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Chapter One: Now Arriving

“Kill first.”

Nico was a bullet, piercing matter. She burst into dusky skies, an airfield fast approaching her face. She hit it and rolled.

Sun! Clouds shrouded it, but she felt its heat. She scrambled on the tarmac and saw no earth to bury herself in. When she didn’t catch fire, she touched the black surface she knelt on, warmed by sunlight. Her free hand clutched her switchblade, its blade triggered. The hot handle sparked with electricity.

“Ow—ow,” Nico said. She dropped her blade, pulled down her cardigan’s sleeve over her burnt palm, then picked the knife up again.

Airfield? Buildings stood on the hazy horizon. She needed to run for cover. When she tried to stand, she plopped back instead. The airfield tilted as she fought nausea.

Mr. Bear, her sandy-coloured stuffed bear, sat strapped to the front of her black cardigan and white button-down. Nico looked down at the chest harness, made of leather, silver grommets, and fastenings, and could not remember purchasing it, much less donning it. Her left knee throbbed, and she raised it to look.

Beneath her short black skirt with the two pleats, her black stocking had torn at the knee; the bloodied bruise already healing from where she’d scraped it on landing. She had no memory of choosing her clothes or her shoes (which were the spike-studded leather oxfords and not her black Mary Janes) though it was an outfit she wore often.

A man in uniform coveralls and a ball cap with the logo Jifk walked across the airfield towards her. Somehow, she’d missed his approach. His tattooed face appeared friendly, and Nico thought his markings looked Maori. An identification badge dangled from his breast pocket: Tane.

Nico blinked. She’d read that in Cyrillic, but then it rearranged itself into the Latin alphabet.

“Here’s another one,” he said to no one in particular, though Nico couldn’t be certain he spoke to someone via a mic. “Hey there. Can you put that away, please?” Nico looked at her blade, then shut it. “Thanks. Welcome to Again NewYork. I’m going to ask you to step over here and stand in that circle, and we’ll get you processed right away.” He brought up a rectangular-shaped device in his hand. “What’s your name?”

“A—Again, New York?” Nico said.

“No, really. That’s your name?” He indicated again that she move towards a circle blacker than the tarmac it lay in. She hadn’t noticed it during her scrambling. 

Nico tucked her switchblade into her skirt’s waistband in back and rose. She stumbled to her feet, woozy. “No, I’m Nico,” she said. “Nicolette Alexikova.” Adrenaline receding, she felt a little like she’d been struck by lightning; her hair rose from static electricity. She looked at the pitch-black circle that resembled a pit, then at Tane. “Why am I—am I going to—?”

“Nope. You won’t.” Tane answered. Nico toed the blackness; it felt solid. “Both feet, please,” Tane added. She put both feet into the circle.

Everything flashed, and she threw up her arms. When she looked down at herself and Bear, they were still in one piece.

“Vampire, right?” Tane touched his pad.

Nico froze.

“Well, your bio-dats say you are,” Tane said. “And boy, did you get skittish when you saw you were in daylight.”

Nico gave her surroundings a furtive look. “Again...New York?”

“Right.” Tane continued to enter data. “Your teddy bear doesn’t appear to be alive or sentient, so that’s just one to process for immigration. Can you confirm that you’re a vampire, please?”

“Yes. Yes I am,” she said bravely. “And I’ve dual citizenship—American and British.”

Tane looked up and grinned. “If that matters to you. But on Darqueworld, designations like that don’t exist; the city-states are only what the gods make of them.”

Darkworld? Nico tried to look closer at his badge. Electricity buzzed along her skin, and the air exploded, popping her ears. She ducked and looked behind her. Farther down the field, the atmosphere split. It erupted in fire and ejected a flaming man, the ends of his trench coat trailing. He tumbled on the ground and flopped to a stop. The hole sucked in upon itself and disappeared.

“Wow, what an entry—right out of an explosion.” Tane’s tone was matter-of-fact. Two bulky men blipped into view, and Nico blinked, thinking they’d stepped on to the tarmac as if from an invisible place. The men ran up to the one smoking on the ground—at least, Nico thought the two were men. Like Tane, they wore coveralls, but horns grew out of their heads, and their features had snouts and brows like bulls. Nico turned to Tane.

“Am I in purgatory?” she said.

Tane scrutinised her. “Don’t know how you got here, huh? Memory loss.” He entered something into his pad. “Don’t worry, they’ll have a Po get a good look at you, then assign you a social worker—”

“Social worker? Now I believe in hell.”

“Oh, is that what you think this is?” Tane’s tone was light.

“No...hell is getting murdered and stuff.” Nico tried to ignore the sound of the two horned guys scraping the smoking fellow off the ground.

“It sure is. Hey,” he said, catching her attention. “You’re a chrono-immigrant, if that info helps—” He pointed at his head. “Jog your memory some. You took a trip to a planet settled by others like yourself, and here you are. I only need you to tell me your era. I’m betting it’s late twentieth century.”

Nico looked at him blankly. “The year is 1998.”

“Great. Now, if you’ll show me the back of your hand.” He pulled out a device resembling a tattoo gun.

“What’s that?” she said, wary.

“A biometric tagger.” Tane motioned for her hand. Nico presented the back of her left hand, wondering if she was about to receive a barcode tattoo. Tane placed the tagger over her skin. A beam burst, pricking her. It felt like an inoculation. Then she remembered that as a vampire, she had no fear of diseases. The sensation ran up her wrist after Tane lifted the tagger, and she shook her hand, trying to rid herself of the tickle.

If I’m in a coma somewhere, someone just did something funny to my hand.

She wasn’t certain if vampires could fall into actual comas, and dismissed that speculation. Tane gestured to a metal arch that Nico hadn’t noticed before.

“All done! Enter that gate there, and you’ll be processed and ready to start your new life in Again NewYork.”

***

Chrono-immigrant? Nico approached the gate. It showed only the airfield beyond it. If everything happening was her conscious reality, perhaps the forethought of strapping Mr Bear to herself made sense. But what situation had she come out of, especially with blade drawn? Nico looked down in case she’d missed signs of violence on her person or clothes. She did not seek fights, but evil could follow a girl, as she well knew. If she’d been in danger in Leningrad before coming to...Again, New York, she couldn’t recall what had happened or why.

Therefore, I was kidnapped somehow, and now I’m in some rich man’s fantasy set. Or this is some crazy KGB plot to get vampires to out themselves.

She stepped through the gate.

And found herself in a security area aglow in dim blue, one with bored officers standing by roped-off stations and machines. None of the officers looked human, though humanoid enough. A great, glass bubble hung in the room’s centre; inside a large, bald female head floated. She looked at Nico.

I’ll ignore that. Nico stared instead at a pedestal sign with an illustration of a bald person’s head in a bubble, accompanied by possibly important information. Nico couldn’t read the language, so she returned her attention to the room.

A quick scan (while avoiding the staring head) seemed to affirm that she was the lone chrono-immigrant present. She hoped no one would confiscate her switchblade—Tane had not seemed to mind her carrying it. Nico checked her hand, not wanting an injury to delay processing. Thanks to a vampire’s healing ability, the burn was gone and her skin, whole. She approached the nearest station, where a blue humanoid male looked down at her, impassive. On the counter sat a mounted tagger like the one Tane had used, and a large metal orb with a glass top. The blue male held up a lens.

The lens flashed, making Nico see colours, and the back of her hand itched.

“Raqa,” he said, indicating the mounted tagger.

“You want my hand, right?” Nico said, and then noticed what the orb contained. An insect as large as a rat sat within, wearing a tiny badge. It waved feelers and seemed to look at her with its multi-faceted eyes.

“Click-click,” it said, its mandibles moving. Nico thrust her hand beneath the tagger, suppressing the urge to wallop the bug and run away. Rising in a shallow forest grave with beetles living in her mouth had not endeared her to insects. The bug pressed something on its tiny console.

The beam that hit her hand seared, but Nico saw no burn on her skin. She shook her hand again.

“Read that, please,” the insect said motioning to its glass hatch, and Nico started in surprise. She was certain it had made more clicking sounds. A message illuminated across the orb’s glass. Hieroglyphics rearranged, forming the Latin alphabet.

“Hi farhol mal haro sowo,” she read, bewildered. The insect’s mouth clicked more, and the blue humanoid appeared to guffaw, as if they were sharing a laugh. Nico gave them a look, hoping they hadn’t made her say something obscene.

“Translate for us, please,” the insect requested, and somehow the translation came to Nico.

“My hovercraft is full of...eels,” Nico said sourly. That’s it. This is a dream. She enjoyed Monty Python well enough, but not that much. The blue humanoid and the insect chortled more.

“Translation tag functioning. Step that way, please,” the insect said.

***

Officers waved her off two more stations after they flashed lenses at her. Nico was glad; their stations looked like medical facilities. At the second one, a man in a double-breasted pinstripe suit, wingtips, and askew fedora lay inert on the dais, having succumbed to whatever procedure he’d received. Two bald humanoids in smocks held pads and discussed data over him. Nico hurried to the last station, where a black circle lay, similar to the one in the airfield. The bored female officer standing before it gestured in its direction. She laid a three-fingered hand on Nico’s shoulder to guide her.

“Don’t touch me,” Nico said automatically. “Um, sorry.”

Nico stepped into the circle. When it flashed, Nico felt as if her underwear had been frisked.

“Hey! Mr Bear! My stuff!” she exclaimed, seeing her possessions lying in a neat row on the table, and hurried off the circle to fetch Bear.

“Can you tell us where Mr Bear comes from, please,” the officer said in a bored tone, seating herself before a monitor.

“Mr Bear comes from where I came from,” Nico said. “He’s—”

Her thought slid away on a white surface in her mind.

“He’s...” Nico frowned.

The officer glanced at something above Nico’s shoulder, and when she turned to look, the floating head was staring in her direction. Nico turned back again.

“Okay, thank you,” the officer said, dismissive, and Nico assumed the questioning was done.

While Nico placed Bear in his harness again, a nude man, completely hairless to his non-existent eyebrows, walked by, bypassing the search area. In his two hands he held a claymore over four feet long, the blade pointing down. Nico looked at the giant blade and then at him.

This is the most Freudian dream ever.

He moved ahead as she picked up her switchblade and put it back in her waistband. Before she pocketed her Chococat wallet, she opened it. It contained rubles, her Leningrad University student ID, a credit card, a Leningrad metro pass, and her magazine clipping of the actress Sabella Peck, dressed in a men’s suit. Nico hugged the picture to her and Bear, then put her wallet away. Her passport security neck wallet had also ended up on the table; she grabbed it and the tin of breath mints she hadn’t known she’d been carrying. When she glanced back at the room, wondering if it was okay to leave, the female head in the bubble coolly watched her. Nico walked quickly to where the naked man had exited.

***

The sleek platform outside the security room resembled an underground rail station. A small, fat, bullet-shaped vehicle sat on the track, the size of a transport van. Its hatch was open, and after Nico put her neck wallet and mints away, she hurried to it. Stepping in, she saw two seat rows.

The naked man with the claymore had taken the far row’s front seat, leaning forwards with a hand on the long hilt and the sword tip down. In the seat behind him sat a Victorian woman in a buttoned overcoat, long skirts, black boots, and gloves, her blonde, swept-up hair dishevelled. She looked as disconcerted as Nico felt, one lens of her spectacles cracked. The woman was fixing her hat, which had a bent brim, and she nodded to Nico.

“How do you do,” she said, her accent British.

“Hello,” Nico said, wondering if the woman was an actress—though the natural material of her wool and silk clothes, lacking synthetics, appeared to have been made a century ago.

“How do you do,” the woman then said to Mr Bear.

“Mr Bear says, ‘how do you do,’” Nico said, and made Bear wave. “He’s not sentient.”

“Oh,” the woman said with a smile. “I thought him an automaton. He certainly has a soulful look to him.”

Pleased by the compliment, Nico took the aisle seat by the open hatch across from the woman. She wanted to talk more about Bear, but she couldn’t remember—

Her thoughts skittered off into the dark again. She became distracted by the woman’s scent instead.

The Victorian woman was the first human Nico had sensed. She wasn’t sure how she knew, especially when Tane had looked human too. Perhaps humans had a smell and warmth to their flesh and blood familiar to her—vital to her vampire nature. It drew her right then, pulsing beneath the woman’s crisp, lavender scent. She was living, breathing, and very edible.

Nico felt her fangs emerge and kept her gaze away, hoping her eyes hadn’t changed. Her lack of control surprised her. She’d spent her entire vampire life in the company of humans and had learned to cope. She wasn’t even hungry, though she’d the keen desire to turn and smell the woman more.

Nico took an unneeded breath, then the scent of smoke and scorched flesh overwhelmed. Two security personnel shoved the burnt man from the airfield into the seat next to her. The door hatch came down and shut, dimming their interior to near darkness, and the transport accelerated. Nico could still see the burnt man with her vampire’s vision, and he looked too crispy for her liking. He’d managed some flesh regeneration, though scorched trench coat pieces still needed picking out of his skin. She scrunched to the far side of her seat.

A chime sounded, and a projection activated in the open space of the vehicle’s interior, within view of all the occupants. A dimensional logo reading DARQUEWORLD slowly spun: a hologram.

Wow, that’s...better than virtual reality.

Nico stared, fascinated by the logo’s perfect solidity, and the Victorian woman leaned forwards in her chair, gazing with great interest.

“Welcome to Darqueworld,” a female narrator announced in a smooth, sensual voice, the projection displaying a cloud-covered planet. “If you’re experiencing disorientation, know that this isn’t a hallucination or dream. If you are a chrono-arrival, or what’s known as a time traveller, then please keep in mind the cultural, technological, and species differences you may encounter in an intragalactic- and preternatural-based society. If you disembarked from an interstellar or extra-dimensional transport, you may be fully aware of where you’ve arrived. But to review, this is where you are.”

Nico’s jaw had already dropped at the word intragalactic. The projection began to display spatial animations depicting astronomical cartography.

“You are now situated in the Merope Nebula of the Pleiades Star Cluster, Messier 45, a cluster you may also know as the Seven Sisters, Subaru, Neith, Makara, Tianquiztli, ‘Star of stars’, and Freya’s Hens. Located approximately 400 light years from Old Earth, you are presently on the dusk planet discovered and tended by the elder gods who departed that Earth. This is Darqueworld.

“Darqueworld is one of many celestial bodies in the Pleiades settled by former Earth inhabitants and divinities. It is also a prominent trade and travel hub, connecting to various intragalactic spacefaring cultures and species. Welcome to Darqueworld.”

The hatch abruptly opened, briefly blinding Nico; the vehicle had come to a stop. Before she could move, the crispy man threw himself out the opening. He shambled across a platform that led to a curtain of darkness. With a lurch, he began gliding forwards, having accessed a moving walkway, and disappeared into the black.

“This place likes voids, everywhere,” Nico exclaimed as she jumped out. Her vampire’s vision discerned nothing within the pitch-darkness. She stepped with hesitance, unsure where the moving walkway lay. When she glanced back at her vehicle companions, the naked man was politely helping the Victorian woman out by the hand. Right when Nico was about to ask what they planned to do, she felt her body—not the floor—move, and the force swept her into the darkness.

I’m a vampire, I’m a vampire, Nico chanted as she felt air rush past. And I can’t see anything in this dark.

Before she could give in to panic, her body came to a stop. Nico stood within a soft blue spotlight before a service window with a mounted lens on the counter. The person who sat within was plump, and Nico could not tell if the person was a woman or a man. Nico decided to call the person “Terry”.

“I had an astronomy class,” Nico said. “The Pleiades can’t have liveable planets; it’s too new.”

Terry looked at her.

“And it’s bright. Super bright, with young stars. I should be burnt up,” Nico said.

“Your bio-tag, please,” Terry said.

Nico put her hand beneath the lens. A beam shone and the back of her hand tickled. Terry stared down at something out of Nico’s view.

“Age at death?” Terry said.

“Eighteen,” Nico answered.

“Age as vampire?”

“From my death? Fifteen.”

“Female, male, third, none, changing, changed?” Terry said.

“Changing?” Nico said, and Terry pressed something. “No! Girl! Female!” Terry pressed something again, and Nico displayed the back of her left hand. “Don’t my bio-dats already say I’m female?”

“Can you identify your bear, please?” Terry asked instead.

“His name is Mr Bear.”

“Is Mr Bear your totem animal, spirit guide, or avatar?”

“Mr Bear is me,” Nico insisted.

“He is a variant of you?”

“No, we’re the same.”

“Mr Bear is not separate from you?”

“No, he’s me.” Nico could not explain it, but the conviction resounded in her.

“Mr Bear is your conjoined twin,” Terry said, and pressed something.

“Okay, fine,” Nico said.

“Have you engaged in criminal activity?” Terry asked.

“No. Well, when I first rose, yes. I had to steal and stuff, but then I figure out how not to.”

“Will you engage in criminal activity?”

“No. I like to keep quiet,” Nico said in earnest.

“Have you made another like you?”

Nico stilled. “No, never,” she said, her tone hollow.

“Your tag again, please.”

Nico put her hand beneath the lens again, its beam touching her once more.

“Next,” Terry said, and the darkness snatched Nico again.

Her body paused almost immediately before another lit window. Either she was moving or her environment was spinning, a roulette wheel stopping windows before her. The pale person behind the window looked male and was bald and gaunt, with staring eyes, pointed ears, and pronounced fangs. Nico refrained from asking if the man was Count Ulock and put her hand beneath the lens.

“What is your plan of employment?” Ulock said. His pronunciations bore a lisp.

“I—I’m a student,” Nico said. “Um...for the past fifteen years. Scholarships. I’ve an ancient history degree but now I’m studying computer science.”

“Your plan of employment?” he repeated, his stare unblinking.

“Oh. I can work in museums, libraries, and historical sites. Uh, music stores, video stores, bookstores, bakeries, morgues. I was working nightshift, hotel front desk, before I got...here.”

“Any plans to steal, subjugate, murder, terrorise, torture, seize power, or cause mayhem?” he said.

Nico looked at him, aghast. “No.”

“Any history in practicing the aforementioned?” he said, his tiny pupils pinning her. Nico could not look away.

“Practice? No, I like to keep—” Quiet, she wanted to say. She saw the blank spot inside her mind. She blinked.

“Any plans to make another like yourself?” he asked.

“No.” Nico’s tone was cold. “Never.”

Ulock stared. “And Mr Bear is you.”

“Yes, he is.”

He pointed at the lens with a clawed finger, and Nico put her hand beneath again.

“Next,” he said.

***

When Nico had spent a semester at St Mary’s University in Twickenham, she’d met a young Persian artist. He had married a Canadian girl for citizenship and complained to Nico about the immigration process.

“They ask many questions,” he said, “and very personal.”

Nico had to falsify papers at times, and she had kept her original name because she’d never been officially declared dead. However, she’d never been scrutinised as her true self, and the repeated questions were designed to catch her at a lie.

She expected to be spinning in the dark forever, going from window to window and answering questions until they deported her to an asteroid for unsuitable vampires. Then she landed in a small room.

Nico looked around, the space no bigger than a walk-in closet. It glowed soft red—which she liked—and in the centre stood a solid pedestal. Sabella Peck shown on the black pedestal from the chest up, dressed like Nico’s magazine clipping. She smiled at nothing in particular, and her projection flickered. Nico’s throat caught.

That’s not fair.

She loved that picture of Sabella; cherished it. Nico knew a boy who watched Johnny Carson every night, pretending the host was his father. Nico had looked at Sabella in magazines and done the same.

I wish you’d been my maker.

Nico stepped to the pedestal and hugged Bear.

The Sabella-hologram smiled. “Do you like being a vampire?” Her voice was Peck’s from her movies.

Nico paused. She didn’t know what to say; after fifteen years, she’d accepted it. She’d made it work. The hologram seemed to take her silence as an answer.

“You like to keep quiet,” the hologram said, smiling.

“Yes,” Nico said, “so I can have a future.”

“Do you kill to eat?”

“No.” Nico shook her head. “I buy blood units; from the black market.”

“Do you seduce to eat?”

What blood existed in Nico went to her cheeks. “Okay, yes. When it’s someone’s time of month? Then yes. You’d be surprised how many women are okay with that. But they tend to be older...and married. I don’t kill them! Just, um.” And I need to shut up, right now.

The hologram smiled distantly, as if she reacted to a Nico standing far away, and not near.

“Have you murdered?” she said.

Nico dropped her head. “Yes.”

“How many times have you murdered?”

“Once,” she said quietly. “No, two other times. Those were in self-defence.”

“Please describe,” the hologram said.

“The last was my...the vampire who made me. Two years before that, two girls rose in the morgue I worked at. So I had to kill them.”

“How did you kill your maker?”

Nico looked at the hologram. She’d never told anyone. Vampires didn’t kill their makers; it was taboo.

“I stalked him,” she said.

“How long did you take before you killed him?”

“Four years,” Nico whispered.

“Are you sadistic?” The hologram asked, as if she were enquiring if Nico liked chocolate.

“No. Not even sexually.” Nico looked down at Bear’s leather harness, realising how it made her look. “I took so long because I didn’t know how. He was so hard to kill.”

“Do you like to murder?”

“No,” she said softly. “That’s how I died.”

The hologram cocked her head as if listening to more.

“Welcome to Darqueworld,” the hologram said, and Nico stared into Sabella-hologram’s warm, distant gaze.

The hologram flickered out of sight.

“Bye,” Nico whispered, looking at the empty pedestal. A pad device the same as Tane had used lay on the surface. It bore a logo sticker: Your Id®, by Donut.

“Please pick up the Id issued to you,” the narrating voice from the van ride announced. Nico glanced around in surprise, then grabbed the device. It was longer than her passport. She stuffed it in the harness’s storage panel behind Bear. A hologram movie began to play above the pedestal, displaying map animations and spot footage that Nico assumed was of Darqueworld: cities, oceans, eerie landscapes with great creatures roaming, an underwater city, and space stations.

“Darqueworld and its farther worlds are the domains of the gods who found them. Though you are an Other-being, you may not indulge in inflicting death, destruction, combative challenges, or acts of physical superiority on humans, intragalactic species, and lower beings. Darqueworld maintains a balanced biosphere and psychosphere dedicated to sacred commonality for all. Please present your biometric tag and acknowledge that you accept and understand.”

“I do,” Nico said, raising her hand, and a flash blinded her.

“Please retrieve your information packet.” A folder with pamphlets sat on the pedestal. Nico picked it up, glad to see something as familiar as paper. The holo movie changed to depict humanoids and creatures: werewolves, leopard people, tree-people, mermaids, cyborgs, flying people, griffins, walking statues, and robots with brains.

“Ew,” Nico uttered.

“However, Darqueworld recognises that preternatural beings may follow societal and cultural traditions particular to their kin, in matters of conflict and formal challenges. Conflict resolved to cultural rules between Other-beings, or Other-beings with their own kin, are acceptable. When such conflict harms law-abiding citizens and disturbs societal peace, the Makepeace restores order.”

Nico stared at the latest projection and thought the weaponised and sleekly armoured Makepeace humanoid with his visor and helm looked like something from the 2000 AD comic book—except more sensual.

Do they all look that hot?

“The Makepeace are incorruptible artificial public servants empowered to eliminate Other-beings without the obligation to apprehend, judicially process, and incarcerate. The Makepeace may issue admonitions for your minor offences. If a Makepeace decision is in question, your kin, spouse, maker, guardian, friends, or champion may petition your death. Please acknowledge that you accept and understand.”

“Uh, yes,” Nico said, raising her hand, and another flash blinded her.

“You may appeal to a Makepeace if you find yourself in need of assistance. Your local Makepeace is your protector as well as your eliminator.”

Thanks a lot, Nico thought, her eyes wide. The projection ended, and she saw two cards on the pedestal.

“You are issued one credit chit for meals and expenses while seeking employment. If you need to extend such credit, contact your social worker via the business card provided.”

Nico quickly picked up the chit and the card. A hologram popped up from the business card, depicting a young bald man in glasses—her social worker: Specs Plonsky. As she put the cards away in her security wallet, the pedestal top visually shifted, doubling and then dividing. Something materialised within the spatial shift. While she had been distracted by the holographic projections, the top of the pedestal had been retrieving items. Nico stared.

Is that teleportation? When she sucked air against the roof of her mouth, she tasted tangible energy in the air, vibrating. She didn’t want to stick her hand in the shifting space in case her hand split into two as well. The divided pedestal top became one object again, bearing a bag with a logo: Welcome to Again NewYork. 

“Darqueworld measures time by the twelve cycle lunar calendar with a seven day week, each planetary rotation being twenty-four hours. You will find Darqueworld’s gravity, atmosphere, oceans, and fresh water are similar to Old Earth’s. Your evaluation for citizenship has commenced. Please accept this complimentary carry bag, personal hygiene kit, and snack blood packet to begin your stay. And remember.”

Nico threw her hand up, overwhelmed by a series of flashes. She covered Bear’s eyes.

“You.” FLASH

“Are.” FLASH

“Needed.” FLASH

“For what.” FLASH

“You do.” FLASH

“Best.” FLASH

“Welcome to Again NewYork, and have a nice day.”

A door slid open at the end of the room. The room darkened, no longer glowing red. Dazed and partially blinded, Nico picked up her bag and turned for the door. She heard many footsteps.

Please don’t be Orwellian, please don’t be Orwellian.

Nico exited.

She stepped into a large corridor where beings swiftly walked, carrying Welcome to Again NewYork bags. Corridors to her left and right fed into the one she stood in, and large blue arrows glowed in the floor, pointing away from her. When she glanced behind, only a wall met her scrutiny. Nico looked at the main corridor everyone departed down and saw two familiar icons on lit cube signs. One indicated: Ladies.

A lizard woman in a Beckensdale Heritage trench coat exited from the bathroom, carrying a suitcase handcuffed to her wrist. Her spiky head crest flared when she spotted Nico looking at her. She departed with the rest moving down the main corridor.

Everyone’s a creature, and I’m a creature. On an alien planet.

Perhaps if she’d known she was coming to Darqueworld, she’d be more in awe or even giddy. Instead, she felt the need to retreat. She stuffed her folder into her bag and hurried to the ladies room.

Few females were within; she briefly wondered where thirds, nones, and changed did their business. Then she saw herself in the sinks’ mirrors.

Nico drew her switchblade.

"Hey,” a large woman with three eyes said as she pushed past Nico. “Be careful with that.”

“Sorry,” Nico uttered. Her reflections held knives too, and when Nico moved to close her blade, her hands trembling, they did as well.

Those are me. Me. Not other-me’s coming to get me.

She then looked at herself, a face she’d not seen in fifteen years, and stepped for the sinks.

Her reflections did nothing more, so she stopped before an Other-Nico and stared. A very pale girl with wavy, shoulder-length black hair stared back, her small brows knit. Nico hadn’t noticed before her death that she’d a cute mouth, pink and kissable. Her straight nose wasn’t as big as she’d remembered. Had she always looked that lost when alive? She could see why women liked inviting her in. But she wondered about the gaze in her grey eyes; big, wide, yet horrified.

I need a hairbrush.

Mr Bear looked a little askew. She adjusted him.

A vampire woman stood to the side in the mirror’s reflection. She seemed to stare with as much fascination at Nico as Nico did staring at herself.

I don’t think she has a hairbrush. Not only did the other vampire look dishevelled, but she also carried her own Welcome to Again NewYork bag.

And how did Nico know the other woman was a vampire? The female lacked breath, and she bore the pallor of cold flesh, one that exuded the pristine, clear scent of death, suspended. Vampires were not warm, pulsing, and edible, and Nico had never been interested in sex with them.

Her tall, dark-haired admirer wore a black trimmed, silk suit, with narrow lapels and a skirt with a cut like nothing Nico knew to be in fashion, except what might be in haute couture magazines. Despite looking travel-rumpled, the vampire was sharp and beautiful from her finely shaped eyebrows and defined cheekbones to her manicured nails, painted a smoke-grey. Her nail polish matched her loosened, narrow tie. Nico had never seen that shade used in nail colours.

She has to be from an era ahead of me—two eras. And the woman’s blood was older than Nico’s, even older than her maker. Nico could almost smell it. The woman continued to stare, her keen, blue-eyed gaze touched with amazement. Nico turned to look at her.

“Word of advice?” the woman said. “Don’t ever show them you can’t make it here. Darqueworld is it.”

“Do I know you?” Nico said cautiously. Weird blank spot in her head or no, she’d remember a woman wearing the sophisticated hyacinth and jasmine fragrance of Chasse Geraud Soeurs. It nearly masked the scent of undead perfection. Almost.

The woman nodded towards Bear. “No. Even back then we wouldn’t have crossed paths. But how many vampire girls carried a bear?”

Nico put her hand over Bear.

“That’s quite an escape plan for your time period, coming all the way here,” the woman added, smiling. Her teeth were perfect and white.

“Escape from what?” Nico said, and the woman frowned, as if perplexed by Nico’s response. Her jacket pocket chimed, and the woman raised a hand to touch it.

“Got to go. We’ll chat later.” She drew a flat, rigid translucent card, its surface wavering like a Fresnel lens. The woman tapped it and it flashed Nico in the face.

“Hey,” Nico said, but the woman was already walking out the exit, grinning back at her.

“Pervert,” Nico exclaimed.

***

Nico left the ladies room to join the rest of the newly processed down the mystery corridor. Though many appeared human, some who walked alongside weren’t bipedal, like the bare-breasted spider woman with six legs who wore a helm and carried a forked spear. A fox woman in full kimono and geta clogs hurried past with small fast steps, carrying her fox baby on her back. A ventriloquist’s dummy in grey suit and red bowtie strolled along.

Nico jumped, then walked swiftly to catch up with the fox woman, her still heart in her throat.

“Now I know why everyone thinks you can talk, Bear,” she whispered, and tried not to look behind her in case she caught the dummy’s interest.

Holographic signs appeared overhead, bearing the logo: Jifk Spaceport.

“Welcome to Jifk Spaceport,” a calm male voice said, pronouncing Jifk like it was spelt. “Passenger pick-up and departure for farther worlds, to your left. Passenger pick-up and departure for farther worlds, to your left.”

Nico looked around in bewilderment as the corridor gave way to a large terminal where people walked in all directions, some with luggage. Glowing floor arrows marked two routes, and she chose left. As she reached the terminal’s end, glass doors opened to a roofed arcade outside, and she knew she’d made the wrong decision. All manner of odd vehicles waited by the kerb, as varied as the disorientated travellers arriving on the walk. Bullet-shaped, compact buses sat at an island divider. When one of the buses drove away—not for the lane but into a sunlit airfield—Nico saw the spaceships, big and small, shiny and rusty, rising and landing, beyond it. One spun, a flashing top, and crossed the sky.

Oh my god. The departed bus rapidly became a speck headed for a hazy ship in the distance. Nico thought it looked like a futuristic ocean liner.

Where will the spider lady go? The fox mother? The naked man with the claymore? Nico saw three dusty centurions standing by the kerb and holding their helms, debating quietly on how to proceed. Nico believed she was almost two thousand years ahead of them in technological and scientific understanding (somewhat) and they didn’t appear as discombobulated as she felt.

Two vampires in black, Victorian-style dress —a blond male and a doll-like, black-haired female in a bonnet —stood on the sheltered walk with a handwritten sign reading: Miss Fairditch. Nico could guess whom they waited for, though she was surprised that despite their immutable state—a characteristic old vampires tended to exude—they seemed to anticipate the arrival of a human with gleaming excitement.  Their black clothes were not of handmade materials, nor were they historically accurate, but the vampires’ genteel patience seemed very much of a bygone century.

Did vampires have a nose for sniffing out the elder in kin? Nico couldn’t be certain; she’d never had another vampire explain it to her. But right then, she knew it by the deepened sensation of suspended death that clung to the two. It was a bouquet similar to oak-aged wine in casks, sealed for centuries. It was rich, black, and abiding, and unlike her own undead state.

I’m a biscuit, and they’re a banquet. Anxiety hit at the thought. She felt newly risen all over again, despite having become more assured back on Earth, an ageless girl manoeuvring around hapless humans.

The Victorian woman with the cracked spectacles exited the terminal and came to a sudden stop at the sight of the two vampires.

“Annuska...Edmund,” she said in disbelief. The two stepped to her, and the female vampire embraced the shocked woman, her pretty face near tears.

They’re so happy to see her, Nico thought in surprise. They’re friends. And when the female vampire kissed Miss Fairditch on the mouth, the contact passionate and lingering, Nico knew they were more than friends.

She stood on the walk and considered that: humans and vampires, together. Humans and vampires, openly together. For the first time since arriving, Nico felt like smiling. Then she caught a whiff of hyacinth and jasmine.

The vampire she’d met in the bathroom stepped out of the terminal and into the crowd, wearing sunglasses and dangling a lit cigarette from her smirking lips. She was tightening her tie, as if to make herself presentable again. A grey-haired African woman in a floppy sunhat and batik dress stepped out behind her and raised her hands to the airfield, her welcome bag on her arm. Her teeth and eyes held the full vampire aspect.

“Praise the dark and those made in it!” she exclaimed. “So long, fellow refugee.”

“Take care,” the vampire from the bathroom said. “Good luck.” She strode for the kerb, the outsoles of her black stilettos flashing Bulgarian red rose; the signature colour of Christoffel Loulain. She headed for a long vehicle where an androgynous chauffeur stood. The chauffeur held up a sign: Heloise Allen.

Heloise stepped off the kerb into the bright sunlight and boarded the vehicle.

She stepped into the sunlight, Nico thought, shocked. Heloise noticed her as the chauffeur shut her door.

Nico watched the vehicle zoom away, silent and fast. The Victorian couple led their friend off the kerb as well.

“Oh, Edmund!” Miss Fairditch said, and held back Edmund by his arm before the sunlight could touch him.

“Be not alarmed, Livy,” Edmund said with a laugh. “It’s perfectly safe for the shunned. On Darqueworld, the sun’s rays have been made safe for the likes of us.”

They entered a black and blood red vehicle that looked like a chopped coupe, the female vampire taking the driver’s seat, which sat centre and between two other seats. Once the passengers boarded, she accelerated the vehicle away at a sedate pace.

Nico wanted to leave too, though she still didn’t know to where; the bus island across the way seemed a good start. She stared at the sunlit lane. In her head, a grandstand of Mr Bears waved flags and cheered her on: do it, do it, do it!

She poked her toe out into warm sun and her head went light. The world swayed. Someone bumped into her and Nico stumbled off the kerb. She nearly screamed, and scurried across the sun-filled lane for the island and its bus shelter. Once under shade, she checked herself and Mr Bear, her undead lungs working. Nothing smoked or burned. The people on the island stared.

“I watched someone burst into flames once,” she said in explanation, and turned away. She scanned for somewhere next to go—into the sun, because she did not want to board the wrong bus out of sunlight fear and end up on a penal colony’s ship. When she turned back to the terminal’s arcade, she spotted the predators she hadn’t noticed before. Scammers solicited donations (and perhaps picked a few pockets) hawkers enticed the newly arrived with cheap food, lodging, and entertainment, and pimps stood waiting, ready to lure naive girls and boys willing to buy the story of promised employment.

Nico returned her attention to the airfield and saw a neon sign reading Lucy’s, far across the tarmac. It was an old-fashioned, aluminium-sided American diner, the streamlined design right out of the 1950’s.

Nico took a step, intrigued, and a holographic projection popped up before her, resembling a hand-lettered signboard. It read:

Lost?

Come dine with us.

Cup of Joe

Pie à la mode

You’ll know where to go

After eating at Lucy’s.

Someone had drawn a holographic graffiti above the board, of a winking Hello Kitty in apron and chef’s hat with a thumb-up sign. Nico wasn’t sure how one graffitied holographically. She didn’t think an American diner served Japanese, but Hello Kitty was a good sign to her.

“Okay,” Nico said. She steeled herself. Heloise Allen had stepped into the light and Miss Fairditch’s vampires had as well. Nico could do this. She walked into sunlight, then ran for the diner, the sun warming her face for the first time since being made dead.

Chapter Two

Lucy’s aluminium siding dazzled, and the brightness made Nico’s eyes tear—not from emotion, but pain. Perhaps she should celebrate the sight of bright light, one denied her for fifteen years, but all Nico could think was as a night creature, she hoped so much light didn’t give her a stroke.

As she neared, holo ad cues popped up, pointing enticingly in the direction of Lucy’s:

You’re getting warmer! Every kind and kin, are welcomed at Lucy’s

We can’t wait, to wait on you, Love, Lucy’s

The scent of incense mixed with the cooking smells of the diner’s grills and a meat smoker, located somewhere in back. Modest, little altars and a golden spirit house sat in a row against the diner’s side, and the ancient history grad in Nico wanted to run up to the altars and inspect each one. They appeared to be for hearth goddesses—she identified Brigid’s solar cross and Hinukan’s koro censer—

Okay, that’s it. Hot-hot-hot—

She pulled on the metal bar of the glass and aluminium door and escaped out of the sun.

Nico blinked rapidly to adjust her eyesight, though her ears easily registered the activity and noise of a restaurant. The air bore the scents of fire, coffee, food, and bodies. When had she last needed to enter a food place? Possibly when she and her parents had been alive. Nico stood before the empty hostess podium and the glass case displaying pies, tarts, and cakes. The long diner looked the size of two restaurants, with the chatter, clatter, and bodies to match. The spaciousness had not been evident from the outside; the long train car had an attached extension stretching into more rooms in back, beyond the long, stainless steel and chrome-sided lunch counter where patrons sat on bright red stools. Red booths ran beside the scenic windows overlooking the airfield, and another row of booths formed an aisle between them. For her first diner visit, Nico didn’t want to sit at the counter with her back to the entrance; she wanted a window booth.

A metallic robot with a translucent outer casing and an hourglass figure, prominent bullet-bra breasts, and a glass orb bearing a floating brain where a head would be rolled towards Nico. She had four flexible limbs with jointed fingers, and one of them picked up a menu from the hostess podium.

“Hey, welcome to Lucy’s,” her chest’s crackling speaker hailed with a New Yorker’s accent. “Two to be seated? Let’s get ya that window booth you want.”

“Thanks,” Nico said in surprise. Had she been that obvious? She followed the rolling robot down the aisle.

“Would your bear like a booster seat?” the hostess asked.

“No thank you. Mr Bear can sit on the table.”

“Since Mr Bear isn’t wearing shoes, he can do that. Handsome spirit bear you got there. Oh, pardon me, your conjoined twin. My brain is very pink and healthy, thanks for noticing,” the hostess said.

A telepathic robot? Nico thought in alarm as the hostess laid down her menu at an empty window booth, bade her to enjoy her meal, then rolled away. How often would she encounter telepathy on Darqueworld? 

A spinning ship descended from the sky, landed upon the field, and slowed its rotations. Nico forgot about mind-reading brains and gaped. The ship looked like an advanced version of the Forbidden Planet ship.

And I’m staring right at it. At some point, she and Bear needed to ride in a spaceship. She pulled a paper napkin from the polished, chrome and glass dispenser, laid it out on the table, then seated Bear on it so he could look out the window. When she sat down and opened the menu, she noticed it was tailored to vampires. She could order blood pancakes, bread, muffins, dumplings, soup, congee, tofu, stew, curry, black pudding, blood sponge cake, a meringue, tart, custard, macaroon, blood chocolate pudding, and ice cream. All made (the footnote at the bottom said) with enriched, simulated human blood.

Simulated. Elation rose, and Nico recalled the snack pack mentioned in the hologram room. Such largess bestowed freedom; no more waiting for the butcher’s slaughter days. No more chasing after ridiculously priced black market human blood. No more human temptation.

Nico raised her gaze, feeling that she was being watched. A waitress with hair blonde as sunlight stood in the aisle and looked at her.

Bright-eyed, with rosy lips and a body Nico could roll her gaze over, the young woman’s figure flattered her pink diner uniform top and skirt. She wore a nametag that read Shayla, and Shayla’s warm, hazel-eyed gaze focused on Nico, intrigued and seemingly delighted.

Then the look was gone. Shayla’s face receded to pleasantness, and nothing more.

Hm? Nico thought.

The waitress approached, smelling of creamy sweet peach, bergamot, and oak moss, and Nico thought of Shayla’s thighs during her fertility flow.

I bet she’s bloody delicious. Nico dragged her gaze from Shayla’s crotch back up to her face. She would remember a name like Shayla; she loved the Blondie song by that name.

“Do we know each other?” Nico blurted when the waitress stopped at her table.

“Ehm, no,” Shayla said with a smile. She spoke with a soft, laid-back brogue.

She’s Scots, Nico thought in surprise. Like—

Nicky, her maker said.

“I apologise fer starin’. Welcome tae Lucy’s. How ’bout I fetch you warmed blood tae start?” Shayla said. “First cup’s complimentary for new arrivals tae Darqueworld.”

“That sounds great,” Nico said. “Thank you.” Shayla had a gentle tone; she spoke with easy grace, pronouncing most of her words with less of a hard Scottish lilt and at far less the speed Nico knew Scots to speak with, but the roll of her R’s was unmistakable. Nico chastised herself for even comparing the young woman to her maker.

“Magic,” Shayla said, smiling. “I’ll be right back.”

When she left, Nico touched her own face, wondering if her undead pallor was that evident—or perhaps the humans of Darqueworld knew how to recognise vampires. She remembered her free hygiene kit and searched for it in her bag, hoping it had a comb or hairbrush.

She was looking at the toothbrush, laser razor, germicide bottle, lotion, packet of tissues, her snack blood packet, and several fast food coupons for a place called Shivers when she noticed little twin girls in headscarves, restless in the booth across, their skin golden and their green eyes inquisitive and bright. One turned to Nico, and a pendant on her front dangled: the winged heart of the Sufi. Their preoccupied parents studied their immigration packs, the father’s weathered face elated while his young wife frowned at the pamphlets in her hands. Shayla appeared at their booth, one hand bearing a coffee mug topped with whipped cream. She drew the girls’ attention and smoothed her hand over the tabletop, whispering. The air shifted, tingling, and Nico felt the change against her skin and teeth. She shivered. Paper colouring mats materialised before the little girls, and Shayla pointed at each mat. Crayons popped into being from thin air. The girls held their mouths, awed and delighted.

Magic? Nico stared in amazement. The quality of the air’s change seemed different from the teleporting she thought she witnessed in the hologram room. The energy sparkled more, a livelier, vibrant presence, as if the change—the intention to cause change—held the signature of living will. Nico sucked in air and tasted particle vibrations on her tongue, quivering with specific intention. The signature was Shayla’s.

People seated farther down the row let out an exclamation of appreciation and clapped. Nico leaned to look; their waitress waved over her closed fist, and when she opened it, striped straws rolled down her outstretched palm. She placed each straw by a customer’s sundae.

They’re all witches.

Shayla turned towards Nico’s booth, smiling, and set down the mug before her. Nico smelled warmed blood beneath the whipped cream.

“Would you like tae colour too?” Shayla asked, her tone easy and relaxed.

“I am not a little child,” Nico said, but she straightened in anticipation. “Yes, please.”

“Everyone likes colouring, even griffins,” Shayla said, and passed her hand over the tabletop before Nico. “Reveal,” she incanted, and Nico felt the brush on her skin again of air changing. A paper mat materialised before her, illustrated with a space liner, spaceships, and Lucy’s Diner. “And I mean grown griffins, not bairns.” Shayla tapped the tabletop and crayons popped into being before Nico and Bear. Nico held the table’s edge, delighted.

“I’m not a baby. I’m thirty-three, my age at death plus my vampire age,” she protested with a touch of haughtiness. “This is so cool,” she added.

“It’s a
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