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Becket’s note

 


In 2011, Anne Rice and I
began talking about the development of a new breed of blood
drinkers.

The first ground rule was
that they had to have an entirely different cosmology from her
other supernatural stories.

She and I spent many weeks
emailing back and forth, sharing copious detailed notes. We had
several energetic lunches and dinners, whence we discussed the
foundation and framework of the story you’re about to read. We
swapped ideas about the strengths and weaknesses of these new blood
drinkers, ideas about the characters themselves as well as their
back-stories, and more ideas about potential narrative
devices.

One of the amazing facets
of Anne’s writing method is that she seems to devote almost as much
time to selecting the right names for things as she does to
carefully crafting the narrative. Both go hand in hand, I’ve
learned from her. She’s taught me much. The right name is as
important as le mot
juste.

But what name would we call
our new blood drinkers?

One day, after we’d spent
weeks thinking about what to call this new breed, I came into her
office as she thumped closed a Latin textbook. She beamed at me
with her irresistible smile. She told me she knew what to call our
blood drinkers. She had not chosen a Latin word, but had developed
a new word from Latin phraseology.

What was the new word she’d
developed?

“Vivicanti,” she said as her
smile broadened.

I loved the word
instantly!

“Our blood drinkers will be
called,” Anne Rice announced: “The Blood Vivicanti.”

Then it was my job to write
the story.


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


My anger against you will
rest. My jealousy shall depart from you. I will be calm and will be
angry no longer. Because you have not remembered the days of your
youth, but have enraged me with all these things, I have returned
your deeds upon your head.

 


—Ezekiel
16:42-43
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Lowen the Dark
Man

 



 


 


 


 


 


 


 


Wyn and Ms.
Crystobal stood before the Black Building.
It was night. They were wearing dark sunglasses, gray clothes, and
black overcoats.

They looked confident. They
looked cool.

 


 


 


 


The Black Building was
Lowen’s. It was 150 floors from ground to top. More floors delved
deep underground – like the Mines of Moria.

Balrogs were thankfully
absent.

Lowen the Dark Man had
stolen the Black Building through manipulation, trickery, and by
twisting almost an entire city into his little army of Sleeper
Devils.

 


 


 


 


His Sleeper Devils were not
zombies.

And it would not be
accurate to say that they were entirely mindless. They had minds.
They were simply forbidden to use them often.

For some, it was not a big
change.

 


 


 


 


Lowen would let his Sleeper
Devils think of him, and not much else. They thought of him and
they worshiped him, as if he were King Nebuchadnezzar at the outset
of his madness.

 


 


 


 


Wyn and Ms. Crystobal
entered the Black Building.

The main lobby was packed
with Sleeper Devils.

Wyn and Ms. Crystobal had
been prepared for a good fight. So they were a little surprised and
a lot cautious when none of the Sleeper Devils tried to stop
them.

The Sleeper Devils watched
Wyn and Ms. Crystobal enter. They gathered around the two and moved
with them through the main lobby.

Playing in the background
was an elevator music rendition of Michael Jackson’s
Thriller.

 


 


 


 


Wyn and Ms. Crystobal
walked toward a corner of the lobby where there were stairs,
elevators, and the security office.

Two very large Sleeper
Devils blocked the way. Their skin was ashy and they smelled like
rot. One was wearing a tattered suit. The other was wearing a
grocer’s uniform. They might have been simple and kind people in
life, before Lowen turned them into cannon fodder for his personal
host of slaves. Now they were decaying versions of the good things
they had been.

They would not let Wyn and
Ms. Crystobal pass because Lowen was screaming inside their heads
that he would never let them die if they disobeyed him.

Lowen’s power over them was
not to threaten them with death. Death would have been the
release.

 


 


 


 


The reflection of the two
Sleeper Devils glinted in Wyn’s sunglasses. His expression was
unflinching and fearless.

Ms. Crystobal
smirked.

Wyn moved faster than
sound. He flung the two Sleeper Devils into a nearby pillar. Their
bodies crumpled. Their souls released.

Ms. Crystobal held out her
hands. Energy in the shape of blue swirling light hovered over one
palm. Over the other hovered black droplets of something she
called, “The Ink Mass.”

She flung the light at a
group of Sleeper Devils. It scattered them to atoms.

She flung the Ink Mass at
another group. Those Sleeper Devils all tumbled backward like
ragdolls, spilling into a dimensional portal that opened up into
the heart of the Mojave Desert.

They blinked in surprise,
suddenly surrounded by a pack of hungry coyotes.

 


 


 


 


All the other Sleeper
Devils now swarmed around Wyn and Ms. Crystobal.

He fought them fast and
mercifully.

She decimated the rest with
a blast of violet energy.

She and he fought with all
the graceful movements of ballet dancers in Swan Lake.

 


 


 


 


More Sleeper Devils poured
out of doors along the walls, more came down from hatchways in the
ceiling, and more crawled up from trapdoors in the floor. More came
in, and more came in after them, and more and more and more came in
after them.

Wyn thrust his way into the
security office.

It was full of monitors
displaying greenish images of the hallways and rooms and toilets.
Each image was filled with Lowen’s Sleeper Devils. Not one floor
was free of them – except the 120th, where Lowen was keeping the
Red Man.

It seemed as open and
spacious as the surface of the moon.

 


 


 


 


Wyn studied the computer
layout while Ms. Crystobal remained outside, turning Sleeper Devils
into motionless piles of bones and bile.

Wyn leaned over one
computer console and quickly hacked into the system and
reprogrammed the music to play Mozart’s Requiem – “in honor of Aemilia,” he
said softly to himself.

 


 


 


 


Wyn quit the security
office.

Fifteen Sleeper Devils were
standing outside the door waiting for him.

He turned them into pulp in
3.14 seconds.

“Easy as pi,” he said to
himself.

 


 


 


 


Meanwhile a chorus was
screaming through the loud speakers, “Dies irae, dies illa solvet
saeclum in favilla.”

It translates as:
Day of wrath, day of anger will dissolve the
world in ashes.

 


 


 


 


Ms. Crystobal flung
seventeen Sleeper Devils through a portal toward the Draco Dwarf
Galaxy.

She tossed twelve more
through a portal toward the bottom of the Mariana’s
Trench.

She hurtled twenty-two more
through the nearest wall.

 


 


 


 


Just who exactly is Ms.
Crystobal?

I must admit that she is
still a mystery to me, even though she and I have become much
closer than I’ve ever been with anyone, except for perhaps Theo,
and not to mention the Red Man.

A while back, when I was in
Idylville’s forest, spying on Joe and his family, Lowen and Ms.
Crystobal appeared. Behind them were doors. Above his had been the
words: Happy Now.
Above hers had been the words: Knock to
Find.

Later, I asked Ms.
Crystobal what the doors meant.

She told me they were
portals.

“Portals to where?” I
asked.

She told me that Lowen does
not have the power to open a portal to anywhere, “except death,”
she said.

“But the
portal I opened for you,” she added, “led to some
thing after this
life.”

“What’s that?”

“Peace,” she said, “I
believe.”

 


 


 


 


Now in the Black Building,
the lobby was mostly empty.

Wyn and Ms. Crystobal had
completely decimated Lowen’s Sleeper Devils.

The only things still
moving were body parts – a few heads, some arms, some twitching,
some scratching.

The souls of those poor
Sleeper Devils released.

“Be at peace,” Ms. Crystobal
whispered to them.

She opened a portal into
space and she blew their remains through it as if they were brown
winter leaves.

 


 


 


 


She and Wyn went to the
elevator. He pressed the button. They waited.

“How was the game?” she
asked.

“I don’t watch sports,” he
said.

“Please.”

“Space Invaders?”

“Of course.”

“New high score.”

Ms. Crystobal cleared her
throat.

Then she said: “Bet I can
beat it.”

 


 


 


 


The elevator doors
opened.

Ms. Crystobal rubbed her
hands together for a moment. She opened them.

Now over her palms was a
glowing speck of light, as small as a pinprick of
starlight.

She blew it from her hands.
Gently it floated inside.

Wyn pressed the 120th
floor. The elevator doors closed.

The two went to the stairs,
as if nothing was out of the ordinary.

“I hit everything I see,
Tweedledee,” said Wyn whimsically to himself.

 


 


 


 


A minute later:

An explosion shook
violently the whole building with the force of an
earthquake.

Wyn smiled.

 


 


 


 


He and Ms. Crystobal looked
down the stairwell. They were on the ground level, but the
stairwell wound just as far down as it did up.

Ms. Crystobal leaped up the
stairs as silently as a cat.

Wyn leaped down the stairs,
no less stealthily.

They didn’t say goodbye to
one another. That would have been crossing into the undiscovered
country of intimacy – from whose bourn no
traveler returns.

 


 


 


 


It took about fifteen
minutes before Wyn finally came close to the lowest level. He
paused to study the bottom. It was a very far drop.

A troop of Sleeper Devils
was waiting for him. They were walking around in a melancholy
circle. Two were in the middle, slouching.

Lowen was blaring his
message of misery and hate inside their heads. But it would be a
mistake to think of him in Orwellian terms. He was not the Thought
Police. He was not Big Brother.

He was just a bad
parent.

And the earth was quite
used to his kind by that time.

 


 


 


 


Wyn leaped down the rest of
the way.

In the second before he
landed, he grabbed the two center Sleeper Devils and slammed them
into the floor.

It cracked beneath his
might.

Their black blood
bespattered his sunglasses. One died instantly. The other exhaled
one last word before death.

“Thanks.”

 


 


 


 


Elsewhere in the Black
Building…

Lowen the Dark Man had been
on the uppermost floor the whole time, watching this scene play out
through the eyes of his Sleeper Devils.

He could see and hear their
thoughts as if they were his own. They always thought about him.
His power over them made them do so.

The nigh-life of a Sleeper
Devil was to always think of Lowen, of doing his will, of loving
him – if you could call that love.

His power made them think
that their nigh-life was perfectly natural. They thought it was
unnatural to disobey him. They could not imagine living their
nigh-lives without the echo of his voice always inside their heads
and penetrating their hearts.

He was like that jingle
that gets stuck in your head – only his jingle was the torpid
twinkling sounds of death always on the horizon, death that never
quite dawns.

 


 


 


 


Lowen the Dark Man was in a
room that he had made to be as much like Khariton as possible.
Everything was egg-shaped in some way: The desk and the computer,
the tables and the chairs and the sofa and television
monitors.

The only object that was
not ovular was the operating table in the middle of the room. It
was shaped like a T.

Theo was clamped to it with
very strong metal bars. He was sweating from suffering pain
recently and he was shivering from the cold air. His body lay along
the length. His arms were strapped to the sides.

Theo looked like the Son of
God on the Cross.

 


 


 


 


Lowen did not know how to
make a Blood Vivicanti: He did not know how to do a peripheral
blood stem cell transplant.

But he did know how to
possess a human. For years he had known how to brutally Guantánamo
souls.

 


 


 


 


He had been trying to
possess Theo that night. But his usual method was not
working.

Normally his violet ghost
would have issued out from his host body like a mist rising from
the skin. After that, his ghost would have enshrouded his next
victim like a thick cloud and he would have seeped into their
bodies, shoving out their souls.

But the body of a Blood
Vivicanti was protected somehow – perhaps by the mind, perhaps by
some sheer indomitable willpower.

Lowen could not shove out
Theo’s soul. He could not make room for himself. And he found this
both annoying and impressive. That made him even more desirous to
possess the body of a Blood Vivicanti.

He was like an addict when
the pleasure stops and the pain of dependence kicks in.

 


 


 


 


Lowen had already learned
from Theo everything that Wyn had told him about the Red Man: That
the Red Man had been scientifically developed on Khariton, that his
name was Silent because Kharetie scientists would not give him a
voice to add to society, and that he had come to take Lowen’s ghost
back to the planet to potentially fix the cracks in the Great
Harmony.

Lowen laughed at that. He
laughed to think of his note of discord being so powerful that it
cracked the planet’s once commonplace life.

But he also wept that the
Great Harmony was now called “the Noise.” He had fond memories of
harmonizing with someone else.

 


 


 


 


Lowen could relate to the
Red Man as I could relate to Nell.

Those who are misunderstood
and ostracized by society usually do feel that peculiar bond of
fellowship.

 


 


 


 


But the Dark Man felt no
bond with Theo whatsoever. In fact, he already considered Theo to
be his private property. The Red Man’s blood – Kharetie blood – was
flowing through Theo’s veins. And who else should have Kharetie
blood but a ghost from Khariton?

But the problem of Theo’s
soul prevented Lowen from taking full ownership of his body. He
would not torture Theo because he would not damage the thing he
wanted to possess.

So he had been torturing
Theo’s mind and heart instead.

He thought about killing
Theo, releasing his soul, and then slipping in. But that peculiar
idea had no guarantee of success. He might not be able to slip
inside. And if he did, the body would have to be revived somehow.
And if it were, would he be worse than his Sleeper Devils? A
zombie? An undead? All the while Theo’s body would be
decaying.

Lowen shuddered to think of
himself trapped in a decaying body.

Moreover, he had no idea
how to kill a Blood Vivicanti – or how to revive one
either.

 


 


 


 


Lowen studied Theo’s
Probiscus and he had an idea.

The Red Man – the Origin
Blood – had been scientifically programmed to communicate himself
by means of jabbing the stinger at the tip of his tongue into
someone’s neck, by drinking their blood, and by filling them with
his venom.

In life, Lowen had been a
scientist on Khariton. He understood the science behind the
creation of the Red Man. And now he theorized that he might be able
to communicate his self
– his being, his soul – into someone else if he
reverse-engineered the same Kharetie procedure on his human host
body.

He smiled as he planned to
outfit himself with a humanoid Probiscus.

 


 


 


 


Elsewhere in the Black
Building…

Wyn defeated the small band
of Sleeper Devils on the bottommost floor, far
underground.

Then he went to the
electrical room. His job was to sever the power to the building, in
the hope of lowering Lowen’s defenses. Wyn suspected that he might
be up against alien technology, but he could not have guessed that
he would be dealing with Lowen’s latest recreation of the human
race, a new cybernetic life form.

This thing he now
confronted had once been a group of people and a power generator.
But now it was a horrible mingling of people sewn together and
interwoven through a machine.

 


 


 


 


Several heads of this
cybernetic thing swiveled together as one body, turning to glare at
Wyn.

The cyborg spoke as one
voice: “Invalid entry.”

By far, this was the most
disgusting thing Wyn had ever seen. It was some sort of cybernetic
entity. In his head, he gave it a name: The Cybent.

 


 


 


 


Wyn looked for a switch to
flip, a button to press, a plug to pull – he searched for anything
that he might use to turn off the power. But there was nothing, as
far as he could see.

But the power came from the
Cybent’s life. And the power would remain on as long as the Cybent
lived. Wyn would have to kill this monstrous mangling of the human
frame to turn off the power.

Mercy killing
was not in Wyn’s vocabulary.

But being a Blood Vivicanti
means living a life of constant learning and adapting.

It’s why I’m so good now at
being who I am.

And that’s why I’m so happy
now at being how I am.

 


 


 


 


Wyn would do what needed to
be done for the sake of the plan.

But it was more than that.
He felt sorry for all those people. And he asked himself what he
would want if he were in their place.

He would want death. He
knew that.

So he severed one head. But
that did nothing since there were so many more.

He ripped the heart out of
one spot, but that did nothing also. The Cybent had several more
hearts in several more places.

Wyn had one last idea left.
It had been a last resort measure until now, since the thought of
it repulsed him. But he knew what he had to do: He had to pierce
the Cybent. He had to drink its Blood Memories.

He shuddered at the
thought.

But he chastised himself:
He was a scientist: Squeamish
wasn’t in his vocabulary either.

 


 


 


 


Reluctantly he opened his
mouth.

It took a little prompting
to get his Probiscus to stick out. It seemed to have a mind of its
own and it apparently had no desire to pierce the
Cybent.

He had to trick it. He
imagined himself consuming the Blood Memories of Isaac Newton,
Albert Einstein, and Steve Jobs.

That did the trick. His
Probiscus lengthened.

 


 


 


 


There was no clear “sweet
spot” where the Cybent might be pierced. Wyn just closed his eyes
and thrust in the tip of his tongue.

He drank the Cybent’s
blood. He feasted on the Blood Memories of over twenty people that
had been painfully and gruesomely woven into one machine. They had
all been individuals at one time. Now they were one. The din of
their voices was a mockery of the Great Harmony on Khariton. It was
a sadistic homage to the Noise.

 


 


 


 


Wyn pitied all those poor
people. His venom flowed freely from his Probiscus. He let it flow
and flow and flow. There seemed no end to it. Then it flowed some
more.

His venom filled the Cybent
and the Cybent was filled with pleasure in our poison.

In no time, each twisted
face in this machine-thing smiled contentedly.

And still his venom flowed.
It flowed until every fleshy part of the Cybent perished from
pleasure.

The machine shut
down.

 


 


 


 


All the lights went out.
The AC and the computers turned off. Everything shut
down.

Wyn’s Blood Vivicanti eyes
could see perfectly well in the dark. He went to the service
elevator, opened the doors, and peered up the shaft.

It seemed endless. He was
over a hundred floors below ground. He had over another hundred
floors to climb to get to Lowen.

He leaped up the floors
along the elevator shaft, clinging to the walls with his powerful
grip, the way a human might go up the stairs, two or three at a
time.

Exercise
usually isn’t a word in a scientist’s vocabulary
either.

 


 


 


 


Elsewhere in the Black
Building…

Ms. Crystobal stopped at
the 99th floor.

Her unusual powers could
detect something strange about that floor. It hadn’t felt this way
the last time she was in the Black Building, when she and Theo
failed to rescue the Red Man. But she now knew that, if she were to
cross the threshold and enter the 100th floor without permission, a
powerful gravitational force would pull her inside out.

So she left the stairwell
and entered the 99th floor to think and to wait for Wyn.

But the sight of the floor
astonished her. And she was astonished to have been so
astonished.

You see: Completely unlike
the other floors of Lowen’s Black Building, the 99th floor was an
all-night diner that served nothing but breakfast from the American
South.

A sign advertised their
specialty: Grits and buttermilk
biscuits.

Mmmm. Forbidden biscuits.

 


 


 


 


Ms. Crystobal had the
distinct impression that the 99th floor was some sort of illusion,
but she was not sure. It was a very good illusion.

It was either that or a
fulcrum where two divergent universes connected.

She liked the idea of it
being a fulcrum. She liked saying the word.

“Fulcrum,” she
mouthed.

 


 


 


 


The 99th floor’s all-night
diner had several customers. They looked like ordinary people –
mechanics, fishermen, roustabouts and roughnecks. They were all
sipping coffee and talking about taxes and reading the
obituaries.

They did not look directly
at Ms. Crystobal when she entered. They almost appeared to be
minding their own business. Yet they were looking at her through
the corners of their eyes.

Lowen’s Sleeper Devils were
nowhere to be seen.

Ms. Crystobal sat at a
table and looked at a menu. That night they were advertising “the
best chicken and dumplings south of the bible belt.”

A slice of Mrs. Butterbee’s
hot apple pie was included.

 


 


 


 


Mrs. Butterbee the owner
came over. She had a pencil behind her ear and a notepad in her
hand. She was short and portly, but spritely in her Sara-Lee-yellow
dress and a red gingham apron.

“What can I get for you,
Ma’am,” she said with her Georgian accent.

“Coffee,” Ms. Crystobal
said.

“Nothin’ else? No apple
pie?”

“Yes, there is one other
thing,” Ms. Crystobal said.

Mrs. Butterbee’s eyes
lighted up.

“A buttermilk
biscuit?”

“You can give me the access
code to the one hundredth floor.”

Mrs. Butterbee’s congenial
smile melted away like wax.

 


 


 


 


The portly matron became
solemn and serious. She had a fierce knowing look in her eye. She
glared at Ms. Crystobal savagely.

But in the next second, she
forced a smile.

“Now how could I have a
thing like that?” she asked with feigned innocence.

Ms. Crystobal rubbed her
fingers together. Violet energy sparked between them.

“Give me the access code for
the one hundredth floor,” she growled, “or I’ll hurtle you, your
diner, and your apple pie into a black hole.”

 


 


 


 


Mrs. Butterbee’s forced
smile became a sneer.

“You should have ordered the
grits. Husband-cook outdid himself tonight.”

Then the portly matron
moved almost as fast as Ms. Crystobal. Mrs. Butterbee grabbed her
by the throat and flung her into soda machine.

Root beer sprayed
everywhere. The whole diner was suddenly slippery and
sticky.

 


 


 


 


Elsewhere in the Black
Building…

Wyn finished leaping up all
those floors. Yet he could not get beyond the 99th. He felt his
insides start to turn inside out whenever he tried to enter the
100th.

“Ms. Crystobal,” he said
aloud.

There was no
answer.

“Ms. Crystobal,” he said
again in a louder voice.

Her voice spoke inside his
mind. “Yes?”

This was followed by the
sound of dishes and cups shattering.

His mysterious housekeeper
seemed to have no end of talents. They were constantly surprising
and delighting him.

She had only recently told
him that she could speak telepathically. This news had quite
surprised him.

But now he was much more
surprised to hear through her telepathic link the sound of a gong –
like a frying pan having been knocked upside someone’s
head.

 


 


 


 


Wyn cleared his throat.
“Ms. Crystobal,” he said liltingly, “need any help?”

The din of a kitchen
explosion rocked the telepathic link.

“Not at all,” Ms. Crystobal
huffed as the peculiar Georgian twang of a matron shouted something
about frying Ms. Crystobal like a country chicken.

 


 


 


 


Wyn tried again to get
beyond the invisible barrier protecting the 100th floor. Doing this
made his stomach feel a hundred times heavier.

“Have you gotten past the
ninety-ninth floor?” he asked Ms. Crystobal.

“I’m trying to,” was her
response.

This was immediately
followed by a very large crash, the howl of a wild beast, the
clucking of a few caged chickens, and the ding of an egg
timer.

 


 


 


 


Ms. Crystobal did not speak
for a moment.

Wyn listened to silence for
another two.

Then her panting voice
spoke through the telepathic link.

“Try it now.”

Wyn was now able to move
through the invisible barrier. He cross the threshold and went into
the 100th floor.

“Ms. Crystobal,” he said,
“will you join me?”

“In a minute,” she said,
panting. “I need to slow my dytholom.”

Wyn blinked.

“Dare I
ask what a dytholom is?”

“It’s like a human heart,”
she said, “only it beats faster than light and is omnicordial with
other planes of reality.”

 


 


 


 


The 100th floor was a
network of rooms, woven together like a maze. In each room were
computer consoles and large monitors. And each workstation was
dedicated to understanding a part of the Red Man’s
physiology.

A woman scientist was in
the room. She was not one of Lowen’s Sleeper Devils. She was still
human. That surprised Wyn. And he was glad for her.

She was wearing
black-rimmed glasses and a long white laboratory coat. Her brown
hair was tied up in a bun.

Wyn studied the sinews on
the back of her neck.

His Probiscus started
lengthening naturally.

 


 


 


 


She was busy entering
commands into a data pad. She did not notice Wyn enter. She could
not hear his silent footfall as he snuck up behind her.

He seized her upper arms
from behind. A look of fear and surprise lighted up her face. She
gripped the data pad tighter.

It happened so
fast.

Wyn pierced the back of her
neck with the tip of his tongue. Her eyes flashed with shock. He
drove his Probiscus deeper into her flesh. Her mouth widened to
scream. His venom seeped from his bee stinger. Her eyes rolled up
and back.

All her muscles relaxed as
her blood flowed from her opening and into Wyn’s mouth. Her lips
coiled into a smile as the venom flowed through her
veins.

She dropped the data pad.
It smashed at her feet.

Wyn lifted her off the
ground. One of her shoes had come off. The other was just barely
hanging on. Her toes were curling with delight.

 


 


 


 


Wyn rested her gently down
on the ground. The euphoria of his venom rendered her almost
unconscious. In some ways she reminded him of Aemilia. He liked
her. He thought about visiting her again.

“Maybe for coffee next
time,” he whispered to her.

Her reflection in his
sunglasses was of a beautiful woman who was finally happy. That
made him happy too.

He licked the blood from
his lips.

Her Blood Memories were
seething inside him. He now knew that her name was Beatrix, that
she was an excellent ballet dancer, and that she had a penchant for
crossword puzzles.

Through her Blood Memories,
Wyn now also knew Pi to a thousand places.

He was smitten.

 


 


 


 


Also through Beatrix’s
Blood Memories, Wyn now knew all about Lowen’s research on the Red
Man. They informed him of Lowen’s plans. The Dark Man did not yet
understand how to create Blood Vivicanti. But he was
resourceful.

He had plans for
Theo.

 


 


 


 


Elsewhere in the Black
Building…

Lowen the Dark Man was
vivisecting several Sleeper Devils to get the human body parts he
needed for his experiment.

He did not use anesthetic.
He listened to their cries of anguish. It was a new experience for
him. He liked it.

Nell, his most cherished
Sleeper Devil, helped him. Yet she wept a single tear for the
others crying in pain. She knew a lot about crying. She knew a lot
about pain.

 


 


 


 


Lowen told them to return
to their posts in the Black Building when he had finished his
merciless surgeries.

Some quickly hurried
off.

Others left as fast as they
could limp.

 


 


 


 


Out of the body parts he
gathered from his Sleeper Devils, he MacGyvered a long
Probiscus.

Then he stitched it to the
end of his own tongue.

He did not use anesthetics
on himself either. Lowen wanted his host body – a man who had been
a priest in life – to suffer. But at the same time, the Dark Man
also wanted to feel this new and exciting pain.

He relished the human
experience in all its forms.

 


 


 


 


His finished work looked
almost entirely unlike a Blood Vivicanti Probiscus. It bore a
striking resemblance to the tongue of Dr. Frankenstein’s monster,
if his tongue dangled out of his mouth down onto his
chest.

 


 


 


 


Nell commanded several
Sleeper Devils to come inside. They obeyed her as readily as they
would obey Lowen. She told them to lift up Theo’s head. They did
this again without question.

Theo had been tortured and
traumatized so much that he was too exhausted to resist.

Lowen stood behind him. His
new monstrous tongue swayed back and forth like the pendulum of
some cadaverous clock.

From out of the tip of
Lowen’s tongue extended his makeshift Probiscus. It looked like the
needle of a metal syringe. The Dark Man held up his stitch-together
tongue and guided it toward the back of Theo’s neck.

Lowen’s tongue seemed to
come alive once the tip brushed against the flesh. Theo gave a gasp
of shock the instant before Lowen pierced him.

It happened in a
second.

Blood poured from
Theo.

Venom came from the
Probiscus as Lowen drove his tongue deeper into Theo’s spine. The
venom should have been euphoric. But the Dark Man had modified his
to heighten not pleasure, but pain.

Theo’s eyes widened not
with ecstasy, but with agony.

The last word that flowed
with his last breath both surprised and disappointed me.

“Joshua.”

 


 


 


 


I’m still not sure
who Joshua is. The
man is a mystery.

But I must confess that I
had hoped that Theo’s final words might have been
Mary Paige.

Regardless, at least in his
final moments, his mind was on someone whom he loved very
much.

 


 


 


 


Elsewhere in the Black
Building…

Wyn was exploring the 100th
floor.

Scattered throughout the
floor were several other scientists, all doing indepen-dent
research. One had been studying the Red Man’s brain waves, another
had been studying the Red Man’s Probiscus, a few more were studying
the Red Man’s blood and they were coming closer to developing a
method for making Blood Vivicanti through a blood stem cell
transfusion.

Wyn drank a pint of blood
from each one. He was as gorged as I had been when I drank the
blood of Joe’s family. Yet we Blood Vivicanti have almost an
endless capacity. Wyn could have filled himself utterly yet still
had room for the science department at MIT.

 


 


 


 


He went to the main
computer console. His fingers moved swiftly over the keys. The
computer could not keep up as he entered the code for his own
computer virus.

Seconds later, once the
operating system had been irrevocably contaminated, he walked
away.

Behind him computers
started exploding like fireworks at a fanfare.

 


 


 


 


Wyn took the stairs up the
rest of the way to the 120th floor.

The door to the floor
opened for him automatically. It closed behind him the same
way.

Then the doorway vanished
like smoke.

From Ms. Crystobal’s
report, Wyn knew that the 120th floor was large, but he had not
quite believed her. Now that he saw it with his own eyes, it was
indeed vaster than he could have ever imagined. He could not see
any walls or ceiling. He found himself standing in the middle of an
empty space. The room seemed to stretch on beyond the horizon into
infinity.

 


 


 


 


The low-hanging ceiling was
a cluster of stars and nebulae and massive planets, each a
different size and color. There were so many that it seemed as if a
whole galaxy had been compacted together to frame a marvelous
skyscape. Wyn could have easily reached up and brushed his fingers
across the surface of an enchanting green planet with rings of
golden dust.

 


 


 


 


The floor was made of tiles
as large as his stride, each tile perfectly square, each black and
blank, and each made of a metal that Wyn did not
recognize.

Between the tiles was a
golden light. Wyn could see no source for it.

His powerful Blood
Vivicanti eyes peered far into the distance. He could see a metal
coffin. It was far, far away. But he was close enough to the Origin
Blood. He knew that inside was the Red Man.

Wyn ran to the coffin as
fast as he could go. The run took him thirty minutes. It was a big
room.

 


 


 


 


Ms. Crystobal spoke to him
through their telepathic link. She explained to him that he was now
on a duel-dimensional plane.

“Breathable air is not a
reality in other dimensions,” she told him. “This room is a link
connecting one dimension to another.”

 


 


 


 


Wyn got to the coffin and
opened the lid.

Inside, Bach’s music was no
longer playing. Now it had moved on to the moving wall of music in
the first movement of Gorecki’s Symphony
No. 3, otherwise known as
The Symphony of Sorrowful
Songs.

The Red Man looked so
helpless and sad.

Wyn was tempted to weep.
But Vulcans like him do not weep, not because they can’t, they just
choose not to.

 


 


 


 


Bright light shone out from
the coffin. It would have blinded Wyn, but Ms. Crystobal had
prepared him. Together they had made the sunglasses that they were
wearing. It helped block out the light that Lowen had harnessed. It
was not a light from earth. It was the light of Khariton’s sun.
Lowen had channeled it into the Red Man’s coffin through a spectral
wormhole. He had magnified its power similar to a magnifying glass
harnessing the sun’s rays over an ant.

The Red Man was immobile
from the music. He was weakening from the light.

 


 


 


 


Wyn destroyed the speakers
with the thrusts of his fists.

The music
silenced.

The Red Man blinked and
looked at Lowen. He looked so tired and confused, like a sleeper
waking from a bad dream.

“I’m sorry,” Wyn said. And
he meant it too. “It’s time to free you.”

The Red Man simply stared
at Wyn, too weak to move.

Wyn leaned down. He and the
Red Man angled their heads toward one another’s neck. Each one
lengthened his Probiscus. Each one pierced the other.

Together they drank one
another’s blood. Together they shared their Blood Memories.
Together they communicated.

 


 


 


 


For a Blood Vivicanti,
drinking down someone else’s Blood Memories can be like going to a
really good movie, only in this movie you’d not only lose track of
the time, but you’d also find yourself in a 3D
cinescape.

You would be surrounded and
swallowed by millions of sights and sounds and sensations that the
twin nets of your mind – the conscious and the subconscious – would
gather into a writhing mass of data.

Your intellect would say to
your feelings, “Hey these aren’t really your experiences, you
know,” while your feelings would say to your intellect, “Bugger
off, mate.”

 


 


 


 


Wyn knew that the Red Man’s
experiences were not his own. But the power of Blood Memories
helped his intellectual side and his sensitive side come to an
amicable compromise.

Look: objectively, we Blood
Vivicanti know and understand that other people’s experiences are
not our own.

But, subjectively, we don’t
care.

 


 


 


 


Quaffing down great gulps
of blood, Wyn now knew what the Red Man knew. He felt what he
felt.

And in the same vein (pun
intended), the Red Man had the best of Wyn’s memories and
understanding too. The Red Man could engineer an earthling
super-computer, he could develop a computer virus, he could make
more Blood Vivicanti if he wanted to. He could do many
things.

He could even bake a Bundt
cake since it was the only thing Aemilia had taught Wyn to do in
the kitchen.

The Red Man was surprised
to feel love for her. He had never felt love for anyone before. He
did not know he could love a human.

And I must confess, lately,
his love has been surprising me too. But then again I’m not quite
human anymore.

 


 


 


 


Blood does not make us
stronger.

The Red Man was still very
weak, despite the blood he drank. He could barely move.

Yet also in spite of his
weakness, he gripped Wyn’s hand and held up his palm. Then with his
own fingernail he carved into Wyn’s flesh three letters.

He knew that Wyn’s injury
would heal almost instantly.

Wyn knew this too. So he
let the Red Man carve away into his flesh.

It was painful. But the
pain Wyn felt did not overpower his fascination.

He knew that the Red Man
had been called Silent on Khariton. And he knew that Silent was
trying to communicate with him now. So he eagerly watched the Red
Man carve one letter after another into his flesh.

The Red Man finished and
collapsed back into his coffin, utterly exhausted.

Wyn spelled out the three
letters carved into his palm.

R - U - N

 


 


 


 


Wyn heard movement behind
him.

As the carved message on
his palm healed, he understood that the Red Man had wanted him to
escape.

But it was too
late.

Wyn whirled around and came
face to face with Theo.

Only it was not Theo
anymore. It was Theo’s face, but not his expression. It was Theo’s
body, but not his body language. He was no longer graceful and
beautiful. In very subtle ways, Theo looked twisted and
ugly.

“Theo?” asked Wyn although
he already knew the answer.

 


 


 


 


Behind Theo stood more
Sleeper Devils than Wyn had ever seen. They seemed to fill the
whole room, as far as the Blood Vivicanti eye could see.

Theo was sneering at Wyn.
“Hello, my old friend.”

It was Theo’s voice, yet it
wasn’t his tone.

“Theo?” Wyn asked again in
some doubt.

“Theo’s
not home right now. But if you leave a message, he might
never get back to
you.”

Wyn scowled. “Who are
you?”

Theo’s face brightened with
laughter. “I think you know.”

“Where’s Theo?”

“Gone.”

“Where?”

“I can’t answer
that.”

“How?”

“Ah,” Theo’s face beamed,
“that I can answer. How is he gone? He is gone forever. His house
is under new management, as they say.”

Wyn grabbed Theo’s neck and
drew him close.

“Lowen,” he
hissed.

 


 


 


 


The Sleeper Devils started
to move behind Theo’s body, but Lowen, now fully in command of his
new host, held up the hand that had once cupped my head and had
drawn me close to his neck.

The Sleeper Devils waited
for Lowen’s command – a command that would come from Theo’s
beautiful mouth.

Theo’s eyes now stared Wyn
in the face with a cocky smile.

“You might have been able to
hurt me in another body,” Theo said in Lowen’s tone. “But I like
this one. I could fall from the top of my building and suffer
hardly a flesh wound.”

 


 


 


 


Lowen dropped his hand. The
Sleeper Devils understood the sign. They mobbed Wyn. There were too
many. They overwhelmed him. He could not fight them all.

Lowen casually turned back
to the Red Man in the coffin. The Red Man tried to crawl out, but
the music and the light had drained his energy entirely.

Lowen gently placed the Red
Man back inside. He fixed earbuds into the Red Man’s
ears.

Renaissance motets started
singing songs of existential lamentation and regret.

The Red Man once again
became paralyzed by the music.

He lay perfectly motionless
in the coffin.

Lowen closed the lid. “I
still need you, my brother.”

 


 


 


 


That whole time, I had been
in Idyllville.

And I have to admit: I did
look rather steampunk that night. Yes, I was wearing tight black
clothes for stealth. And I was wearing a black jacket, with the
collar folded over my neck and the jacket zipped up to my chin. And
over all that, Wyn had outfitted me with a few of his gadgets and
gizmos and whirlidoos.

 


 


 


 


In case Ms. Crystobal could
not contact me through her telepathic power, Wyn would call me on
one of his many marvelous devices.

At that time, I was sitting
in the largest eighteen-wheeler I could find.

Why, you might ask, was a
not-quite-five-foot-tall Blood Vivicanti sitting in a rig where you
might ordinarily find a Chewbacca of a man?

It was all a part of Wyn’s
plan.

It was also his plan for me
to pierce a professional truck driver, drink his blood, and let his
Blood Memories fill me with the knowhow for handling such a
monstrous rig.

Before that time, I had not
really wanted to drink much blood. I did not have the stomach for
it.

Nell’s black blood had done
that to me.

Normally – if there is
anything normal about a race of Blood Vivicanti developed in a
laboratory – the blood that we drink fills us with out victim’s
Blood Memories. And those Blood Memories are the best part about
those other people.

I had abused my Blood
Vivicanti power when I chose not to drink the blood of someone with
great talent or artistry. Instead I drank the blood of an ordinary
family. And I almost drained them to the point of death, destroying
the thing that I loved about them, their ordinariness. They were
not special, not a family that history might remember. Yet what
made them special was the fact that they loved one another. And
that love made them extraordinary, at least in my mind, since I had
never experienced anything like that in my life.

Then I drank Nell’s Blood
Memories. And they filled me with the best qualities of her too –
which were perhaps the absolute worst torture anyone could go
through, a torture of the mind and the spirit.

Nell’s black blood nearly
destroyed me, pushing me off the cliff of my ego and letting me hit
the rock bottom of a bad behavior. Her blood instilled in me a
great desire to be sober.

Wyn practically had to
force me to drink the truck driver’s blood.

 


 


 


 


The taste of the blood
wasn’t bad. The association was horrible. Tasting it was like
tasting my mistakes.

But once the truck driver’s
Blood Memories settled inside me, they made me smile.

They also taught me how to
drive a semi-truck quite well. And my photographic memory would
never let me forget that talent.

Who knows? Some day my
trucker’s CB handle might be Large
Marge.

 


 


 


 


There was one drawback,
however. The truck driver’s Blood Memories also gave me a peculiar
itch to listen to Dolly Parton's Greatest
Hits.

Thankfully a signal from
Ms. Crystobal came right as I’d begun to hum 9 to 5.

“Go,” was all she said to me
through her telepathic link.

I put the truck in gear and
I pressed the gas, pushing the truck to her limits.

What a way to make a
living!

 


 


 


 


Back in the Black
Building…

Nell and the other Sleeper
Devils held Wyn’s hands behind his back.

He let them. He was curious
to see Lowen’s next move.

Lowen led them to another
large office.

Unlike the last, this one
was not decorated in the Kharetie fashion. Nothing was egg-shaped.
In stark contrast, the office might have been a comfortable place
were it not for the medieval torture devices lining the
walls.

Lowen’s tastes were as
eclectic as Wyn’s. The mansion was the bright side of the Black
Building.

 


 


 


 


Nell and the Sleeper Devils
stripped off Wyn’s shirt, kept his hands bound behind his back, and
they made him kneel before Lowen.

Wyn studied Lowen’s new
host body. He knew that Theo was not there anymore. The boy’s love
for life was no longer a spark in his eyes.

He regretted making Theo a
Blood Vivicanti.

And he could not forget the
day that Lowen’s ghost possessed Aemilia. As if it were yesterday,
Wyn could still see the damage that the Dark Man had inflicted upon
countless innocents. And he hated the sight of him, even if that
meant hating Theo now. His mind did not doubt. Theo was indeed
lost.

“Dies irae,” he said softly,
a requiem for Theo. “Dies illa.”

 


 


 


 


A strange emotion rose up
in Wyn. It was like a pang in the heart that made his eyes pool
with a single tear.

The tear ran down his cheek
and fell to the floor and splattered where it would be crushed by
Sleeper Devil feet.

Wyn was thinking of me. He
felt sorry for me too, knowing how much I liked – no, not liked –
how much I loved Theo.

“Mary Paige is going to be
very sorrowful when she finds out what you’ve done to Theo,” Wyn
said to the Dark Man. “Then she’s going to erase you from
history.”

 


 


 


 


Lowen laughed. It was
Theo’s voice and it was horrible for Wyn to hear.

“You should be proud of
yourself,” Lowen said through Theo’s voice. “You are the father of
a whole new race. The new Abraham.”

“If I am the father of the
Blood Vivicanti,” Wyn replied, “then Clotho was the
mother.”

Lowen blinked in thought,
staring with an expression of curiosity at Wyn.

“Clotho
was one of your so-called Fates,” he said at
last.

“She was the weaver of
life,” Wyn added.

Nell, who never left
Lowen’s side, now looked up with her sad eyes, and she spoke in a
quiet and quite broken voice.

“Clotho was the daughter of
necessity.”

 


 


 


 


Wyn tried to stand, but
Sleeper Devils on either side forced him back down. He let them –
for now.

“What did you do to Theo?”
he asked Lowen. “Is he what you call a Sleeper Devil?”

Lowen bared Theo’s teeth
and hissed: “I ate his soul!”

Wyn narrowed his eyes. “Is
Theo dead?”

Lowen started to speak, but
stopped with second thoughts.

“Come to think of it,” he
said a second later with a smirk. “I have no idea. I never stopped
to ask the question before.”

“Do you have souls from your
planet?” Wyn asked.

“When did you learn about
Khariton?”

“I learned all about you,”
Wyn said angrily through his clenched teeth, “right after you
killed my wife, when I lost my soul making the Blood
Vivicanti.”

 


 


 


 


Lowen’s finger ran
lengthwise across his lower lip. His mouth parted slightly in
realization. “Why do you want to be more like the
Kharetie?”

Wyn shrugged and countered
with, “Why do you want to be human?”

Lowen chuckled. “I had
never heard of irony until I came to your planet. It does not exist
on Khariton. If it ever did, we lost the knack for it eons ago. If
it is there now, it is a new invention altogether. You have a
saying here: One person’s tryst is another person’s
trash.”

Nell raised herself up on
tiptoe toward his ear. “Actually,” she whispered, “the saying goes:
One person’s trash is another person’s treasure.”

Lowen slowly turned to
glare at her. His hand twitched, as if he might strike her at any
second.

“I think both work,” he
said, turning back to Wyn. “The point is that you trashed what I
cherish.”

 


 


 


 


Wyn scowled at Lowen in
disbelief. “You don’t cherish human life.”

Nell looked up at Lowen, a
look of hope and hopelessness commingling on her face.

“Maybe not human life,” the
Dark Man admitted. “But I do love human skin and bone and hair and
stink. Your bodies are so soft and malleable. I can stuff my
Sleeper Devils inside you so easily. I can possess you with even
less effort.”

A tear pooled in one of
Nell’s black eyes.

“Yet,” Lowen went on
speaking with a new tone and a new thought, “the human body can
also be the greatest prison. Bones bar the spirit. Sinews
straightjacket the soul. Perhaps that’s why you escaped the human
body when you became a Blood Vivicanti.”

Wyn grinned defiantly. “Yet
I am still within this flesh and bone body. You have not eaten my
soul.”

“Before all that,” Lowen
said in an amicable tone, “I just wanted a chat with you. After I
devour you inside out, the most I might get from you is groveling
and waffling. I want to learn more about you. After all, you remade
your prison cell into a paradise of strength and grace and
beauty.”

“You’re one to talk, you who
hops from body to body. Are you hoping that one will anchor your
restless wandering spirit?”

“Psychoanalysis is also
either extinct or nonexistent on Khariton. But I am fascinated with
this new experience.”

“So
you are a ghost
from your planet.”

“Ghost is a good
term.”

“What would you call
yourself? What would another Kharetie call you?”

“Beyond your
comprehension.”

“Try me.”

“Impossible. Humans have
only one throat with one set of vocal chords. And your single
tongue gets in the way.”

“Come on,” Wyn coaxed. “Give
it a go.”

Lowen tilted back his head
and he crooned something that was not quite a screech and not quite
a yodel.

Wyn blinked.

“I see,” he said at
length.

“In your
language,” Lowen said, stepping a little closer, “you might call me
a Nonlingual Omnidimensional
Respectralized Multisentience.”

Wyn had not heard those
words before, but he understood them. He repeated them to himself.
He spelled them out. Then he abbreviated them.

“N – O – R – M?”

Lowen shrugged. “In your
speak? Sure.”

“So you’re called
NORM?”

Lowen twitched.

“Can I call you
Norm?”

 


 


 


 


Lowen now glared at Wyn.
“Tell me how you make your Blood Vivicanti.”

“Tell me how you make your
Sleeper Devils.”

“You’re in no place to
bargain.”

Wyn laughed. “Of course I
am. Kill me and you’ll kill the answer to your question. Bargaining
is all we have.”

Lowen gestured to all the
medieval devices in the office. “I could torture you.”

“To sleep?” Wyn went on.
“I’d heal almost instantly from anything you could do to
me.”

“I could separate your bones
from your body and then eat you whole.”

Wyn shuddered. “That
doesn’t sound very tasty.”

 


 


 


 


Back in my
eighteen-wheeler…

I had gotten the truck just
over 80mph. Now it was starting to shake pretty badly.

Ms. Crystobal’s voice once
again spoke to my mind through her telepathic connection. “How far
along are you?”

“I’ve been driving this rig
as fast as I can down the straightest street I could find. It got
to seventy quickly. But it’s now slowed around eighty and it’s
struggling to get to a hundred.”

“If you do not get to one
hundred miles per hour, then our plan might fail.”

“I’m givin’ her all she’s
got, Captain!” came my response in my best Scotty
accent.

“What was that?” asked Ms.
Crystobal.

“Nothing,” I said, feeling
that old sting of being misunderstood. “It’s a trekker thing. Don’t
worry about it.”

“I’ll give you a few more
minutes. But then Wyn will be out of time. I’ll have to send
you.”

“I’m not sure if this rig
can get to one hundred.”

“Keep going,” Ms. Crystobal
said, and then added, “Kirk out.”

 


 


 


 


Back in the Black
Building…

Lowen told his Sleeper
Devils to grab Wyn and follow. They did.

Wyn went with them
willingly.

Nell walked beside Lowen as
he led them to one wall where there was one particularly
evil-looking torture device. It had several spikes and something
that looked like a rooster’s beak.

“I wonder what you’re
capable of,” Lowen said thoughtfully to Wyn.

The Blood Vivicanti
shrugged. “My highest score on Super Mario Brothers for the NES was
fifty shy of a million.”

 


 


 


 


“Certainly,” Lowen went on,
ignoring Wyn’s last remark, “you are much more than any mere human.
You could say that you and I are the same. You made what you are. I
remake what I am. The difference is that what you accomplished
once, I continue to accomplish.”

“I like how you prattle to
give yourself time to think,” Wyn said. “It’s a much more effective
torture device for your listener.”

Lowen smirked knowingly. He
glanced toward the iron maiden in the corner of the
room.

“The differences between
humans and the Kharetie fascinate me,” he said. “For instance, the
Kharetie have only eleven bones in each foot. But you humans have
twenty-six.”

Nell looked down at her
Mary Jane’s. She knew where Lowen was going with this. She knew all
about being broken.

“I have
three PhDs,” Wyn said. “I am the only one in history who
effectively mutated the human genome into the übermensch. I think I know how many
bones the whole human body has.”

Lowen sneered at him. “Do
you know what it feels like to break each one, one at a time? For
all your talent, for all your acumen, for all your indomitable
willpower, for all your beautiful passion, the human frame
possesses no more and no less than the fragility of butterfly
wings. Once touched, forever damaged.”

 


 


 


 


The Dark Man walked around
Wyn.

“I could take you apart at
the joints,” he said, “beginning with your toes and then moving up
to your soles. Would your soul be mine then? Perhaps not. You’re
strong, yes. But each time you refuse to tell me how your Blood
Vivicanti are made, I will break off another bone at the joint.
Refuse me fifty-two times, and we would only be finished with both
feet. The arms together have over sixty bones. I could go from your
arms to your thorax. Or to your hands! Oh now, the hands are quite
lovely. Twenty-seven bones a piece! You might have remade the
prison of your body into a Nietzschian paradigm, but you are still
manacled in the frame and figure of a man.”

Wyn raised an
eyebrow.

“Did someone write that
speech for you?” he asked sarcastically. “Because words like
‘Nietzschean’ and ‘paradigm’ seem a little beyond your fifth grade
reading level.”

 


 


 


 


Lowen crouched before Wyn
and stared him in the eyes.

“Did you know that the
design of the Red Man, as you call him, was based on a Blood
Thirster from Khariton?”

“All right,” Wyn said with a
hint of doubt in his voice, “I’ll bite. What’s a Blood
Thirster?”

“Well,” Lowen said, walking
around again, sounding more eager, “the Kharetie keep Blood
Thirsters as pets. But during what you might call the Jurassic
Period of my planet’s history, Blood Thirsters had been the
dominant life. They drank the blood of all the other animals and
they gained their abilities, the way you do – and I guess the way I
do too now. Who knows? One day, when the Kharetie invade earth, the
Blood Vivicanti might make excellent pets also.”

Wyn smirked. “Since you’re
a Blood Vivicanti too,” he said, “not to mention originally from
Khariton, yet have possessed a human mutation of Kharitonian DNA,
many might think of you as a bastard in the finest
sense.”

 


 


 


 


Lowen picked up Wyn with
one hand and launched him across the room.

Wyn crashed through a desk
and a wall.

Nell and the other Sleeper
Devils went to retrieve him.

But he stood on his own. He
did not fight back.

“So what am I in for?” he
asked casually.

Lowen looked confused.
“Sorry,” he said. “Was my human language not clear? Kharetie speech
might be less ambiguous. Let me explain it again,” he said and then
enunciated: “You will suffer as I break your body until you tell me
the procedure for making the Blood Vivicanti.”

Wyn laughed at him. “No,”
he said, walking closer, “I mean when you make me one of your
Sleeper Devils. I want to know what the experience will be
like.”

Lowen blinked at Wyn in
disbelief.

Wyn gave him a cheeky grin.
“That is your big plan, isn’t it,” he said, “to make me a Sleeper
Devil.”

The Sleeper Devils blinked
at one another.

 


 


 


 


Nell looked at Lowen with a
concerned expression on her face.

The Dark Man gaped at Wyn,
seemingly not sure what he should do or say. He folded his fingers
together at his mouth. He looked upset and pensive, trying to plan
his next move.

Wyn was boyishly
playful.

“I haven’t spoiled any
surprises, have I?” he said. “I know you’re not going to kill me or
dismember me. You want me intact so that you can make me into a
Sleeper Devil, like that Nell thing you sent to Mary
Paige.”

He looked at Nell. She
looked down with a defeated expression.

“You want me to be an
unbroken Sleeper Devil bent to your service,” Wyn said, feeling a
hint of sympathy for Nell, a slave, an addict. “I’m much more
valuable to you that way.”

 


 


 


 


Back in my
eighteen-wheeler…

I reached 100mph. The truck
was now shaking violently.

Ms. Crystobal spoke through
her telepathic channel. “Ready?”

“Now!” I shouted in
reply.

I heard nothing more for a
few seconds.

 


 


 


 


Back in the Black
Building…

Lowen lost his temper,
clenched his fists, and gnashed his teeth.

Nell stepped
back.

“Theo,” Wyn said calmly to
Lowen.

Lowen hissed angrily.
“That’s not the name of this body any more! Theo is
gone!”

“Theo,” Wyn said again, more
softly, more calmly, “I have one last word for you before you make
me your slave.”

Lowen narrowed his
eyes.

Wyn grinned.
“Checkmate.”

 


 


 


 


Back in my
eighteen-wheeler…

An energy portal suddenly
opened before me in the middle of the road. My job was to drive
straight through it.

You see: A powerful
magnetic field had been preventing Ms. Crystobal from opening a
portal to the Black Building’s 120th floor.

She and Wyn had been a
diversion. They were to lure Lowen and Sleeper Devils away from
there before I arrived.

My eighteen-wheeler and me
were the lulu of a surprise that night.

 


 


 


 


We drove through the
portal.

It went from where I had
been to a place about, oh, 120 floors up – and midair, too, just outside the Black
Building.

For a few very long, very
scary, and very exciting seconds, the road was gone from beneath
the rig.

The eighteen-wheeler glided
grace-fully through the air like…well, like an eighteen-wheeler
gliding gracefully through the air.

The feeling of
weightlessness in that massive machine was kind of
thrilling.

The nearer we soared toward
the Black Building, the more I could see my reflection in its
opaque windows.

I had the biggest smile on
my face!

 


 


 


 


Back inside the Black
Building…

An alarm
resounded.

All the lights turned red.
Lowen’s face was bathed in red light. He was grimacing.

Wyn was also bathed in red
light. But he was smiling. The plan was working.

 


 


 


 


My rig and I had collided
straight into the Black Building and we had burst through into the
120th floor.

I’d forgotten about my
airbag. It burst open in my face. I tore it away and tossed it
through the window.

The eighteen-wheeler
bounced along for a second or two until I gained control of
it.

Then I put it in line with
the metal coffin. It appeared to be a mile off in the center of the
room. I pressed the gas and drove straight toward it.

My job was to rescue the
Red Man.

 


 


 


 


By the time I got to the
Red Man’s coffin, a few Sleeper Devils were wandering into the room
with astonished looks on their ashen faces. They were very
surprised to see an eighteen-wheeler barreling toward
them.

They looked even more
surprised when I ran them over.

 


 


 


 


Lowen’s vast army would be
there soon. I didn’t have much time.

I parked the truck beside
the Red Man’s coffin. I opened the lid.

Inside, the Red Man seemed
to be resting peacefully.

In his ears were metallic
earbuds playing Mozart’s Symphony No.
41, otherwise called “the Jupiter
Symphony.” It seemed oddly fitting for a man from another
planet.

I listened
closely.

The fourth movement was
playing on a loop. That amazing counterpoint in the finale, with
all five motifs combined in the fugal coda was brilliant and
unparalleled.

I fear that the Red Man
might never move again after that.

 


 


 


 


I tried removing the
earbuds, but Lowen had implanted them somehow. If I tore them out,
they would also tear off the Red Man’s skin, perhaps his whole ear.
And I couldn’t do that.

So I closed the lid and
hoisted the coffin onto my shoulder with the Red Man
inside.

Yes, I am that
strong.

I am a Blood
Vivicanti.

 


 


 


 


Hundreds of Lowen’s Sleeper
Devils started swarming inside the room. They saw me and chased
toward me like a stampede of wild animals, their mouths open
hungrily, their hands reaching toward me like claws, and in their
eyes flickered the flame of madness.

Hurriedly I put the coffin
in the back of the truck and I climbed into the driver’s
seat.

The Sleeper Devils reached
me and climbed all over my rig.

I put it into gear and
pressed the gas.

There were so many Sleeper
Devils before the windshield that I could not see a thing. I drove
by intuition. I knew that the hole I’d knocked into the Building
was behind me so I turned the truck around and hoped I was heading
in the right direction.

It was like shooting an
arrow in the dark and hitting a target on Mars.

 


 


 


 


My rig rode on. I could
feel its great weight crush numerous Sleeper Devils under all
eighteen wheels.

Their bile and black blood
made the way slippery. It was as slippery as driving over a swarm
of locusts.

 


 


 


 


More Sleeper Devils smashed
through the windshield and flooded inside the cockpit like a swarm
of stinking locusts. Their filthy bodies pressed against
me.

I tried fighting them off
me but I had no other choice. I turned the steering wheel hard and
the truck rolled over onto its side. It flipped a few times and
then slid for a few hundred feet.

For some reason, my
photographic memory was blaring Sondheim’s Send in the Clowns.

 


 


 


 


Dizzy, bruised and cut,
though healing quickly, I clambered out of the truck.

It was crumpled like a
broken accordion.

All around me was a field
of crushed Sleeper Devils.

But in the distance more
were coming, running fast toward the truck.

I had a slight limp. But I
was healing quickly.

I made my way to the back
of the truck. I opened the doors and took out the Red Man’s coffin.
It was still shut and he was still inside. I hoped he was all
right.

I shouldered the coffin and
came around the rig. I could not quite believe what I saw
next.

At least a thousand Sleeper
Devils must have been running toward me. They were running so
quickly and so wildly that they did not have any regard for one
another. The faster ones trampled over the slower.

The riot of moving bodies
got so intense that they formed a tsunami of arms and legs and
gnashing teeth. This demented wave rolled higher and higher and it
towered over me. It would come crashing down at any
second.

Isn’t that
rich?

Me on the
ground.

Them in the
air.

Send in the
clowns.

 


 


 


 


I took the Red Man’s coffin
from off my shoulder, opened the lid, and slid inside with
him.

That was perhaps the first
time in my life that I was happy about being petite. His body was
huge! His muscular chest was practically smushed against the lid. I
had to coil up around his waist and legs.

His natural body odor was a
delightful mixture of lilacs and raspberries.

 


 


 


 


Outside the coffin was the
thud of the wave of Sleeper Devils crashing down on us. The
metallic frame was strong. But under that great weight, I could
hear the metal groan as it bent inward.

For a moment I dreaded that
all those Sleeper Devils would crush us.

But then there was
silence.

 


 


 


 


It sounded as if the
Sleeper Devils were gone.

I waited a moment to see if
my ears were hearing things accurately. But I could not even hear
the sigh of a gnat for miles around.

I was going to wait another
minute or so, just to be safe.

Then someone outside the
coffin knocked on the lid.

 


 


 


 


Slowly, I opened the lid
and looked out.

To my great surprise, I saw
before me, with her arms folded and her usual
pursed-lipped-cocked-eyebrow-expression of impatience, Ms.
Crystobal.

“You coming?” she said. “We
haven’t got all night.”

Send in my hero!

 


 


 


 


Ms. Crystobal seemed to be
all by herself. There appeared to be no Sleeper Devils at
all.

Slowly I crawled out of the
coffin. Slowly I looked around.

All around us was the vast
room of the 120th floor. It seemed empty too. No Sleeper Devils. No
eighteen-wheeler. Everything appeared to be completely
gone.

“What happened?” I asked,
looking at Ms. Crystobal.

She didn’t miss a beat.
“Now that you punched a hole through the energy barrier protecting
this room I was able to open a dimensional portal
inside.”

“What happened to the
Sleeper Devils?”

“I opened another portal,”
she said matter-of-factly.

“To where?”

“To here.”

I didn’t understand. I
looked around but we seemed to be absolutely alone in the
room.

Ms. Crystobal saw my
confusion. “You asked the wrong question,” she said. “You should
not have asked to where, but to when.”

“All
right,” I said: “To when
did you send them?”

“A few years from
now.”

I thought about this. “You
sent them to the same room, but some time in the future,” I said,
trying to understand.

“Yes,
where they have probably already died – or I should say –
will die from
exposure.”

“Exposure?” I asked, not
quite sure what to think. “What will happen to this room in the
future?”

Ms. Crystobal sighed. “In
all honesty, I’m not entirely sure. But I think it has something to
do with the implosion of a neutron star.”

 


 


 


 


Once more I lifted the
coffin with the Red Man inside and placed it on my
shoulder.

Ms. Crystobal pointed
toward a hole in the room in the distance. It was the place where I
had come bursting in.

“It’s time to go,” she
said.

We ran to the hole just as
a flood of new Sleeper Devils began charging into the
room.

We stood on the edge of the
opening. We looked down the side of the Black Building.

We were so high up that the
tops of the tallest skyscrapers were far below us. The wind was
tearing powerfully at us up there. It might have blown a mortal
away.

It’s good to be
Vivicanti.

 


 


 


 


Ms. Crystobal and I were
about to leap from the opening.

But suddenly a familiar
voice called my name, “Mary Paige.”

It was Theo.

“Don’t turn around,” Ms.
Crystobal hissed at me. “Just jump and don’t look back.”

But I didn’t listen to her.
Excitedly I turned around.

The face looking at me was
Theo’s, only the eyes were different, not the shape or color, but
the spark of life, the look. Theo wasn’t there anymore, I
saw.

“Theo?” I asked.

I took a step closer to
him. He wasn’t that far away. I hadn’t heard him approach. It was
as if he had appeared out of nowhere.

But I stopped with the next
step.

Standing beside him,
smiling at me was a girl I knew quite well. It was the kidnapped
girl from my fifth grade class, the pale girl whose black blood
almost killed me. It was Nell.

I could still taste her
horrid blood in my mouth. I could still see her tortured life
through her Blood Memories. The sense of her inside me made me sick
to my stomach.

And where are the clowns
now?

 


 


 


 


On the other side was a
shirtless man. He had been tortured. He had no wounds but his flesh
was covered in blood.

It was Wyn.

Several Sleeper Devils were
binding his arms from behind.

Yet still he winked at me.
Forever the boy.

 


 


 


 


Ms. Crystobal spoke to me
through her telepathic touch.

“That’s not
Theo.”

“Who is it?”

“Look and see and
know.”

I did – I looked – and I
saw. And I knew the face of the Dark Man. Through Nell’s Blood
Memories, I could see him with all his many faces as clear as day.
And now I could see him again, past the eyes I once knew to be
Theo’s, deep in the emptiness of a lost soul.

“Lowen,” I said in a hushed
voice.

 


 


 


 


It was Theo’s mouth that
smiled at me, but it wasn’t Theo’s smile, not the one I knew so
intimately.

“Hello, Mary Paige,” Lowen
said to me in Theo’s voice. “You have something that belongs to
me.”

I gripped the Red Man’s
coffin tighter.

Theo.

Part of me could not
believe what I was seeing. It was as if my whole world had been
turned upside down. I felt sick to my stomach. I wanted to spew
from my mouth the ocean of my sickness.

“You know,” this Theo
imposter, this Dark Man, Lowen went on conversationally, grinning
as if nothing were wrong, “I have wanted you for a long time. And
I’ve come to discover that this body has wanted you too. It is
interesting how life comes full circle, how the very thing that we
most desire can be ours if we—”

He shut up because I threw
the coffin at his face.

Sorry, Theo.

 


 


 


 


Ms. Crystobal and I hurried
over to Wyn.

She grabbed him and flung
him over her shoulder. Then while carrying him, she leaped out of
the hole in the room.

I grabbed the Red Man’s
coffin and followed.

Leaping down 120 floors was
kind of fun. Had my heart not been so utterly crushed right then,
realizing that Theo was gone, I might have enjoyed it.

I left an impact crater the
size of a Volkswagen beetle. I had an urge to tear down the whole
Black Building brick by brick and screw by screw.

I wanted to open my mouth
and swallow the whole world.

 


 


 


 


Lowen, that evil and dark
man, he had been prepared for us to leap from his building. He had
already sent a sea of his Sleeper Devils to that very
spot.

They had been waiting for
us when we landed and now they surrounded us.

Ms. Crystobal opened a
dimensional portal. We went through it, returned to Idyllville, and
were instantly standing before Wyn’s mansion.

Ms. Crystobal closed the
portal as quickly as she could, but with Wyn over her shoulder, she
was not fast enough to stop the Sleeper Devils.

Over a thousand had flooded
through in a second.

They chased us to the
mansion.

We hurried inside. Ms.
Crystobal set Wyn down. He leaned on her with a bad limp, but he
was healing.

The quarter ton coffin of
the Red Man was starting to weigh on my shoulder, but I could carry
it a little farther.

Yes, being a Blood
Vivicanti means that you’re that
mind-blowingly strong.

 


 


 


 


Once we were through the
door, Wyn told Ms. Crystobal to pause at a portrait painting. He
swung it open. Behind it was a touch screen.

Wyn placed his hand on it
to activate it. He typed in a code.

Immediately the mansion
locked down. Sheets of strong metal covered the doors and
windows.

Wyn knew that that should
keep out the Sleeper Devils, but he also knew that Lowen would not
be far off.

We mounted one last
defense.

 


 


 


 


The Sleeper Devils
surrounded the mansion. They pounded their rotting fists against
the doors and windows, trying to get in.

Then they
stopped.

The sound of the silence
concerned us.

A minute later we could
smell smoke.

The Sleeper Devils had set
fire to Wyn’s mansion. If they could not get through the metal
doors, they would get around them.

 


 


 


 


Wyn’s injuries healed. He
led us upstairs to the beautiful sarcophagus that I had seen
numerous times. I had studied the woman’s face carved all
throughout its white marble, but I had not understood who she was
to Wyn, not until then.

“Aemilia,” I gasped, nearly
dropping the coffin in amazement.

It was the resting place of
his wife.

Or so I thought, because
without a pause, Wyn walked through the sarcophagus and entered a
hidden room.

The Winchester Mystery
House can’t hold a candle to the surprises in Wyn’s
mansion.

 


 


 


 


The shape of the
sarcophagus wavered for a second as he passed through it, like a
glitch of bad reception on an old television.

Ms. Crystobal smirked at me
and raised her eyebrow. Then she walked right through the
sarcophagus too.

The glitch in the
sarcophagus happened once again.

I had no idea what was
going on. I could smell the sarcophagus. I could see it. But could
I feel it?”

I had never touched it
before. It was never something I felt the need or desire to do, not
until then.

So I reached out and tried
to touch it.

My hand passed right
through the sarcophagus, through its seemingly white
stone.

It was a
hologram.

 


 


 


 


I carried the Red Man’s
coffin through it.

On the other side was a
whole new laboratory that I had not seen yet. It was filled with
Wyn’s personally designed computers and machines.

Also at the center of the
laboratory was an egg-shaped spaceship, colored robin’s egg
blue.

“The Red Man’s ship,” I
said.

 


 


 


 


The spaceship was roughly
the size of a roomy recreational vehicle. In it, the Red Man would
be able to walk and move and read and sleep and do many other
activities. Two people could get along comfortably in
there.

I wondered if he would take
us to the stars.

 


 


 


 


I took the Red Man’s coffin
nearer to it and it came alive.

Lights lit up and
flashed.

The ship lifted off the
ground and hovered.

I could hear the Red Man
starting to move inside. His proximity to the ship had shorted out
the music in his ears. He was awake again.

He knocked on the
lid.

I set it down. But it was
Ms. Crystobal who opened it.

The Red Man sat up and she
immediately stared at him. She had opened a telepathic connection
to his mind. They were talking.

The Red Man blinked. He
looked a little shocked having to communicate without blood
dripping from his mouth.

 


 


 


 


Finally she nodded at him
and he nodded back, consenting to something that neither Wyn nor
myself could hear.

The Red Man stood up and
stepped out of his coffin. He walked passed me, glancing into my
eyes as he went. He seemed to know me somehow.

He stepped before Wyn and
looked at him. The Red Man towered over the Blood Vivicanti, his
genetically mutated child.

Wyn met his
eyes.

It was like watching two
silverbacks sniff each other.

 


 


 


 


There was an explosion. The
mansion shook.

Wyn looked at us. “Lowen,”
he said.

I didn’t know how Lowen had
gotten to us that quickly, but I knew that Wyn was right: Lowen was
there because the mansion was suddenly filled with Theo’s scent,
along with the stench of a thousand Sleeper Devils, all filling the
mansion too, packing themselves tightly inside.

They were coming up the
stairs. They would find us in minutes.

“We can take them,” I said
to Wyn.

But he shook his head. “Ms.
Crystobal and I will handle them,” he said to me. “You get the Red
Man as far from Lowen as possible.”

The Red Man then touched
his spacecraft. A hatch opened along the ship’s glossy
surface.

I hoped our first stop
might be to the Orion Nebula.

 


 


 


 


Ms. Crystobal looked at the
Red Man and spoke with him telepathically. He nodded, she went
inside, and he followed her. Wyn gestured for me to follow them
both.

Inside, the spaceship was
impressive. Everything looked white and cool and smooth and
neat.

Ms. Crystobal and the Red
Man went to the cockpit. It was made of curves and lights. She was
entering a command into the illuminated controls.

“Wyn and I need you to
escape with the Red Man while we deal with Lowen and his Sleeper
Devils,” she replied. “I’ve reprogrammed the automatic pilot.
You’ve got a new destination now. It was set to return to Khariton.
But we can’t have you going back there.”

My heart was
crushed.

 


 


 


 


I studied the controls.
They were written in a language that I could not
understand.

“Where are we going?” I
asked her.

The spaceship started to
rock. Lowen and his Sleeper Devils had found us. They were outside,
clamoring to get in.

Wyn looked at Ms.
Crystobal. She opened a portal to the library.

“We’ll distract them while
you get away,” she said.

She and Wyn stepped through
the portal and into the library.

“Wait,” I called after them.
“Where are we going?”

Inside the library now, Wyn
and Ms. Crystobal turned to look at me.

She started to close the
portal. Slowly it shrunk inward.

“You’re going to a place I
used to live a long time ago,” she replied, “during what you would
call the Old West. At that time it was called Junction Station,
where several railways converged.”

I searched through my
photographic memory, but I could not recall any information about
it.

“What’s it called today?” I
asked.

Ms. Crystobal raised an
eyebrow at me just before she closed the portal. She had shrunk it
to the size of a pinhole when I heard her response.

“You’re going,” she said,
“to the Locomotive Deadyards.”




 


 


 


 


 


 


 


To be continued…
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I left the safety of the
Locomotive Deadyards. The Red Man went with me.

I had started calling him,
“Red,” and I was beginning to enjoy his company very much. Yes, I
was glad that he was by my side. He was a good helper and
friend.

Together we flew in his
Kharetie spaceship to New Orleans.

It was the season of Mardi
Gras. The streets were thronged with parades and beads and Bacchic
festivities.

Strangely, I felt right at
home.

 


 


 


 


Red parked his spacecraft
in a warehouse packed with parade floats. It blended in
perfectly.

So did he. We walked up and
down the crowded streets of the French Quarter. People put thick
beads around his neck and kissed his cheeks because they thought
his costume was the best they’d ever seen.

I’d never seen him look so
nervous. His red cheeks blushed a deeper shade of
purple.

Only his reserve stuck out
like a sore thumb.



 


 


 


We spent a few days looking
for the right set of people whose blood I should drink and whose
Blood Memories I should eat.

We squatted in empty
mansions and shot gun houses. And one desperate night we slept in
one of the haunted crypts in St. Louis Cemetery No. 1.

Incidentally, a ghost woke
me up that night. She was carrying a ghostly lantern and looking
for her lost lover.

I told her to try the next
sepulcher over, the one with the stone cherubs over the
mantle.

The ghostly woman nodded
and thanked me in a wispy voice. Then she left us alone for the
rest of the night.

But she had scared Red half
out of his wits. He didn’t like the strange ways of human ghosts.
And he couldn’t get back to sleep. He was fearful that she would
return any moment to shine the ghostly light of her lantern in his
face.

I held him all night. I
stroked his bald head. My fingernails stroked his red skin. I
hummed a human lullaby.

He was so big. I was so
tiny.

It was nice to hold in my
arm such a reversal of power.

It was nice to hold him
too.

 


 


 


 


It took a few days and
nights, but soon we made a list of everyone from whom I should
drink.

The first person on the
list was my personal choice. It was an old homeless man whom I’d
seen several times.

Red did not like this
choice at all. He had learned through his own Blood Memories that
shaking his head was a great way to say, No! without saying a
word.

He was shaking his head a
lot.

But the old homeless man
impressed me, in the same way that Theo’s old man had impressed
him, all those months ago – it seemed like centuries by then. Theo
had drunk that old man’s blood because he had wanted to drink the
blood of someone who might not have been skilled in life, yet was
skilled with living.

My old homeless man was
like that. He had never been a drunk since he never drank. He
begged for money all day and all night, but he used only a little
bit of it for himself. He took most of his earnings from begging to
a small church that was in disrepair, a church begging for money to
fix a hole in the roof, and he put it in the collection box. He did
this every day, several times a day too, lest some cowardly thief
try to steal that money from him. My beggar was helping other
beggars.

I loved him for
that!

 


 


 


 


It actually happened on the
day I decided to drink his blood. A thief tried to take his money.
But I got there right in the nick of time.

Red was following me
reluctantly, his arms cross, his head still shaking, No! in
disagreement.

I caught the thief right as
he drew out his knife. I lifted him off the ground and threw him
over the nearest roof.

My old homeless man looked
at me the same way he had looked at the thief – with a kind smile
and a twinkle in his eye. Most people would have been
terrified.

“You’re an angel,” he said
to me in an old man’s gravelly tone.

“Maybe I’m a devil,” I
said.

“Devils are angels,” he
said.

“I need something from you,”
I said.

“Will it hurt?” he
asked.

“For a second,” I said, “and
then there will be happiness.”

“Okay,” he said. “Take what
you need from me.”

 


 


 


 


I told him to close his
eyes. He did.

I went around behind him.
My Probiscus extended from the tip of my tongue. The shadows in my
mind would not let me forget the horror of drinking Nell’s black
blood. But the determination of my mind to destroy Lowen the Dark
Man scattered the terror of those shadows.

“For Theo,” I said as I saw
the sweet spot on the back of the old man’s neck. But then, almost
as an afterthought, I added, “And for me too.”

 


 


 


 


I pierced the old man’s
neck and drank his blood and ate his Blood Memories.

He said, “Oh!” and then he
went limp in my arms.

No one else had ever done
that before. They usually stumbled way with a euphoric smile on
their face, remembering nothing from my pierce, except for a foggy
sense of pure pleasure.

The Blood Memories of my
old homeless man filled me. I saw the world through his eyes and I
realized that the pint that I had swallowed down was the last pint
his heart had pumped. It stopped beating the instant the tip of my
tongue slipped out from his neck.

My old homeless man died in
my arms with a contended smile on his face, but I don’t think it
was from my venom. I hadn’t released it.

For a moment I was tempted
to believe that I had killed him.

But I knew that that was
not true. The early surging of his Blood Memories told me so. His
heart simply gave out. It was just his time. It was as if it was
meant to be. Call it fate. Call it a Divine Plan. Yet I cannot
allow myself to believe that my pierce and his death were some sort
of happy accident.

Serendipity exists when
only accidents do not hurt. Otherwise it would be called a
tragedy.

 


 


 


 


The old man’s Blood
Memories went to work in me.

He had been homeless by
choice. He had no fear of death, no fear of the future, no fear at
all. He took life one day at a time, and when that was too much, he
took it one minute at a time because sometimes a whole day can be
lived in sixty fleeting seconds.

I knew that I had made the
right choice.

The old man’s Blood
Memories would be the fire that tempered all the others I would
soon swallow down and digest in my photographic memory.

I admit: I had gotten my
appetite back for blood.

It really only takes a pint
or two.

 


 


 


 


Red and I then went down
the list that we had made. It was filled with fighters and
thinkers.

Red approved it. He stopped
shaking his head.

I drank the blood of
seventeen martial artists, each skilled in a different style. There
was Kung Fu and T'ai chi and Brazilian jiu-jitsu, and Nguni Stick
Fighting and West African bare-knuckle boxing, and let’s not forget
that wonderful Canadian martial art, Defendo.

I also drank the blood of
three chess grand masters.

All those Blood Memories
were teeming within me like a perfect storm.

And I was the perfect
storm.

I was ready for a
fight.


 


 


 


 


 


 


Look for more in

The Blood
Vivicanti


Part 6
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