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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
backstories, 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.

 



 


 


 


 


 


 


 


I passed by you. I saw
that you had reached the age for love. I spread my skirt over you
and I covered your nakedness. I swore to you and entered into a
covenant with you.

 


—Ezekiel 16:8
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Here’s my theory: Mom was
a duckbill platypus.

Wyn rejects this theory,
of course. Sometimes the scientist can’t see past the size of his
test tube.

My mom must have been a
platypus in disguise – the way Zeus disguised himself as cows,
eagles, and the ugly duckling. Platypuses are the only mammals to
lay eggs. My mom couldn’t have given birth to me. She must have
laid my egg. She must have sat on me too hard.

That must be why I’m so
broken.

 


 


 


 


Once upon a time I was a
seven-teen-year-old girl named Mary Paige who’d suffered rejection
and isolation. Once I was a human who’d sought ways to be alone.
Often loneliness had been my only friend in the dark. But none of
that mattered. I just wanted to stop hurting when people
misunderstood me.

I was misunderstood a lot
– I was alone a lot – I was lonely a lot more – I was a secret
breed of person: I could breathe underwater because I’d been
drowning since the womb. I was a perfect platypus.

 


 


 


 


Today I’m still Mary Paige.
Only now I am also a Blood Vivicanti. I can pierce your neck with
my tongue. I will drink your blood. I will eat your
memories.

But in some ways I’m still
the same girl I was.

 


 


 


 


I’ve always been an
introvert living in an extrovert’s world. Extroverts used to try to
make me stop being introverted. They seemed to think introversion
was a sickness. Their cure was to cheerfully say to me: “To thine
own self be true!” They seemed to think this was penicillin for the
soul.

I always thought it was a
load of poppycock.

Some seemed aware that
Shakespeare had written that line. Fewer seemed to know that
Shakespeare had given that line to Polonius in his play,
The Tragedy of Hamlet, Prince of
Denmark, called “Hamlet” for short. They
had no idea that they were quoting the line of a doddering old
flesh-monger.

It was as if they were
saying to me: In ignorance is conformity.

 


 


 


 


Of course, you’re supposed
to be ignorant when a Blood Vivicanti pierces you. You’re not
supposed to remember my tongue driving deep into your neck. You
shouldn’t know I’m drinking your blood or eating your memories. You
wouldn’t even remember what I look like. All you’d recall is the
pure pleasure. Our venom fills you with so much pleasure that your
mind forgets the pain.

Yes: I am the first female
platypus packed with venom.

 


 


 


 


But I remember when Wyn
pierced me. I remember falling from the cliff. I remember my body
breaking. I remember Wyn driving his tongue into my neck. I
remember him drinking my blood. I’ve never forgotten all the
pleasure that came.

 


 


 


 


I also remember Wyn picking
me up as if I were as light as a leaf. He rushed me back to his
mansion. He ran faster than wind. I lost consciousness.

My eyes opened once or
twice. I recall glimpsing some of my surroundings. There were white
computers – silver instruments – beeping noises – bright lights
glinting – Wyn looking down at me. And I was looking up at him. He
was wearing a surgeon’s green mask over his mouth. I was wearing a
white sheet. He was transferring blood into my veins.

The blood was so bright it
was almost glowing. It was the color of violets soaking in the
sunshine.

 


 


 


 


I recall glimpsing
more…

A man was lying beside me.
He was wearing a black loincloth. His whole body was hairless and
smooth. He was very large and muscular. He seemed to gleam as if
oiled. His eyes were open as he lay motionless as a statue. Once
his chest rose and fell with a single breath. The way dolphins
breathe twice an hour. This man’s skin was dark red.

He is called simply: “The
Red Man.”

Tubes were also inserted
into his veins. Flowing through the tubes was the glowing violet
blood. And at first I thought the blood was going into him
too.

I was too dazed to realize
the truth: The blood was coming from him.

 


 


 


 


When the Red Man’s blood
had finally filled me up, when all my blood was gone, I had become
a Blood Vivicanti.

Who was the Red
Man?

He was not like me. He
wasn’t human. But he wasn’t a Blood Vivicanti either. And he wasn’t
anywhere in between.

In fact, you could say
that between humans and the Red Man was my kind. The Blood
Vivicanti, we are the middle ground between human and
alien.

 


 


 


 


That first night, my dreams
weren’t merely vivid images. Everything in them had a life of its
own. Tables and teakettles seemed to move, but didn’t. Stock-still
walls whispered ancient secrets without a word. The whole world
seemed alive and dead at the same time.

Every scent, every sound
encompassing me while I slumbered filled my mind with images of
fairytales.

The scent of a rose in the
room made my mind dream of Alice’s garden of living
flowers.

The sound of Bach’s
Minuet in G Minor on
piano made my mind dream the orderly structures of Abbott’s
Flatland, with all the
peculiar shapes of polygonal love.

For a long time afterward,
I wasn’t sure if I’d dreamed the Red Man. His violet blood had
seemed too lovely to be real.

 


 


 


 


I was now
alien in every sense of
the word.

So how could I be true to
my self?

I didn’t know who I was. I
didn’t even know what I was. How could I know who or how to be? I didn’t really
have a new “self.” My old self still had me.

Sometimes I wonder if I’ll
ever wake up from the nightmare of who I used to be.

 


 


 


 


I awoke from sleep to more
confusion. I had no idea where I was. I was alert and afraid and
worried. Questions swarmed like bees in my heart and
head.

In a sense, it didn’t seem
too different from any other day in the life of a teenage
girl.

 


 


 


 


Suddenly I was aware of
countless sights and smells and other sensations. It was a
simultaneous attack on all my senses. Light and sound and pain
happened all at once, like a lightning strike.

It was difficult to see
anything, not because I could not see. My Blood Vivicanti eyes were
seeing too much. They were trying to gather in too much
information. It wasn’t darkness. Only blindness.

It was difficult to smell
anything, not because I could not smell. My Blood Vivicanti nose
was inhaling too many scents. I could barely breathe. The feeling
was stifling. I feared I was choking and suffocating.

It was difficult to hear
anything, not because I could not hear. My Blood Vivicanti ears
were hearing too much. All kinds of sounds were hammering against
my eardrums. The din was deafening.

It was difficult to feel
anything because every nerve ending in my new body felt too much.
Untold touches like little fingers seemed to be grasping and
groping my skin.

In the meantime, my
photographic memory was working overtime to catalogue this
inundation of new information. The feeling was frightening at
first. My hands covered my ears. I held my breath. My eyes squinted
to see as though in bright sunlight. I felt cocooned in sensations.
I had no clue: I was about to emerge from that cocoon newly
metamorphosed, a bloodthirsty butterfly.

 


 


 


 


I sat bolt upright in a
large bed, holding myself and I screamed, out of pain, out of
fear.

Two other Blood Vivicanti
were nearby. They heard me. They understood what I was going
through. They let me scream.

Sometimes it’s good to let
someone scream.

 


 


 


 


Slowly, the din of the
world hushed into white noise and I released my ears. Slowly, my
vision came into focus and I could now see much more than I ever
saw before, much more than anyone could ever see with human
eyes.

I was in a strange and
beautiful room, like an enchanted chamber. My bed was king-sized,
draped in a white canopy, covered in a cloud-like duvet, twelve
pillows, each a different size. At the foot of the bed was a
fireplace beneath a widescreen TV, both were roughly the same size,
both were much larger than me. In a corner was a table and chairs
shaped like twisting vines. Thick green curtains were drawn over a
floor-to-ceiling window in a nook. And through a slight parting in
the curtains silvery moonlight was spilling in across the
floor.

My senses greedily devoured
all this fresh data. My photographic memory swallowed all these new
sensations. Stomaching so much all at once was dizzying. Like being
drunk on knowledge. My cup runneth over.

 


 


 


 


I could perceive the
structure and form and purpose of things.

The golden carpet – my
eyes could see all its tiny fibers. My mind could count each one.
Somehow I could envision the machine that had woven them together,
the carpet inspectors who’d made ticks on their clipboards, and the
carpet layers who’d crawled all over my room.

And the tufted chair in
the corner – somehow I could see deep into its craftsmanship. I
could perceive the intent of its craftsman. I saw that the chair
had been commissioned over two hundred years ago. The craftsman had
been an angry Italian. He’d been lonely, a widower, an obsessive
compulsive by our standards. He’d made the whole chair in a day and
a night. Then he’d tried to destroy it. Now it was mine.

How did I know all
this?

The laptop computer on the
table – I saw it now – another man had personally handcrafted it –
all of it – inside, outside, keys, screen, ports, and cards. I
could also see that the man was a gifted engineer. He had
programmed it with his own operating system. He’d loved his work.
There was no other computer like it in the world. And now it was
mine, like the chair.

Yet how could I know this
too?

The tufted chair and the
laptop computer had been made centuries apart. Yet they were
connected by patterns of human behavior. Both men had a passion for
working with their hands. Both loved freethinking and
independence.

Separating them only was
means. The two hundred-year-old craftsman had been poor. The
contemporary engineer is exceedingly wealthy.

How could I see all this in
mere objects?

My ability to know knew. My
ability to understand was trying to play catch-up.

 


 


 


 


Slowly I
inhaled.

The scent on the laptop,
the scent on the chair, the scent on everything in the room, I knew
that scent. It was the scent of the man who made me a Blood
Vivicanti. It was the scent of Wyn. His scent was everywhere. I was
in his house.

I inhaled again. I realized
more.

No, I wasn’t in his house.
I was in his mansion! A great big mansion that seemed to go on forever, like a
magic castle. Wafting into me were the scents of too much wealth
and much more worry.

The strong scent of fresh
pine needles told me I was elevated a few stories from the ground.
The scent of Cool Beans Coffee House far in the distance told me I
was still in Idyllville. Filling this mansion was the strong scent
of new – new cars, new computers, new things – I love that
scent!

Yet that scent also
perfectly blended with the scent of old. Ancient history dwelt in
this mansion too.

All these old and new
scents of the mansion also mixed with the clean scent of spring
water and smooth river-rocks. The water and the rocks were not in
the mansion. But they weren’t far away either. They seemed right
beneath me. They hummed of mystery.

 


 


 


 


My clothes were gone. I was
naked beneath the sheets. New clothes were laid out for me on the
nearby table.

No one else was in the
room.

I slipped from the
bedclothes. The air was cold and fresh and it gave me goose
bumps.

The luxury carpet was thick
and soft. It felt good beneath my feet.

Folded neatly on the table
were undergarments, a white t-shirt, a red V-neck sweater, and blue
jeans. Snug shoes lay on the floor.

All my new clothes fit as
though they had been tailored to my petite size.

The clothes had tiny rough
filaments that only a Blood Vivicanti can feel. They scratched my
skin, satisfying places I never knew had been itching for
years.

My clothes smelled of fresh
laundry. I love that scent too.

Yet their aroma was also
the scent of direction. I could tell where they’d come from, how
they’d been handled, the kind of people who’d touched
them.

 


 


 


 


I opened my chamber door. I
peeped through the crack.

The hallway was more ornate
than my room. Empty too.

I crept from my room into
the hallway. Like my room it too was carpeted in luxury. The
hallway was lined with various chairs from various periods in
history – the French Revolution, the Industrial Revolution, and
even the Computer Revolution.

 


 


 


 


On both sides of the
hallway, soft cream-colored lights hung in sconces. On one side
were marble statues of Christian saints and Greek gods. On the
other side were suits of shiny armor standing in chivalrous
formation. Small tables between them had flower heads floating in
bowls of water. Computer panels were imbedded into the walls near
doors that led into other rooms. All the other rooms were
empty.

I had this wing all to
myself.

 


 


 


 


Hanging from the walls
were several paintings that I’ve come to love.

San Giorgio Maggiore at
Dusk. Monet.

Starry
Night. Van Gogh.

No. 5, 1948. Pollock.

Girl Before A
Mirror. Picasso.

None were copies. All were
authentic and I could particularly smell the scent of each
painter.

 


 


 


 


I could relate to the
Picasso. Still can. Sometimes the girl in the mirror is too much
Blood Vivicanti and not enough Mary Paige.

I can also relate to the
Pollock. A reviewer once referred to it as “baked macaroni.”
Sometimes I feel similarly when I’m bloated on too much
blood.

 


 


 


 


The scent of the hallway
exposed the fullness of its history.

I could smell Pollock
painting. I could see his fingerprints in the paint.

I could smell knights of
yore fighting in their armor. I could see the spots where their
blood had been wiped away.

I could smell the
electricians who’d been in the hallway. And the carpenters who’d
been building and the housemaids who’d been cleaning and the mice
that were always scurrying through the wainscoting.

My mind could envision
their images before me – like ghosts.

 


 


 


 


My photographic memory
recalled facts that I had read about the paintings themselves, and
general facts about painting canvases and houses.

My memory recalled more
facts – facts I’d read about interior design – facts about
floristry – facts about housekeeping and heraldry and hosting
parties like Mrs. Dalloway. All these facts came together in my
mind. They touched one another. Then they wove together into a
lovely pattern of human behavior. And they helped me perceive how
everything in this hallway was connected in some way.

The arrangement of the art
and furniture explained the psychology of the one who had arranged
it. It hadn’t been Wyn.

 


 


 


 


I could smell Earl Gray
tea steeping in a kitchen. The kitchen was a few stories below me.
The bitter aroma of the tealeaves stretched out before me like a
lightshow, revealing a map of their history. The scent told me that
they’d been grown in India, stored in London, imported in a
hermetically sealed container, and flown in on Wyn’s private jet
plane.

In the same way that my
clothes had been tailored to me, these tealeaves also had been
gathered specifically for the taste buds of a Blood Vivicanti. They
were for my particular sense of taste.

 


 


 


 


All of it was Wyn’s gift to
me. He knew my Blood Vivicanti senses would be more intense than
any human sense. He knew the right scent that would perfectly
please my sense of smell. He knew the right flavor that would
rocket my taste buds into orbit.

Wyn is a scientist. This
means that he has the emotional capacity of a Vulcan. Yet his
capacity to show kindness always surprises me.

 


 


 


 


Wyn and I are similar in
that way. We have to think about being kind. We don’t do it
naturally. We have to watch how kinder people behave. And then,
when an opportunity for kindness arises, we have to tell ourselves:
What would a kind person do?

Thinking how to be kind is
how we are kind.

 


 


 


 


At the end of the hallway
was the master stairwell. It was white marble. Down the middle ran
a long black rug.

My body moved nimbly now.
My footfall hardly made a sound going down each step. I didn’t have
to tiptoe, but I did anyway. I didn’t feel safe yet, like a cat
left to her own devices. I was acting the way I once did in grade
school: I was trying to go unnoticed.

Life had taught me thus far
to avoid looking at my own power. So at that time I couldn’t see
how powerful I’d become.

I could have slammed my
foot down and shaken the stairwell with the force of an earthquake.
Perhaps even shattered it to shards.

I must be careful how I
walk.

 


 


 


 


The stairs ended in the
main foyer. It was as ornate as the upper floors. It was as large
as an ordinary house. The floor tile was a black and white
checkerboard pattern. The walls had bright white wainscoting. The
wallpaper above was rich red cloth. Along the walls were matching
red sofas with ebony frames. A grandfather clock stood beside one
sofa, ticking and tocking. A round marble table was in the center.
On it stood an immense spray of sweet smelling orchids. The
delicious scent made my head spin.

The aroma of the tea had
moved. Now it was coming from an adjoining room. It was a library.
Tall bookcases almost touched the high vaulted ceiling. Small
staircases led to a platform halfway up. Books of all shapes and
sizes and of all subjects filled each bookshelf. Their various
colored spines painted the room like a rainbow.

Some books were from the
12th century and some were from the 21st. It was the scent of human
progress throughout recorded time. There was the scent of long-dead
monastic hands that had illuminated tomes – and the scent of
ancient printing presses – the scent of Koenig's steam-powered
press – the scent of the Stanhope press – and the metallic scent of
movable type. I could smell it all, the whole history of the world
in miniature, all kept hidden here in this mansion, in a small
village peopled by quiet villagers, aspiring artists, and teens
like me.

 


 


 


 


One bookcase appeared to
be missing a book. Only Blood Vivicanti eyes would have seen
it.

I had the peculiar habit
of noticing the shape of something’s absence because I was always
secretly hoping that people would notice the shape of
mine.

 


 


 


 


Wyn was in the library,
sitting in a comfortable leather chair. He was wearing another
expensive suit. His dark hair was slicked back. A book was in his
hands. He had been flipping through its pages fast, reading with
superhuman speed. The way I read books now.

For instance: Yesterday,
in an hour, I read Proust’s In Search of
Lost Time. It took me so long because I
reread a few times the episode of the madeleine.

I’ve never eaten a
madeleine cake.

But my china doll’s name
is Madeleine. Driving my tongue deep into her neck reminds me of
our first date. I was still human then. We had been sitting on the
swing set. My Madeleine had tasted so sweet and
delicious.

The mind is a playground of
associations.

 


 


 


 


Wyn paused his reading and
he watched me enter. He didn’t say a word. He was observing me the
way Darwin observed nature.

Becoming a Blood Vivicanti
means becoming a part of a family. But each person is a unique
species.

Wyn wanted to know more
about me. He wanted to see if I would survive for much longer.
Maybe he thought I was endangered.

 


 


 


 


Wyn saw me see him. He
grinned. It made his brown eyes twinkle even more.

Even though he was
fortyish, he still had a boyish charm. His sonorous voice resounded
in the library, a total contrast to the silence.

“You remember me.” It
wasn’t a question.

I did remember him and I
touched the spot where he’d pierced my neck with his tongue. No
wound.

His venom had healed my
bone and muscle and flesh because, you see, our venom is a salve
for wounds on the outside as it is also an aphrodisiac for scars on
the inside.

Once we pierce you, we will
heal you – in more ways than one.

 


 


 


 


Wyn closed his book, stood,
and strode toward me. He moved like a rushing river.

“Your photographic memory
is unlike anything I’ve ever seen,” he said. “You aren’t like
anyone I’ve ever known,” he said. “You are beautiful,” he said. He
spoke in melody. His words were honey.

Did I trust him
then?

I don’t trust him now. Wyn
is like a cat: Opportunistic. He comes to you when he wants
petting. He purrs when you’re giving him attention. He runs off
when he needs you no more.

Thankfully he’s stopped
leaping on my keyboard while I type.

 


 


 


 


My new sense of smell
detected much about him. Where he’d been. What he’d interacted
with. His scent wasn’t untrustworthy.

My new sense of sight
espied much more in the manner of his movement. I could almost see
atoms scattering with the wave of his hand. Wyn told me
who he was by
demonstrating how he was.

And how he was was who I
wanted to be.

 


 


 


 


Wyn had been one of those
youths who enjoyed role-playing games, the board games and the
video games, such as Dungeons &
Dragons and World
of Warcraft. He watched
Star Trek to appreciate
logic and literature, and art and music and hope for the future. He
watched Star Wars to consider a power greater than himself. Few people had
accepted him and many had rejected him. From the get-go, he and I
had much in common.

But he was also very
handsome, for an older man. “Solo taught me swagger,” he once
confessed.

I knew he got his boyish
grin from somewhere.

 


 


 


 


Wyn had graduated
valedictorian from the University of Oxford.

He gave a commencement
speech that was virtually misunderstood. Few got it because few got
him.

One part was a quote, not
of Polonius, but from the next best comic relief: “A lot of
citizens were so ignored and cheated and insulted that they thought
they might be in the wrong country, or even on the wrong planet,
that some terrible mistake had been made.”

Wyn’s Alma Mater sent him
no more invitations.

 


 


 


 


He is the most brilliant
person I’ve ever known.

His life is suffused with
quantifiable data. Qualitative data baffles him. Other people’s
feelings are as perplexing to him as dark energy.

For him, feeling empathy is
akin to working sorcery.

 


 


 


 


He seeks out the
complexities of life. He wrestles with problems to simplify them
for others. He doesn’t want other people to understand him: He
wants other people to better understand their self.

In this way he is
completely opposite of me. You can imagine that he was a breath of
fresh air for me when we met. He helped me see my life from the
inside out. I’d been so entangled in my own problems that I’d never
even had a second-thought about making other people’s lives
better.

Altruism
was a word I could define intellectually. Not
vocationally.

I came to understand Wyn
better in time. Yes, he did want to make me a Blood Vivicanti
because of my photographic memory. But he also made me more like
himself because I was already very much like him: We both suffered
the tragic fate of perpetually feeling alone and lonely in a large
group. He didn’t make me merely because he needed me. He didn’t
need me: He wanted me. He made me a Blood Vivicanti because he
glimpsed his own loneliness in mine.

It felt good to be wanted
by someone.

 


 


 


 


But, yes, Wyn did also
want my photographic memory to perfect the Blood Vivicanti. He
hoped to bottle my ability. He hoped to fit it into his formula. He
would have liked all Blood Vivicanti to have a photographic memory
too. He was tired of losing his Blood Memories.

Yet my ability is one
puzzle he could never figure out. He wrestled with the problem of
my being.

That made two of
us.

 


 


 


 


Let me put it this way: I
didn’t distrust him. That’s saying a lot. All my life I never
learned to trust anyone. I had learned to distrust almost
everyone.

Choosing not to distrust
Wyn was a big step for me.

 


 


 


 


Wyn led me from the
library. He showed me around his mansion. It was my house now, he
told me. I was welcomed to stay there as long as I
liked.

Did I want to leave? I
wanted to understand myself better. Always have. Staying with Wyn
would show me much, not about who I was. He would show me more
about how I should be.

He showed me the mansion’s
solarium and the scullery, the arboretum, the wine cellar, the
kitchen, and more and more rooms, including Game Room Three, which
was palatial and immature.

I loved it! I’d never been
in a house with so much space. It was an introvert’s paradise. So,
no, I didn’t want to leave.

Would you?

 


 


 


 


Wyn talked while we
walked. I listened. I am a good listener. He explained much. He
could explain much well.

That was when I heard those
two words spoken aloud for the first time.

“Blood
Vivicanti.”

Wyn had thought of the
name. He could read ancient Latin and Greek. Vivicanti was a new word from a dead
language.

 


 


 


 


Wyn led me back to the
library.

He led me through its tall
stacks. He showed me vast sections of fiction and nonfiction. His
library seemed as large as the Library of Alexandria. It seemed as
grand as the library in Disney’s cartoon movie, Beauty and the Beast.

It wasn’t the Elysian
Fields, but it was far from Gehenna. In fact, you could say that it
was a way station for lost souls like me.

Wyn was a collector of
first editions. He loved the scent of 19th century books. He used
to have a signed first edition of Dickens’s A Christmas Carol. Wyn would snatch
it from the shelf not only to read. He’d place his nose in the
center of the book and he’d inhale the good scent of page and ink
and the hand that had penned the sad tale of Marley’s
Ghost.

Books were Wyn’s
romance.

 


 


 


 


My Blood Vivicanti eyes saw
much of the library. One bookcase was a tad askew. No human eyes
would have noticed. Wyn led me to it.

He tipped out a book from
one of its shelves. The bookcase swiveled open. It was a
doorway.

Inside it looked like a
dark broom cupboard, but the floor was missing, and ahead were two
fire poles that went down into darkness, far below.

Wyn smirked at me and
cocked his eyebrow. “Never pass up a good cliché.”

He winked.

Then he leaped onto one of
the poles and slid down, yahooing like a kid.

 


 


 


 


The slide down the pole was
farther than I expected. My fall from the cliff had felt
shorter.

My feet touched down on a
soft pad. I looked around.

Behind me and beside me
were rock walls.

Ahead was a massive cave.
Stalactites hung from the ceiling. Stalagmites rose up from the
ground. Filling the air was the rushing sound of a waterfall. All
around was the scent of smooth river stones.

Beneath the mansion Wyn had
a batcave.

 


 


 


 


Computer stations were
everywhere. Most were embedded into the walls. Each operated
independent programs.

In the center was a
laboratory. Encircling it was a large computer terminal, full of
buttons and switches and monitors and blinking lights.

The floor was covered in
large metallic plates.

Robotic creatures scurried
every which way, some on wheels, some on legs, some
hovering.

This big boy’s batcave
appeared to be a hybridization of a cave, a medieval castle, and an
Apple computer store.

Above the laboratory in the
middle was a massive holographic image. The hologram was of
me.

 


 


 


 


The Red Man – the sight and
smell of the cave reminded me of him. I still wasn’t sure if I’d
dreamed him.

I looked for him. He wasn’t
there.

Wyn didn’t know I knew
about him. He never hid the fact that he makes the Blood Vivicanti
through science. But the Red Man was the only secret he’d tried to
keep from us.

Wyn was like Dr.
Frankenstein remaking humanity in his own image and likeness. You
could call him the Neo-Modern Prometheus. And you could say that
the Blood Vivicanti were his monster, although we were never a
patchwork of flesh, more like a patchwork of psychoses.

Often I feel like a
monstrous patchwork of disorders, since, while I don’t do eloquent
speeches like Frankenstein’s monster, I am very capable of becoming
a different kind of demon, one more ruinous.

 


 


 


 


Two others were in the cave
also. They were standing at the middle computer station, just
beneath my hologram. They appeared to be arguing.

I assumed they were human,
and I was mistaken. One was the boy I’d seen in the MISSING posters
at the Academy. I could never have mistaken his muscular features,
his wide mouth and soft lips, his mussed blonde hair.

I exhaled.
“Theo…”

He could hear me. He
glanced at me. He could see my porcelain white cheeks blush. A
coppery scent emanated from him. It was the scent of
blood.

Theo was a Blood
Vivicanti.

 


 


 


 


There were only three of
us at that time.

Wyn experimented on himself
to become the first Blood Vivicanti.

He made Theo next. Theo was
the perfection of his science experiment.

And then Wyn made me last.
And I added perfection upon perfection.

The three of us were the
only Blood Vivicanti in the whole world. We were alone and happy,
like a little tribe lost in the woods.

And we had one common bond
too: Flowing through our veins was the Red Man’s blood. Our blood
glowed like violets on a clear summer day.

 


 


 


 


The other person beside
Theo was an older woman. She was Wyn’s housekeeper. He called her,
“Ms. Crystobal.”

But even to this day I
doubt that was her real name.

 


 


 


 


She looked like a woman in
her fifties. She was taller than me but shorter than Wyn. Her thin
figure was deceptive. She always wore the same black uniform. Her
black hair was tied back in a bun. Her mouth was always tightly
pursed. Her eyes were always narrowed as if scrutinizing
you.

I thought she was angry
with me when I met her. Again, I was mistaken: She was incapable of
feeling human emotion. Ms. Crystobal wasn’t a Blood Vivicanti and
we all assumed she was from our planet. She hid her true nature
well.

At any moment she could
have hurtled a Franklin stove across the cave like a
meteor.

 


 


 


 


Theo didn’t know about the
Red Man.

Ms. Crystobal did. But Wyn
didn’t know she knew. She knew much more than she led
on.

 


 


 


 


Wyn approached her and
Theo. Ms. Crystobal explained that Theo had not eaten real food in
a week. Theo laughed. He acted like I wasn’t there anymore. Such a
boy.

“This is an experiment,” he
explained. “We have to know how long a Blood Vivicanti can go
without food.”

Wyn once went three weeks
without eating or drinking anything but blood. He wasn’t worried
about Theo. “Let’s see if he can beat my record.”

I observed them both. Wyn
was the Alpha. Theo was the Beta. Beta
mimics Alpha, I thought.
Alpha challenges Beta.

Blood Vivicanti can often
be more human than supernatural.

 


 


 


 


Wyn stood at the computer
terminal beneath my hologram. My image was over twelve feet tall.
It was as diaphanous as a ghost. My eyes were open. Staring
straight ahead.

Words typed around my head.
My image was being analyzed. You could see my tongue, from the tip,
all the way down my throat.

A word appeared beside my
tongue. Probiscus. Wyn had thought of that word too.

He turned to me and
explained its meaning. “The Probiscus injects our victims with a
chemical compound like dopamine. This chemical compound shoots
electric messages to the nucleus accumbens. The brain then
interprets this information as the sexual response cycle’s climax.
In effect, the brain misinterprets the message. Blood Vivicanti
venom disguises itself as a natural human neurochemical. The
chemical compound is actually a neurotonin. It stimulates the
pleasure centers of the brain. It triggers a heightened orgasm.
Prolonged too.”

Theo called this effect:
“OMG: Orgasm Maxing Gift.”

 


 


 


 


Ms. Crystobal went to a
dumbwaiter in the cave wall. She brought from it a silver tea tray
with teapot and teacups. She poured me a cup of Earl Gray tea. It
was the best cup I’d ever had.

Wyn had my Blood Memories.
They told him everything about me. He had handcrafted that whole
night to perfectly please my new senses. He’d had my clothes
tailored. He’d gathered that tea.

That whole night was a
gift. Wyn can be very thoughtful. He’s a good thinker.

 


 


 


 


Wyn explained that Blood
Memories are temporary. For most Blood Vivicanti, Blood Memories
last for about four to five days. Then they fade away.

Wyn and Theo can only
remember having the Blood Memories of their victims. They can’t
remember the fine details of those memories. They can’t remember
the new skills that Blood Memories give them.

Yes: Blood Memories give us
new skills.

If Wyn drank the blood of
the modern Dickens, he’d become an era-defining author.

If Theo drank the blood of
today’s Casanova, he’d become a historic lover.

If I drank the blood of
Bill Watterson, I could bring back Calvin
and Hobbes.

Wouldn’t that be
grand?

 


 


 


 


Wyn theorized that I would
be a different kind of Blood Vivicanti.

“Your photographic memory
might change things. You might be able to keep Blood Memories
inside you for much longer.”

That was the first time I
understood a difficult truth: Now I had to drink blood. I had new
powers, increased strength, and superhuman speed. Yet the thought
of drinking blood was not appealing. I was still very human
then.

“What happens if I don’t
drink blood?” I asked.

Wyn had to think about his
response. “We probably won’t die if we never drank blood again. Yet
we would most likely grow incredibly weak.”

“How weak would we
get?”

Wyn mulled this over. He
shrugged. “An infant field mouse comes to mind.”

 


 


 


 


Blood Vivicanti can drink
as much blood as we like. We can be bottomless pits of blood and
memories. But Wyn wants us to drink only a pint of blood a week
from one person. He worries for the health of our victims. Drinking
any more of their blood might be too much trauma for them. Wyn
doesn’t want us to be murderers.

I reminded him of the two
men who’d chased me to the cliff’s edge. I didn’t know yet that
they were Sleeper Devils made by Lowen the Dark Man. They had
seemed so human, especially when Wyn snapped their necks and tossed
them away like ragdolls.

“Wasn’t that murder?” I
asked.

His tone was objective.
“No.”

“Why not?”

“Those two men weren’t
human.”

Ms. Crystobal raised her
eyebrow. Rarely have I seen her look so curious.

 


 


 


 


The metabolism of a Blood
Vivicanti burns blood cells like calories. The more we work, the
more we drink.

Lately I’ve gotten into the
bad habit of drinking more than a pint of blood a week. One week,
not too long ago, I all but breathed the blood I drank. I almost
killed a whole family. The more blood I drink, the more memories I
have of other people’s lives. The more memories I have of other
people’s lives, the less I have to think about my own
life.

For me, it’s easy to escape
inside your head. It’s a pleasant way to escape the madness of my
mind.

 


 


 


 


I returned to my room in
the upper floors of the mansion.

I had been around too many
new people. I needed some time and space. Being with too many new
people was too tiring. Being alone with myself was
rewarding.

I loved my new room. It was
like an enchanted chamber.

As I lay on the bed with
its multitude of soft pillows, I didn’t think too much about my
peers or my parents.

When you’ve been living
alone inside your head for so long, the strange things that happen
in life really aren’t all that strange.

 


 


 


 


My parents used to punish
me for not socializing enough. They thought I was being antisocial.
They punished me the way their parents had punished them: I had to
go to my room. They punished me for being an introvert. For me it
was a win-win. An extrovert’s punishment for an introvert is to be
more introverted.

Go figure that
one.

They never learned. I liked
going to the solitude of my room. It was the one place a platypus
feels safe. Punishment would have been making me participate in
team sports.

 


 


 


 


I didn’t sleep that night.
I wasn’t tired. I had much to think about.

The noises of the
nighttime world surrounded the mansion. I heard so much – cricket
song blaring – mountain lions prowling – worms slinking through the
moist earth.

Inside the mansion was
mysteriously silent. Everyone seemed to be walking on
eggshells.

I walked around my new
room and opened my curtains. I piled my pillows up and sat back. I
planned to watch the sunrise. It was a good view.

While I waited I walked
deep into the library of my mind. I perused the stacks of my
photographic memory. I pulled from one shelf a favorite old book
– Through the Looking Glass, and What
Alice Found There.

I remembered every word
from every page. I reread it in minutes. Then I reread it again. I
love that story.

Perhaps it was my love for
that story that helped prepare me for becoming a Blood Vivicanti.
It was as if I had stepped through my own looking glass and entered
my own Looking Glass Kingdom.

Like Alice, I would soon
discover the fullness of my queendom.

 


 


 


 


There were so many changes
in my life. I was now a Blood Vivicanti. I now had silence and
space. My room in Wyn’s mansion was mine and I could stay there as
long as I liked.

But reality did start to
set in and questions started to pester me.

What would I tell mom and
dad?

What would I tell my
friends at the Academy? And should even I go back to
school?

I’d never before
considered leaving school unfinished, even though I could have
graduated with a few PhDs by then and become a successful
entrepreneur. I could have developed big rocket ships that might
sail me home, wherever that might be in the thick soup of the Milky
Way.

I imagined what life might
be like if I never went back to the Academy. I could picture
MISSING signs of me beside Theo’s.

Cute couple, I
thought.

And think of the devil –
Theo knocked on my door.

 


 


 


 


Theo entered and strode
toward me. His supple movement made no sound.

I wanted to hide in my
shell. I slid lower beneath the duvet.

He sat at the foot of the
bed.

I hugged my knees to my
chest.

How come he never went back
to school?

His mom and dad had died
long ago. He had been an orphan. He had won a scholarship to the
Academy. He had no one in his life. Wyn had become Theo’s big
brother.

“I was a dance student,”
Theo said. He had wanted to be a dancer his whole life. His Blood
Vivicanti power made him more graceful than ever.

“If I went back to the
Academy, I’d have to tone down my skill for the other students. And
I just don’t want to do that. I like how I’ve grown. Returning to
that place would make me as old as a crab going
backwards.”

I think he just referenced
Hamlet, I thought. I was
smitten.

Theo was beautiful. He had
a dancer’s body. He moved like water. I used to love watching him
dance. It was like watching the tide.

 


 


 


 


Theo wouldn’t return to the
Academy. So I wouldn’t return either. My personality was so weak
then. I needed Theo’s stronger personality to tell me what to do. I
thought it would make me happy. I hoped it would help me feel
safe.

We talked for a while. It
seemed like hours.

Theo had come to my room
for one reason. And he explained his reason by leaning toward
me.

I backed into my
pillows.

He drew his face very close
to mine.

I counted all his freckles
in an instant.

He smiled. He had a perfect
smile. Then he leaned a little closer and tapped me on the
shoulder.

I admit: I hadn’t expected
that.

The motherboard of my
photographic memory searched its vast database for the cause of his
strange behavior. And I drew a blank. I could recall no precedent
for a teenage boy tapping a teenage girl on the shoulder. I blinked
at him stupidly.

Theo laughed. Then he moved
as fast as wind and in the next second he was standing in my
doorway. His grin widened.

“Tag,” he said. “You’re
it.”

Then he was
gone.

 


 


 


 


I could hear his voice
coming from down the hallway.

“Can’t catch me!” He
sounded like Peter Pan.

Somehow he knew I’d never
played tag before. No one had ever invited me. Somehow he knew I
needed to get out of the house. Theo was such a boy at heart. He
was a good man too.

I chased him. I never knew
I could move so fast. Maybe I never had a reason to. Not until
then.

 


 


 


 


My legs were strong. They
rocketed me through the house. I was happy and awkward. More than
once I tripped over my feet and careered into couches and clocks
and cupboards.

I felt bad about breaking
Wyn’s $20,000 Russian table.

He laughed it off. He could
afford to.

Ms. Crystobal would clean
up the mess. That was her work.

My work was being a kid for
a moment. I hadn’t had many chances to do so. I wouldn’t have many
more later.

 


 


 


 


The forest surrounding
Idyllville was vaster than I’d imagined. Tens of thousands of
acres. It wrapped throughout the San Jacinto Mountains.

Theo and I sped past the
thick pine trees. We rushed through open fields. We were a blur to
the herds of cattle and deer. Coyotes and rabbits weren’t fast
enough to scurry off. We leaped over them. We ran around Lake
Hemet, scarcely scaring the fish. Our step was so
silent.

Sometimes it’s good to run
to avoid escaping. Problems fade when you’re panting like a
racehorse. But before that moment, I had not begun to doubt my
theory: I was a platypus begotten by a platypus.

That night, however,
sparked a slight revision: I was a platypus who just hadn’t hatched
yet.

 


 


 


 


Oysters live in their
shells. They’ve been content closed up in the mud for millions of
years. Some creatures were never meant to evolve.

For years I thought I was
never meant to grow beyond the limits of my suffering. I’d thought
my shell was my life.

Wyn helped me grow when he
broke into my shell.

Theo helped me mature when
he drew me from my broken life.

 


 


 


 


Theo led me to Mount San
Jacinto, very near Tahquitz Peak. We stood at the foot of Suicide
Rock.

Theo told me its story.
“It’s named after a Native American girl and her lover. The tribal
chief said they couldn’t marry. So they threw themselves off
together to their death.”

The story of Tristan and
Iseult seemed to be in every culture. England has Romeo and Juliet.
Japan has Orihime and Hikoboshi.

I’ve never liked stories of
star-crossed lovers. Too much teenage angst is like too much
coffee.

 


 


 


 


Theo leaped inhumanly high
into the air. He soared toward the steep face of Suicide
Rock.

The moonlight was bright
and vivid. The nighttime sky was coruscating with clear
constellations.

Theo landed against the
rock face several stories up from the ground. His fingers were like
metal spikes. They powerfully dug holes into the rock. He scaled up
the mountain like a spider.

I followed him. It was all
I could do then. As I wrote: Following the stronger personality of
others had become my habit.

It wasn’t bad then. It just
isn’t me now.

 


 


 


 


Theo and I climbed Suicide
Rock. We stood at its steepest point.

I could barely believe that
I had climbed so high.

More mountains would
follow. The mountain of my self-doubt has been the hardest pinnacle
to surmount. Daily I still work to confidently plant upon that peak
my flag of positive self-possession.

Veni, vidi,
nearly vici.

 


 


 


 


The whole world seemed to
stretch out before us.

Moonlight bathed the desert
valley in the far distance. Human eyes wouldn’t have seen anything
without daylight. Blood Vivicanti eyes saw much.

The desert valley was a
sea of light brown sand. Tumbleweeds bounced along the roadways.
Rattlesnakes were coiled up between the rocks. Owls were perched
with wide eyes, ready to hunt. Critters were crawling everywhere.
The windfarm near Palm Springs appeared to be perfect order. White
windmills in rows like headstones were spinning madly out of
balance. The cities of the valley before us glistered with electric
lights – amber, green, and red – like gems from a treasure chest.
Clusters of neighborhoods sparkled brightest. Families through
windows gave the appearance of peace. Parents slept open mouthed.
Children were tumbled together in beds like puppies.

The world had never seemed
so magical.

Theo nudged my shoulder.
His smile was infectious.

“You have the magic
now.”

 


 


 


 


He faced me.

“You have no idea who you
are. You have no clue what you’re capable of now. The power surging
through your blood has elevated you beyond anything this planet has
ever seen or known or heard of. You are a creature newly born out
of creation. You’re a being of pure grace in movement and
faculty.”

No one had ever spoken to
me like that. I had caught my head by then. He was stealing my
heart.

 


 


 


 


All my life I’d lived with
the feeling that I belong somewhere else. Anywhere but where I was.
Yet right then I didn’t want to be anywhere else. Right then I was
happy. Standing beside Theo felt right, and feeling right felt
good, even though feeling right and good was felt very
strange.

What a shame I had gone so
long without feeling so right and good and strange all at
once.

 


 


 


 


Theo had a knowing smile.
“You’re about to move mountains.”

Then he turned and leaped
off the peak. It was a beautiful swan dive down into the still
ocean of the forest’s green canopy far below.

The drop was over seven
thousand feet. It left no scratch on him.

I followed. Had to. I
hadn’t learned to make my own way yet. And I wanted to follow him
too. He gave me a reason to take a leap of faith.

Unfortunately, mine wasn’t
a supple swan dive. More like a platypus flail.

 


 


 


 


It was interesting to watch
firsthand how Blood Memories work in us.

Theo had drunk the blood
of a rock climber. That was how he had climbed Suicide Rock with
such self-assured deftness. The Blood Memories of the rock climber
had increased his skill and finesse.

 


 


 


 


During that first week Theo
went off on his own.

“He’s always doing that,”
Ms. Crystobal told me one morning as she was serving a breakfast of
eggs benedict.

Wyn was there. He sipped
his morning coffee while he read The New
York Times. “He’ll be back when the Blood
Memories fade.”

Wyn was right. Theo
returned after four days. He had travelled all over Southern
California. He’d climbed all sorts of mountains. But now his Blood
Memories were fading away. Forgetting them made him brooding.
Losing the skills that came with the Blood Memories made him very
sad. He would never again remember the skill of mountain climbing,
unless he drank again the rock climber’s blood.

The only memories Theo had
were his own. He could recall how happy he’d been climbing to the
top of Suicide Rock.

I’ll never forget that
night either.

 


 


 


 


Wyn’s Blood Memories lasted
a little longer. This made him very happy. My Blood Memories were
in him. They gave him my talent for remembering
everything.

Wyn read every book in his
library in three days. He didn’t sleep a wink. He moved with
superhuman speed. He remembered every word he read.

Then he spent the next day
locked in his study with only his laptop. He didn’t take a break.
He typed 250 words a minute. His laptop barely kept up.

What did he
write?

A manual on the Blood
Vivicanti. It outlines twelve psychological steps for nurturing a
race of Blood Vivicanti adolescents. The book is over 350,000
words.

Is it any good?

I confess I haven’t read
it.

But it is more popular
than The Joy of Sex and the Harry Potter series.

 


 


 


 


Booksellers put it in the
fiction section.

That disappointed Wyn. He
always considered his book to be “the greatest work next to
Nietzsche’s Zarathustra.”

The publisher titled
it Life’s Okay! They put on the jacket cover the image of a boy and a girl
walking hand-in-hand through a field of summertime
violets.

Wyn had based the book on
my own personal experiences. He had titled it very
differently:

 


The Platypus
Theory

 


 


 


 


Wyn was also very sad when
my Blood Memories faded from him. He had truly enjoyed having a
photographic memory for a week. He can still remember reading books
on poetry, on cooking, on fitness, on science and psychology and
astrophysics. But he can’t remember anything about them. Not even
the titles.

Sometimes I catch him
looking at me, not leering, just gazing nostalgically. The way a
father might gaze at his daughter on her wedding day. Indeed, Wyn’s
been a gentleman. He’s never asked me again to drink my blood. He’s
never again expressed the hope of eating my Blood
Memories.

I would let him. He need
only ask. Gifts are meant to be shared.

 


 


 


 


Once the week passed, it
was time for us three Blood Vivicanti to feed again.

“One person, one pint,” Wyn
told Theo and me before he left.

Wyn would hunt
alone.

Theo offered to show me the
ropes. He planned to drink the blood of a good cook. He’d always
wanted to be skilled at cooking. The chef’s Blood Memories would
give him the skill to whip-up savory meals for the next four or
five days.

Who was I going to drink
from?

No clue.

It was the first time I
had to feed off a person – I had to hunt – I had to pierce
someone’s neck with my tongue – I had to drink blood – and I had to
eat memories.

It felt a little too
intimate for an introvert. I wondered if I could stay home that
week.

Theo laughed at me, though
not unkindly.

 


 


 


 


I hemmed and hawed all
day.

Theo was patient, but
finally he took me by the hand.

“It’s getting late,” he
said. “We must go now.”

He guided me from the
mansion. I liked being guided.

 


 


 


 


Theo took me to the center
of Idyllville.

Village stores encircled
the square. Most shops sold kitschy items like coonskin caps or
sparkly stones or a miniature model of Idyllville in a snow globe.
Cool Beans Coffee House was there. A restaurant called The Gnome’s
Gastro was there. Tourists were everywhere.

Theo and I moved fast. We
leaped up on the roof of a shop. We perched like hungry hawks. No
one saw us.

Many tourists had gathered
in the village square. It was evening. The stores would close soon.
The square would empty soon after that.

Theo pointed to a teenage
girl. She was walking alone. She was carrying a violin case. She
was from the Academy. She was my china doll.

“My Madeleine,” I said
softly as I exhaled.

 


 


 


 


Theo wanted me to pierce
my china doll’s neck with my tongue, he wanted me to drink her
blood, he wanted me to eat her memories. And that’s not a problem
these days. But he wanted Madeleine to be my first piercing. And my
first piercing was very difficult. The first always is. I was
utterly terrified of the great thunderclap of deeper
intimacy.

 


 


 


 


I didn’t think I could
pierce my china doll. I wasn’t sure if I wanted her memories in
me.

Sticking out my tongue, I
could barely see the tip. I tapped it, but couldn’t feel my
stinger.

Theo put his hand on my
back. The touch felt good. “The Probiscus will come out when you’re
ready,” he said. “It just happens. You can’t control
it.”

He was drawn to the
gravity of my china doll, just like everyone else. But he also
thought she was as beautiful as a broken teacup. My china doll’s
brokenness wasn’t beautiful. The potential to be repaired, that was
gorgeous to him.

He thought that my china
doll would be perfect for me. Maybe he thought that I was a broken
teacup, too.

 


 


 


 


I was beginning to realize
that I was hungry – very, very hungry. My body had begun to crave
the taste of blood. Restlessness was growing in me. My hands and
legs had started to shake. My bones seemed to be trembling. Behind
my chest and in my stomach was a humming sensation. I could not
tell where the hunger of my wants ended or where the appetite of my
needs began.

Theo crouched behind me. He
pointed over my shoulder. He smelled good.

My china doll was walking
out of the village square. She was wearing ear buds. Music from a
portable media player was blaring in her ears. She had a look that
told others to leave her alone.

I ran after her. The
feeling was a little too familiar.

 


 


 


 


Leaping from the roof
unseen was easy.

I streamed fluidly through
the hurrying crowd of tourists.

My step was light and
softer than the wind rustling the leaves. No one saw me. None heard
me. I didn’t want them to.

I wished I’d had that power
in school.

 


 


 


 


I let my china doll lead
me. It was another familiar feeling. I didn’t like it any more. So
I ran ahead of her. She didn’t see me until I let her.

I stood around the corner
of a shop on the edge of the square. I waved at her.

She saw me yet didn’t come
toward me.

“Where’ve you been?” she
asked. She didn’t really want to know. She said it to reply to my
wave. Her tone was impatient.

I wondered what I’d done
wrong. I was always wondering that around her.

Maybe that’s why she sought
out someone else who might fill up the crack in her cup.

 


 


 


 


I waved her over
again.

She turned away. I was not
the one she wanted anymore. She wanted someone else to notice her.
Someone else to bother her the way she liked.

For a moment I thought she
hated me. I hadn’t had enough experience to realize that she could
not hate the thing she never truly liked.

 


 


 


 


I went to her now the way I
use to: Feeling insecure. She had only accepted me when I performed
a function for her. I wasn’t performing for her anymore. So she
didn’t want me anymore.

I walked beside her. She
turned up the volume to her music. She glared at me through the
corner of her eye.

Go away, her body language bellowed.

The eyes of a Blood
Vivicanti see much. And I was beginning to see what Theo saw: My
china doll had a crack.

It was a moment when I
didn’t like being a Blood Vivicanti. Too much power in me exposes
too many faults in others.

 


 


 


 


My china doll turned from
me and began walking down a solitary road. Village houses
surrounded us. Suffusing the air was the aroma of sappy pine logs
burning in hearths.

I love that
scent.

Theo was nearby. I
couldn’t see him, but I could smell his scent.

No one else was
around.

If I was going to pierce my
china doll, now was the time. I thought about what it might be like
to pierce her neck with the tip of my tongue. The more I thought
about that, the more I fantasized. The fantasy was an urge to
penetrate her deeply. The more I fantasized, the more I obsessed.
The urge to pierce her churned in me. The more I obsessed, the more
I felt the urged to act.

My urges started to simmer.
Then they swelled. Then they exploded. My urges caught me by
surprise too.

I moved fast and I grabbed
my china doll. She was as light as air in my hands. I lifted her
off the ground and I pinned her down to the road.

She struggled. “What are
you doing,” she demanded.

I didn’t know what to say.
I didn’t know what I was doing. I was pure id in motion. I
knew that I
wanted. I knew what I wanted. And that was enough for the heat of the moment. I
had become an animal moving by pure instinct.

It was the most human I’d
ever been – and the least humane.

 


 


 


 


From the tip of my tongue
extended my Probiscus – my little bee stinger.

Slowly, a tingling
sensation flowed back along my tongue, down my throat, deep down
into my stomach. Wave after wave of pleasure followed.

I leaned over my china
doll. She was looking up at me. She had no idea what was going on.
Her expression was wide-eyed and crooked mouthed. That was new. I’d
never seen her look so afraid.

“Please,” she whimpered,
“don’t hurt me.”

You know, I could have done
anything I wanted to her. But I did what I always did for her: I
did whatever she said. Sometimes it’s not the behavior of a bad
habit that’s hard to break. It’s the association.

I was infinitely stronger
than my china doll. But by the way she talked, by the way she
smelled, by the way she looked, she easily overpowered
me.

 


 


 


 


I sat back on my haunches.
I couldn’t pierce her. My stinger withdrew back into its
sheath.

Theo was standing by me an
instant later. He bent low and spoke into my ear. “Just touch the
tip of your tongue to her neck. Let nature do the rest.”

Nature. What was natural
about drinking blood and eating memories?

“She won’t remember a
thing,” Theo said. “You won’t hurt her. It’ll be the best thing
she’ll ever feel.”

He was trying to be
helpful. It wasn’t working.

 


 


 


 


I got off my china doll.
She scrambled to her feet. I’d never realized people could be so
graceless when they fled. I wondered if I looked that pitiable when
I fled from suffering.

Theo shook his head. “You
can’t let her go. She has to forget.”

In a second he sped after
her, gripped both her arms, and sunk his tongue deep into her
neck.

The look on my china doll’s
face showed no hint of fear. I’d seen something like her expression
before. But now she appeared more pleased than I’d ever seen her –
eyes rolled back, mouth open, chest panting. She looked sincerely
satisfied. I’d never seen her look so happy.

Theo was mending the broken
teacup.

 


 


 


 


He and I returned to the
mansion in silence.

We sat together on my bed.
We stayed there all night. We didn’t talk much. We didn’t sleep. We
watched the constellations summersault across the nighttime sky. We
watched the moon rise and fall. We planned to watch the sunrise,
too.

Wyn still hadn’t returned
to the mansion. He would stay out until dawn, Theo
explained.

The scent of blood was
strong on Theo. It was a good scent.

How did that happen? When
did I like smelling blood?

I hadn’t pierced anyone. I
hadn’t had any blood. My body wasn’t weak. I was just hungry. The
way I get hungry when I feel lonely and misunderstood.

Theo had planned to pierce
that cook. My first hunt had ruined his plan. I felt
bad.

“I messed things up,” I
confessed.

Theo waved it away. “I’ll
pierce the cook next week.”

He was kind. My china
doll’s Blood Memories were racing through him. She was a very good
violinist and Theo was itching to try out his new skill. He’d never
even held a violin before, but if he’d had a violin at that moment,
he could have easily pranced through the sleepy streets of
Idyllville while playing the Danse
Macabre like some tempting
devil.

 


 


 


 


Theo understood my hunger.
He pitied my shyness. Then he took off his shirt. He had the
confidence of my broken china doll. Yet he was flawless.

My heart beat
faster.

His sinewy body looked
milky white in the moonlight. He slid closer to me on the
bed.

I stopped
breathing.

“You’re hungry. You need to
feed. You want blood.”

I tried swallowing. My
throat felt tight. “Tight,” came the echolalia of my
nervousness.

“Pierce me,” he
said.

 


 


 


 


I didn’t know what to do.
My sense of safety felt threatened. The desire for old habits began
in me.

Theo leaned closer. “Pierce
me,” he said again, his voice softer, more in control than I’d ever
heard him.

The scent of blood rose
from him like steam.

My breathing
quickened.

He leaned into me. His skin
touched mine.

That was all I needed: I
transformed into the monster that I am.

 


 


 


 


From the tip of my tongue
extended my stinger. Slowly it came out. Slowly it sent wave after
wave of tingling sensations down my tongue, down my throat. Warmth
bloomed in my stomach. Chills sizzled on my skin. Little hairs all
over my body stood up.

I leaned closer to
Theo.

He leaned closer to me.
Heat radiated from him.

His hand touched the back
of my head. He gentled me closer to his neck.

My lips touched his flesh.
His skin, so white, so warm.

His voice was a whisper.
“Pierce me.”

I opened my mouth. My
tongue came out. Quivering.

My whole body was shaking,
not for cold, just for fear. For the thrill of doing what I was
about to do. It was as if I had been waiting my whole life for this
one moment.

My stinger touched his
flesh.

Theo exhaled.

I pressed into
him.

He moaned
softly.

My tongue made an opening
in the side of his throat. My tongue slipped inside.

The opening widened. His
muscles expanded around mine.

All I tasted in that first
rush was warmth and wet and salt.

Venom now came from my
tongue, seeping through my stinger, filling the opening in his
throat, and soaking into his flesh and bone and mingling with his
blood.

Now it was happening. Now
came the peak of my pierce.

Theo’s eyes rolled back.
His lips parted. He groaned. “Deeper,” was the only word he could
mouth.

I did as he said. I was
good at doing what he said. So I drove.

“Deeper.”

I drove and I drove and I
drove.

His blood gushed into my
mouth.

His memories filled
me.

 





 


 


 


 


 


 


 


To be continued…
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One night I snuck from the
mansion to pounce upon my beloved family. Joe, Mary, Leah, Eve. I
lived with the selfish attitude that they were my possessions, my
dolls. Their blood, their memories. All mine.

But before I got to their
house I saw Nell, the Pale Girl I’d seen with the Dark Man,
Lowen.

I noticed her because she
was watching me. No one saw me unless I let them see me. But she
saw me.

Lowen was nowhere in sight.
Couldn’t smell him or hear him either.

Nell seemed to know me. She
knew the monster I was. She had no fear of me at all.

She smiled at me. She waved
at me to follow her. She turned from me. She went skipping
away.

I followed her.

She didn’t have Blood
Vivicanti speed or strength. But she was elusive. She could hide
herself from me.

If I lost her, she would
appear from behind a house or tree, far ahead, waving for me to
follow her farther.

She led me through
Idyllville. She led me through the forest, around tree and
rock.

She led me to the cliff
where it all began. The place where Wyn had saved me from the two
men. The place where I’d fallen and broken. Wyn had pierced me
there. He’d saved me. This was the place where I started to become
what I became.

 


 


 


 


Nell was on the edge of the
cliff, balancing, walking back and forth on it like a
tightrope.

She turned and faced me.
Her toes on the edge. Her heels poised over the fall.

Her voice was high and soft
and gentle. “I’ve been waiting for you.”

No one had ever been
waiting for me.

She tilted her head to one
side. She pulled her collar away from her neck, exposing the sweet
spot on her throat.

“Pierce me,” she said.
“Drink me, Blood Vivicanti.”

I was amazed. How could she
know me?

“You’re a monster,” she
said.

I was under the assumption
that only Theo, Wyn, and Ms. Crystobal knew about the Blood
Vivicanti.

Nell smiled at me, trying
to be coquettish, but she seemed too pitiable. “A ghost told me
about you.”

She speaks with
ghosts?

“Only one
ghost.”

Who would want a monster
like me to drink their blood?

“I don’t want you
to.”

Then why was she offering
herself to me?

“I need to.”

Did she want my venom to
make her feel better?

“I need to feel
something.”

I understood how she felt,
the poor thing.

She nodded sadly. “I am a
thing.”

 


 


 


 


Nell put her face in her
hands. She began weeping. “I’m not your friend,” she
said.

“That hurt,” I
said.

“Feeling hurt is feeling
something.”

“I’d like to be your
friend,” I said.

Nell looked at me through
the divide of her fingers. A horrible sound came from her throat. I
couldn’t tell if it was laughing or wheezing.

“You covet me,” she
said.

I covet much.

“You shouldn’t pity what
you covet. You should have it.”

Nell took her hands from
her face.

“Have me,” she said. “If I
give you my self, then I’m a gift to you.”

I was stunned. I didn’t
know how to respond.

She pointed to her neck –
the sweet spot.

“Pierce me,” she said
again. “Drink me.”

 


 


 


 


Much was going on inside
me. I was thinking of Joe and his family. I was thinking of Theo
and Wyn. I was even thinking of my biological father who drank his
way out of my house and home.

Ages zero to seventeen had
been a life of making the best decisions for a girl trying to
survive the thoughtlessness of others. But now that I had the power
to move mountains, all my decisions had seemed so reckless while I
struggled to survive crossing the threshold from girlhood to
womanhood.

The urge to pierce Nell was
as small as a grain of sand compared to all my other thoughts and
feelings. Yet this urge was the lust of my body. I didn’t lust for
blood, only for escape. It was the animal of my self-control that I
fed until it consumed me. And I fed my self-control until my self
lost control. My lust overpowered my reason.

 


 


 


 


I prowled closer to
Nell.

She waited for me, showing
only one emotion. Not fear, not worry. Just the phlegmatic
acceptance of a courtesan who had a job to do.

I leaned close to her
neck.

Her skin smelled like
ice.

I opened my mouth. My
Probiscus extended from the tip of my tongue. Wave upon wave of
pleasure rolled down my throat and into my stomach.

The tip of my tongue
touched her neck. Then my bee stinger pierced her skin. The flesh
opened. The muscles widened. In slipped my tongue. Out flowed her
blood. I drove down deep into her neck.

Nell’s blood tasted
ice-cold.

Her Blood Memories were a
black hole.

She had no heartbeat. She
had only one thought… Pain. That’s all she felt – pure pain – the
torment of the damned. So that’s all she fed me.

Into my mouth poured the
brink of brokenness and the breadth of woundedness, the edge of
rejection and the cut of replacement.

Nell was a creature bred to
be forgotten, alone, and lonely. She was the furthest form of the
thing I could have become.

And now she was inside me,
her blood, her Blood Memories. Who she was was flowing through my
veins. How she was was feeding my sinews and my spirit. I could not
vomit up all the agony that I’d already swallowed down.

 


 


 


 


I released Nell. I fell to
the ground.

I couldn’t breathe. I
grabbed my throat.

The Pacific Ocean with her
powerful waves had not been able to drown me.

But the gentle current of
Nell’s blood smothered my every attempt at breath.

The stream of her
consciousness was a vast expanse of emptiness and
sorrow.

 


 


 


 


Yet one image lived in
Nell’s blood like a cancer. The image was of the man I’d seen with
her. The Dark Man.

Lowen.

Lowen was laughing at me in
her Blood Memories. His cruel laughter filled the void of Nell’s
existence.

He hated her. He hated
me.

Now his laughter was
filling my last thoughts as I suffered the suffocation that lurks
within the woeful mind of an abused girl.
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