identify yet, instinctively I knew I was a threat to my family.

"You know how we see mortals. How we feel
the blood, can hear it pulsing through veins, can smell its coppery
fragrance even before the skin is pierced. All this and more I
experienced acutely; I had not as yet fed. I was weak, yet the
hunger became obsessive and it took all my strength to not indulge.
Finally, after a week passed, I had to flee. There was no other
way. I did not know what I was but I knew I was a danger to the
ones I loved."

"Where are we going?" Michel asked, although
he felt he knew. They were headed toward the Columbarium, the
modern, underground vaults. The place gave him the creeps. For some
reason, Chloe always wanted to walk through there. He didn't know
why, didn't want to know, but as the doorway came into view, he
steeled himself for what would be an unpleasant experience.

"I just want to check on the new burials,"
she said. "I want to make sure there is still burial space."

"But why?" he asked.

"You never know when you might need to find
an eternal home for a loved one."

"How can you stand this place?" he asked. "I
find it scary, like something in a horror movie."

She looked at him and laughed. "I'm so much
older than you. I suppose that the intensity of the compressed
space beneath ground compels me in some way. And it reminds me of
my burial."

"Then why go in there?"

"Maybe I'm trying to relive it all. Find a
way to purge myself of the memories."

That made sense to him mentally but not
emotionally. That night, the last thing he wanted to do was relive
anything painful. Maybe when people got older they changed. Maybe
they wanted to face frightening things. He didn't know for sure.
What he did know was that it wasn't in his plan.

"Michel, why don't you walk around and meet
me at the exit."

He felt relieved that she suggested it.

The Columbarium was shaped like an 'L', two
corridors that came together and were connected by a circle where
they met. There was another circle at the exit end. It ran the
length of a couple of city blocks. Outside, from a distance, it was
just a giant mound of grassy earth with skylights in the dirt, and
glass doors at the entrance and exit, suggesting the shape. She
could stay in there for quite a while, and usually did. If he went
with her he would be uncomfortable the whole time. "Okay," he said
quickly. "I'll meet you at the exit."

"Fine." She kissed him on the cheek and
walked to the entrance door. It was locked, of course, but she used
the keys she'd had made so that she could go there whenever she
wanted. He turned away and headed for the line of crypts along the
path, old structures, up a little rise.

The old crypts along this path were as
fascinating as the ones they had just visited. He could walk across
to the next one without going down and up the steps, like a mailman
who just steps over the fence to the next house without descending
and ascending the steps. Most of the doors were solid metal, but a
few had openings in the shape of small crosses or circles within a
flower pattern. Inside were all types of caskets. The moldy smell
was intriguing. One crypt held two coffins, and a plaque outside
said they were married, Natasha-Louise and Jacques-François, and
had both died young. He wondered what it would be like to have sex
in there. Likely that couple he saw had sex in a crypt. Kinky. Of
course, he wondered what it would be like to have sex at all!
Except with himself, which he knew about.

There was one girl he'd met two weeks ago,
outside a movie theater. He went with Gerlinde and Karl, and the
girl was with three of her girlfriends. She had short, spiky hair,
dyed a pale shade of blue. And she had long extensions in black
that made her head look like a spider, which he thought was pretty
cool. He found the ring in her lower lip particularly sexy and
wondered what it would be like to kiss someone with a pierced
lip.

She gazed up at him with shiny almond-shaped
eyes lined in black makeup, and smiled. He felt embarrassed. Mortal
females were always embarrassing him, although he knew they found
him attractive. It was his nature, of course.

He didn't know what to do, but smiled
back.

"Looks like a good movie," she said.

He felt stupid and nodded, still smiling,
wondering why he was so stunned. Gerlinde turned at that moment,
opened her mouth to say something, then closed her mouth and turned
away, for which he was grateful. Gerlinde was pretty funny, but now
was not the time for one of her clever remarks.

"I... I saw the first one," he said.

"Me too."

Now what? "The leather coats were
great."

"Oh
yeah! De la belle confection. C'était." She spoke Franglais,
like everybody in Montréal, a blend of French and English.

"J'ai marias
en avoir un."

"Me too!"

Well, they'd both liked to own a coat from
the movie. They had something in common. But then the line started
moving, and she turned back to her friends, and he moved ahead with
Karl and Gerlinde. They sat about half way down, Karl's choice, and
the girl sat with her friends near the front. At one point, she
turned in her seat and scanned the crowd, as if searching for
familiar faces. Their eyes locked, and she smiled again and waved.
He'd just lifted his hand to wave back when she turned away.

And then the movie played, and he spent most
of it watching the back of her head. She laughed a lot with her
friends. Ate popcorn. Drank Coke through a straw. Scratched her
nose. He liked the way she leaned over to whisper in her friend's
ear, and how the hair extensions flipped like the tails of snakes.
In fact, all of these actions, so simple, so ordinary, he found
compelling. And by the time the movie ended—and he missed most of
it going through mental machinations about what to do or not do—he
vowed to go and ask for her phone number.

He left Gerlinde and Karl, saying he'd meet
them out front, and chased the four girls, who were leaving through
a side exit. He caught up with them as they emerged laughing on the
street.

Suddenly, he felt nervous. This was such a
stupid idea! How could he just ask her for her phone number? She
didn't even know him, so she wouldn't give it to him, of course.
She'd think he was some sleaze or something. And he couldn't ask
her in front of her friends. What if they laughed at him, or dissed
him? What if she laughed at him?

He walked past them, but not far, stopped,
and looked up the street, wishing he smoked, or at least had a
cigarette and he could pretend he smoked.

He was afraid to turn back. Afraid she
wouldn't notice him. Or remember him. Or worse, that she would see
him and turn away, ignoring him, revealing the truth that he had
entertained for the last hour and a half—that she was just being
nice, as she would be to anyone. There was no special interest. He
was deluding himself, seeing interest where there was none. How
humiliating that rejection would be. And embarrassing.

But now she was walking past him with her
friends. And then her head turned, and she smiled and said, "Like
the movie?"

"Yeah, it was amazing."

"It wasn't as good as the first one."

"No, I guess not."

Her girlfriends had stopped and were
chatting to each other, giggling a bit, tossing secret looks his
way. He felt awkward, silly. How could he just blurt out that he
wanted her phone number?

"We're going for coffee. Want to come?"

He did want to go. But he'd left Karl and
Gerlinde at the other side of the theater. And he hadn't eaten yet,
and maybe that would put an edge on things that shouldn't be there,
and... "Uh, sure. I just have to tell my friends. Where are you
going, and I'll meet you?"

"Bring them."

The last thing he wanted was to bring Karl
and Gerlinde on a date, if this was a date, which it wasn't. "Uh, I
think they have to get home. They're older—"

"Okay. We don't know where we're going, so
we'll wait for you here."

"Okay," he said, backing away quickly. "I'll
be right back."

He saw her friends circle her, as if probing
for information. He ducked back into the theater.

"Can't come in here," an usher said.

"Uh, I was here. I just saw the movie. I
have to get to the main entrance to meet friends—"

"Go around," the usher said, a pimply-faced
youth on a power trip.

Michel hated to do it, but he used his
hypnotizing abilities to plant a seed of compliance in the usher's
mind, and within seconds he was rushing through the empty theater,
past the other ushers clearing away discarded popcorn boxes, soft
drink cups and candy wrappers.

Karl and Gerlinde were engaged in an
embrace, kissing, in public. He didn't care about that, but they
weren't young, even though they looked in their twenties. And
they'd been together for so long and he couldn't figure out why
they couldn't save it for the bedroom. Even as he thought that, he
chided himself. Most of the time he thought it was cute. Sweet. He
hoped if he ever found anybody to love that they would be that
affectionate and in love after so long a time. Still, there were so
many attractive people, he found it hard to envision being with the
same person for decades.

"Hi, guys," he said, breaking up their
tête-à-tête.

"Hey! Where's the girl?" Gerlinde said,
cutting right to the point, as usual.

"She's on the other side. Wants to go for
coffee."

"Great! It will be nice to eat some new
people," Gerlinde said. "Oh, did I say eat? I meant meet."

"Uh, well, I was thinking you two might like
to be alone."

"Not really," Gerlinde said. "We've been
alone together for three nights in a row. Karl's ready to drive a
stake through my heart."

"Hardly," Karl laughed. "But I think Michel
might like to be alone with her."

"Oh," Gerlinde said, suddenly twigging.
"Well, make sure you're home by midnight," she said.

"It's twelve thirty now," Michel reminded
the woman who had acted as his mother when his own mother had been
missing.

"I meant tomorrow midnight. As the bat
flies. Ta, sweetie." She kissed his cheek, and Karl patted his arm,
and they left.

Michel tried to get through the theater
again, but there were too many people at the entrance and he
couldn't manage it. He rushed around the long block in time to see
the girl and her friends at the corner in a crowd of people. They
were crossing the street when he caught up with them.

"We thought you weren't coming," she
said.

"I told you I'd be right back." He didn't
mean to sound harsh, but it had scared him that she was already
leaving, and he'd only been gone a few minutes. Suddenly, he
realized that things were different. The four females were with
four males. The girl he had pursued, who he thought was interested
in him, took the arm of one of the guys. Now he was really
confused. He just wanted to escape.

"Uh, listen," he said, trying to get her
attention. She turned and smiled at him, that brilliant smile
again, but not letting go of the arm she held. "I came back to say
I can't make it. Maybe some other time, okay?"

"Sure. Another time. See you." And she
turned away.

He left them at the other side of the
street, watching them walk away. Clearly they all knew one another.
Very well. If she had a boyfriend, why was she flirting with him?
Or had she been. Maybe he was wrong. Maybe it was just being
friendly. Maybe the guy was her brother or something. Or just a
friend.

Whatever, he felt his heart sink. He didn't
know what to think about all this, where to go with it. He spent
hours walking the streets through the rain, and still, nothing was
clear to him. He waited to return home until the sun broke the
horizon. That night, the last thing he wanted was to have to face
Karl and Gerlinde, or his mother and father, and have any of them
probing him for details about this girl.

The last crypt came into view, just around a
corner, separate from the others, and he looked through the
opening. This was a crypt devoted to nuns. Inside were simple, dark
coffins, quietly resting one on top of another. Nothing
spectacular.

He'd taken his time, to give Chloe the time
she needed to soak up the morbid environment she longed to be in.
He walked a little until he could see the exit, but she hadn't
emerged yet. Above, the sky was beginning to lose some of its
darkness, and his watch said it was an hour before sunrise. They
were pretty close to home. Plenty of time to get there.

He walked to the exit and waited outside.
Even peering through the glass doors upset him. It was as though
some malevolent presence existed in this modern, surgically-clean
tunnel. How was it he could look into crypts, even into open graves
and see the bones spilling out of shattered coffins and not be
repulsed, and yet walking through the corridors of the Columbarium
filled him with dread?

He went up the mound and looked down into
one of the skylights. There were two skylights, octagonal shaped,
one looking into the circle at the exit, one looking into the
circle that connected the two corridors and formed the 'L' shape.
Nothing to see in the first. The second one—in the middle—had a
bird flying frantically around the skylight, looking for an exit it
would not find. On second glance, he realized it was not a bird but
a small bat. He felt an instinct to rescue it, but then he'd have
to go inside to do that, and he didn't want to be inside.

Finally, he went back to the exit to wait.
Chloe had said there was a reason this place was called a
Columbarium, which meant a storage house for homing pigeons. There
were small boxes inside, for ashes, but most of the building was a
mausoleum for bodies. Officially, the place was a mausoleum and a
columbarium, but why everybody called the whole thing a Columbarium
he didn't know. Maybe that was more marketable, as his dad said.
Chloe, who had a kind of spiritual outlook about everything, said
it was like the souls were being stored 'til the resurrection, then
they would fly home like birds, which was all the Christian belief
system.

He examined the younger trees in this more
open area, to see what shape they were in from last winter's ice
storm. He drew pictures in the dirt with a stick, pretending to
draw in hieroglyphics, imagining that somebody would spot it
tomorrow and wonder. But finally, when he checked his watch again,
he realized another half hour had gone by—Chloe had been in there
for ninety minutes. She'd probably lost track of time. She could
stand being outdoors right before dawn, but still, it would leave
her exhausted for days, and he didn't imagine she wanted that. He
felt he had to rescue her and, unfortunately, that meant going
in.

With a frustrated sigh, he used one of the
skeleton keys from the rings they all carried to open the exit
door. The second he pulled on the handle, he felt something was
very wrong, but he couldn't identify what. All he could focus on
was the intense smell of embalming fluid. It was the smell in this
building that always got to him, and tonight it was worse than
ever.

"Chloe?" His voice sounded hesitant to his own ears.
He called a few more times, but there was no response. There was no
way around it. Reluctantly, he stepped into this underground house
of the immaculate dead.







Chapter Two

The moment the
inner doors shut behind Michel, the air closed around him. It was
like being inside a giant plastic bag in a freezer. Every molecule
froze, turning from gas or liquid to solid, or so it felt. He could
not breathe. Yet he did. And what he inhaled made him retch: the
overwhelming odor of embalming fluid, not-quite-crushing the scent
of rotting flesh.

"Chloe?" he called. Silence. She was
probably on the upper level and day dreaming. His mind, locked in
panic, moved aside to give autonomic responses full sway. Let the
body do what it was doing anyway, don't make it harder, he thought.
Then, this is crazy! It's just a place for remains. Get a grip! By
will alone, he moved forward ten paces to the long corridor,
although the elements seemed to be working against him, trying to
hold him back.

He glanced around the circle just inside the
exit, and then down the long corridor to the circle at the other
end. The Columbarium was pretty simple, just the two rectangular
corridors, with a circle at the exit, and another circle connecting
the two corridors in the middle. Part of it was two floors. The one
he was on, the lower floor, stopped at the connecting circle. A
level above this corridor was another corridor of the same length,
plus the connecting circle, and then at right angles, another
corridor that led to the entrance.

Each corridor had an equal numbers of short,
narrow branches breaking up the long hallway, three on each side.
All he had to do was walk the hall, glance right and left down
those branches, get to the circle, climb the steps and find Chloe
above. Simple. But not painless.

He had been here before—too often, it seemed
to him at the moment—and knew that the lower corridor—where he was
still standing just steps from the exit door—was the shortest part
of this spooky place. He forced himself to move down it, glancing
right and left, but felt like he was walking in slow motion,
through a heavy, thick substance that would not allow his limbs
free rein.

On each side of him were walls composed of
big marble squares, like drawers, big enough to hold a coffin
within, which they did. Each square of white marble had been
'decorated' with a horrible green marble cone inside of which was a
round low-watt LED light. Most were lit. The lights are on, he
thought, somebody's home. And that gave him the creeps.

As he walked, the 'drawers' as he thought of
them, although there were no handles, held names, numbers and
sometimes pictures. Glassy two-dimensional eyes stared at him. The
ones that bothered him most were the hazy photos in black and
white, where the grain was large and the image poor, making the
person look like a ghost.

The lighting went beyond subdued. He had
never been to a funeral home, just seen them in movies, but assumed
this was what would best create a mood of bereavement. And, in his
case, terror. He had no idea why he feared the Columbarium, but he
did, and that was good enough for him. Or bad enough.

As Michel came to each branch off the
corridor, he glanced left, then right. The branches went about ten
feet in and led to back walls that had indentations right and left,
where the branch met the wall. Someone could hide there, he
thought, then wondered what was wrong with him. He was the
supernatural being. The one with inordinate strength, speed and
hypnotic powers—not that he ever got much of a chance to use the
last. The one mortals were afraid of. He had the edge, so why was
he shivering?

As if to steady his nerves, he moved a bit
faster, and soon approached the connecting circle and the stairs.
This was where he had to go up, since the entrance corridor was all
one level, double what he had just walked. He hoped he wouldn't
have to check the whole upper level. But once he was up here, he'd
call his aunt and hopefully she wasn't so deep in thought down one
of the branches that she wouldn't hear him.

He glanced up at the circular staircase to
the skylight beyond. The bat was there, trapped inside the
Columbarium, in the connecting circle. Thank god for sonar, he
thought. The poor thing flitted back and
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