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Chapter 1




I knelt on the worn wooden boards of St. Mary’s parish, and felt nothing of the cold of the January night. My knees bore no impression of discomfort—though once, in my former life, such kneeling had set my joints to aching after but a few minutes’ prayer. Now I might have knelt there for hours, days even, and felt naught but the absence of feeling itself. This was my condition. This was what I had become. 

My companions filled the pews in silent vigil. Desiderius maintained his soldier’s posture, fingers laced together as though in prayer even before the service began. Beside him, Ruth’s spine curved in that mortal slouch death had failed to correct, while Rebecca’s restless form never settled, her limbs in constant, subtle rebellion against stillness. We four composed a peculiar congregation. Our bodies drew no breath save by habit, expelling no fog of warmth into the frigid air. Father O’Malley’s breath, by contrast, rose in pale clouds as he moved before the altar, his aged lungs laboring against the winter’s bite.

Flames wavered atop their wicks, casting trembling shadows across the church’s stark walls. In the last year, I had come to find kinship with such shadows—not merely for their utility in hiding, but for their nature. Like me, they inhabited a liminal realm, belonging neither to darkness nor light, but suspended eternally between two states of being.

Father O’Malley made his way to the altar, each footfall betraying a frailty I hadn’t witnessed since autumn. The chalice wavered in his grip, his fingers seized by more than the common palsy of advancing years—something vital was ebbing from him. I could not help but notice the new concavity of his posture, the way his vestments draped like banners from a framework too diminished to support them properly. Candlelight carved cruel geography into his countenance, deepening the valleys beneath sunken eyes and accentuating the newfound barrenness of his once-full cheeks.

He began the Mass in Latin, his voice thin and wavering. “In nomine Patris, et Filii, et Spiritus Sancti.”

I made the sign of the cross, as did the others. The gesture brought no pain as it used it—it was only when we touched the consecrated elements themselves that our affliction made itself known.

The Latin phrases flowed like a familiar river. For a year now, I had immersed myself in their rhythms, so different from the plain English services of my childhood. I remembered my mother’s gloved hand resting on mine as we sat together in our family’s regular pew, while my father’s resonant baritone led the congregation in hymns. Back then, salvation had seemed as straightforward as the straight-backed pews—the saved on one side of an invisible line, the fallen on the other. Now I knelt somewhere in the shadows between.

Father O’Malley’s voice fractured mid-prayer, the Latin word “recuperat” dissolving into a ragged cough that echoed through the empty church. He pressed a handkerchief to his lips, shoulders trembling with the effort to compose himself. Something within my hollow chest constricted at the sound. Though my heart lay still, I felt each of his struggles as if they were my own. These sacred words had become my sustenance over these months—not merely preserving this shell I inhabited, but nourishing whatever fragment of humanity still flickered within the darkness I had become.

The priest raised the host, his hands shaking such that the thin wafer nearly slipped from his grasp. “Hoc est enim corpus meum,” he intoned. This is my body.

I bowed my head, pressing my folded hands more tightly together. The anticipation built within me—a hunger, yes, but not the hunger that drove us to seek blood in the darkness. This was different. This was needful in ways I lacked words to express.

When Father O’Malley elevated the chalice, the wine within caught the candlelight and glowed deep crimson. “Hic est enim calix sanguinis mei.” This is the cup of my blood.

Something tightened in my throat. Desiderius’s jaw locked like a vise. Ruth’s knuckles blanched against dark wood as she gripped the pew. Rebecca stared at the chalice, her gaze unblinking, ravenous. The pain would come—we knew this—but so would that inexplicable magnetism drawing us toward the cup’s contents. We hungered not for the wine, but for its transformation, for that sacred alchemy that would turn common elements into divine sustenance, the only nourishment that could feed what remained of our souls.

As the final words of consecration faded into the church’s shadows, Father O’Malley’s trembling fingers lowered the chalice to the altar. Metal struck stone with a sharp, hollow note that echoed through the empty nave. His weathered hand splayed against the altar’s edge as he braced himself. I watched his shoulders sag beneath the weight of his vestments, certain that his frail frame would crumple before us like a paper saint.

For a moment, his body wavered like the candle flames. Then, vertebra by vertebra, he gathered himself upright and pivoted toward our congregation, his face a mask of determination beneath the strain.

“Corpus Christi,” he murmured as I approached the altar rail.

I opened my mouth. He placed the host upon my tongue.

The pain struck immediately and absolutely. Fire bloomed where the wafer touched, searing through my mouth and down my throat as I swallowed. I’d learned not to flinch, not to betray the agony that accompanied this most sacred act. The sensation was not unlike the burning I’d felt the first time I’d attempted to pray after my transformation. I’d learned to welcome this pain. It reminded me I was not beyond redemption. It proved that some part of me remained capable of touching the divine, even if that touch brought suffering.

And beneath the pain came something else—a sensation that wove through the agony like a golden thread through black velvet. Not warmth in the physical sense, but a presence that defied description. I would not presume to name it grace, yet what else could reach the empty chambers where my soul once resided? As I knelt there, the wafer dissolving on my tongue, those vacant spaces briefly filled. The monster receded. The weight of damnation lifted, if only for these precious moments at the rail.

I returned to my pew, my throat still burning, my chest filled with that strange dual sensation of torment and peace.

Desiderius approached next. He received the host with the same rigid formality he brought to all things, but I marked the tightening around his eyes, the briefest compression of his lips. Even he, with all his centuries and his cold conviction, felt the pain.

Ruth followed next. Her steps to the altar rail carried the hesitancy of the uninitiated—a woman who had once confessed to me, voice low and uncertain, that before her transformation she had never set foot in any house of worship. When Father O’Malley placed the host on her tongue, her entire frame tensed. A small, involuntary sound escaped her throat as she swallowed and stood before she made her unsteady way back to our pew.

Rebecca lunged toward the rail, her body a blur of motion that betrayed our inhuman nature. Her eyes burned with a ravenous gleam that made my dead heart clench—not the sacred yearning I knew, but something feral. When Father O’Malley placed the host on her outstretched tongue, her entire body convulsed. The wafer disappeared down her throat with desperate urgency, and when she lurched back toward our pew, her entire frame convulsed in waves that threatened to tear her apart. Blood-tinged tears escaped from beneath her lowered lashes, marking her pale face with thin scarlet ribbons.

Father O’Malley’s voice dropped to barely above a whisper for the final blessing. “Benedicat vos omnipotens Deus, Pater, et Filius, et Spiritus Sanctus.”

“Amen,” we murmured in unison.

Somewhere, a draft stirred the candle flames, though my dead flesh registered no change in temperature. Incense saturated the air—frankincense and myrrh mingling with beeswax—the perfume of divinity that had become, for me, the fragrance of remembrance. 

We did not leave immediately. None of us moved from our pews as Father O’Malley slowly, painfully, divested himself of his vestments and extinguished the altar candles. The shadows deepened. The church grew darker still until only a few votives remained flickering in their red glass holders.

I studied the worn prayer book in my hands, though I’d nearly memorized its contents. The pages were thin as onionskin, the words printed in archaic script. Some previous parishioner had marked certain passages with faded pencil—the Beatitudes, the Lord’s Prayer, the twenty-third Psalm. “Yea, though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I will fear no evil.”

My lips formed the psalm’s words, but my mind splintered in two directions—one reaching toward David’s fearlessness, the other sinking into as terror that I was beyond such comfort. I wanted to believe. I needed to believe. Yet the shadows I walked through were not merely around me but of me. I wondered occasionally if this ritual was merely postponing a damnation I’d been predestined to suffer.

Father O’Malley emerged from the vestry, his movements slow and labored. He’d changed into his simple black cassock.

Father O’Malley cleared his throat, the sound echoing in the empty church. His voice, no longer strained by the demands of Latin incantation, reached us with unexpected clarity. “There is a matter we must discuss.”

We abandoned our pews and clustered near the altar, his words pulling us forward like iron filings to a magnet. Father O’Malley eased his frail body into one of the ornate chairs flanking the sanctuary. His descent was so labored that my hands lifted of their own accord before I caught myself. The touch of my cold, inhuman fingers would bring him no comfort.

The chair creaked beneath his weight, though he was not a heavy man. Rather, the opposite.

Father O’Malley’s lips trembled slightly before he spoke. “I find myself in the difficult position,” he said, his voice barely audible even in the church’s perfect silence, “of having to inform you that my service must soon come to an end.”

The words hung in the air between us. None spoke. I felt Desiderius stiffen beside me, his already rigid posture becoming somehow more pronounced. On my other side, Ruth shifted her weight, the floorboards groaning beneath her feet in the silence.

“My health,” the priest continued, pausing to draw breath, “has been failing for some months now. You have been gracious enough not to remark upon it, but I know you have observed the decline.”

“Father—“ Before I could finish my thought, he raised a trembling hand to forestall my protest.

“Please, child. Let me speak.” He closed his eyes briefly, gathering himself. “I have consulted with physicians. Their prognosis is... not favorable. Though they cannot identify the precise cause of my condition.”

“What do you mean, ‘not favorable?” I asked. “And no cause? There has to be a cause, a sickness. Perhaps a second opinion—“ 

“I do not know if I have months remaining, or only weeks.” Father O’Malley continued as though I hadn’t pressed the point. “But I sense—I know not how, save perhaps through the Holy Spirit’s prompting—that my time upon this earth grows short.”

A vise clamped around something in my chest cavity where my heart once pulsed with life. The terror struck like lightning through my dead veins, arresting even the pantomime of breathing I maintained out of habit. I stood petrified, lungs half-filled, throat constricted, as if turned to marble by Medusa’s gaze. 

Without Father O’Malley, without this Mass, without the Eucharist—

I could not complete the thought. My inevitable fate was too terrible to contemplate.

“I have written to the bishop,” the priest continued, “informing him of my intention to retire from active ministry. He has been most understanding, though naturally he enquired as to the disposition of this parish. I told him...” He paused, his gaze growing distant. “I told him that my flock was small and unique—“ 

“I expressed my confidence that whomever he appointed would be sufficient, given our Lord’s providence, to care for your needs. The bishop has granted my request.”

“You’re leaving it to chance?” Rebecca asked. 

“I said ‘providence,’ not chance. Through the eyes of faith, one can discern the difference. No matter the priest he appoints, you must believe it is God’s will.” 

“Even if he won’t… help us?” 

Father O’Malley nodded. “I could hardly tell the bishop of your true condition. What I know of what you are belongs under the seal. No matter what happens, you must persist in your faith. Even if my absence represents a trial for a time, be patient until God’s plan is manifest.” 

Ruth shrugged. “Patience. I guess we have forever to wait. Not like we’re going to die again tomorrow.” 

Again, I didn’t laugh. An eternity in damnation is still an eternity. I always had faith, and I still did, but my dead flesh was weak—and it required sustenance. If not the blood of our Lord, the blood of others. How long could we resist the urge to feed without the Eucharist? 

“The announcement will be made official tomorrow. I will continue to say Mass here for the next few days, but...” His voice trailed away. He didn’t need to complete the sentence. We all understood.

The silence that followed was absolute. Not even the usual sounds of the church intruded—no creaking of old wood, no whisper of wind through cracks in the walls, no distant noise from animals in the woods outside. 

Without the Eucharist, what would become of me? Would I descend further into monstrosity? Would the last vestiges of my humanity erode until I became the very demon Silas and the rest of the Order of the Morning Dawn believed me to be?

Father O’Malley must have seen something of this upon my face, for his expression softened with pity. “I am sorry, Alice,” he said gently. “I know what this means for you. For all of you. If there were another way—“

“There isn’t,” Desiderius cut in, his voice flat and hard. “We understand, Father. Your mortality is not a matter you can negotiate.”

I wanted to protest. There was another way—my teeth ached with the possibility. But the vision of Father O’Malley’s gentle eyes turning blood-red made my stomach clench. To condemn him to nights of hunger and days of hiding would be a perversion of everything he’d given me. Since Mercy’s teeth had torn open my throat and remade me, his was the only voice that had called me something other than monster.

Ruth turned away abruptly, facing the bank of votive candles that flickered in their red glass holders. Her back remained rigid, her shoulders high and tense.

Rebecca made a small sound—half sob, half whimper—and I thought she might flee. But she remained, though she swayed on her feet as though she might collapse.

Father O’Malley attempted to rise from his chair, but the effort proved too much. He sank back down, exhaustion written plain on his features. 

“Forgive me,” he whispered. “I have not the strength I once possessed.”

I forced myself to speak. “You need not apologize for being human, Father.”

He smiled weakly. “You are gracious, child. More gracious than I deserve, perhaps.”

The silence stretched between us like a thread pulled taut. No one moved toward the door, yet no words came. 

How would I survive without this? How could I be saved? How could any of us?








  
  
Chapter 2




I followed Father O’Malley through the narrow corridor that connected the church to his rectory, my footsteps making no sound against the worn floorboards while his shuffled and scraped with each labored step. The distance could not have been more than thirty paces, yet he paused twice to steady himself against the wall. Behind us, Desiderius’s low voice mingled with Ruth and Rebecca’s whispers, their conversation fading like smoke against the corridor’s shadows. I did not turn back. Whatever words Father O’Malley had for me—whatever farewell this might be—it was mine alone to bear. 

The rectory study materialized around us as Father O’Malley lit a single candle with trembling fingers. Shadows leaped across walls lined floor to ceiling with theological texts—Augustine’s Confessions, Thomas Aquinas’s Summa Theologica, volumes of church history whose gold-embossed spines caught the flickering light. The scent of incense from the earlier Mass clung to everything, mingling with the mustiness of old paper and leather bindings. A simple wooden crucifix dominated the wall behind his desk, the carved Christ’s suffering face turned slightly downward as though unable to bear witness to what transpired below.

Father O’Malley eased himself down into the leather chair, each movement deliberate as if cataloging which bones might snap under pressure. I remembered how he used to fill that chair with authority; how his stalwart posture supplied me with vicarious confidence when I had no hope of my own. Now the worn leather engulfed him. His black cassock no longer draped with dignity but puddled around him like spilled ink. In the wavering candlelight, his face had become a map of suffering—hollows beneath eyes that had witnessed too much, cheekbones that threatened to slice through the translucent skin stretched across them.

“Father,” I began, but the word emerged strangled. I cleared my throat—a human habit that served no purpose in my current state—and tried again. “You cannot simply leave us. Leave me.”

He folded his hands in his lap, the gesture so deliberate I wondered if he feared they might shake beyond his control otherwise. “Child, we discussed this in the church. My body—“

“Your body can be sustained!” The words tore from me with such vehemence that I took an involuntary step backward, my cold hands clenching at my sides. “There are treatments, physicians in Boston who might—“

“Alice.” His voice, though barely above a whisper, carried the authority of a man who had spent decades shepherding souls. “You know as well as I do every journey reaches its destination at the proper time. We are all given a time to live, and a time to die.”

I wanted to scream. I wanted to overturn his desk, scatter his precious books, shatter the false peace of this sanctuary. Instead, I stood frozen. My hands remained clenched so tightly that, were I still human, my nails would have drawn blood from my palms.

“But how will I—we—survive without the Sacrament?” The question erupted from me, raw and desperate. “You’ve seen what happens when we go without it. Rebecca barely maintains control even with weekly communion. And I...” 

I could not finish. The words died in my throat. 

Without the Eucharist, the monster within me grows. Its whispers become shouts. Its hunger—an agony.

Father O’Malley’s gaze never wavered from mine. “I am retiring to New York City,” he said, each word measured and deliberate. “There is a charity mission there, run by the Sisters of Mercy. They have need of a chaplain for their work among the city’s poor.”

“I thought you had little time!” I protested.

Father O’Malley nodded. “As I said, I might have weeks, perhaps months. I will serve the Lord until my body gives out completely. But I may need more help to continue as I am.”

“Then I’ll do it! I’ll help you!” My eyes widened for a moment, imagining I’d just resolved the problem for him. Enough to allow him to stay at St. Mary’s a little longer, at least. 

The priest smiled kindly. “But alas, Alice. You are only available to assist when the sun sets. The demands of a parish are more than you might imagine.”

“New York.” The words tasted like ash. “So far.”

“My sister lives there,” he continued, and for the first time, his composure cracked slightly. “Margaret. She has two boys—Michael and James. They’ve never truly known their uncle. I should like to...” He paused, drew a shuddering breath. “I should like to know them before the end. And Margaret, she’s in good health. I’ve never been able to offer her much, but offering her the chance to care for me in my last days is perhaps the most I can give.”

I snorted. “Doesn’t sound like much of a gift. Pardon me for saying so, Father.” 

Father O’Malley laughed. “What you do for the least of these, you do also for me.” 

I knew the verse. “Jesus said that. In Matthew twenty-five.” 

“When we imagine ourselves a burden, dear child, we rob others of the opportunity to love us, to love Christ in us, and through us. There is a time, perhaps most of our lives, when we may be the ones in the position to serve others, to offer charity. There also comes a time when the most we can give someone is the opportunity to love us, to extend a helping hand to us. By doing so, we grant them an opportunity to offer themselves as a living sacrifice, a love offering to Christ.” 

I furrowed my brow. “Are you saying you are Jesus?”

“Hardly!” the priest laughed harder than I’d expected he could given his condition. “Not according to my own person or merit, at least! But we are all His body, are we not? Those of us baptized into His name become unified with Him. In this way, when we serve others, we serve Christ’s body. Since His body, the humanity He inherited from the Blessed Virgin, is forever inseparable from His divine person, that means whenever we love one another, we love Christ Himself.”

I pursed my lips. “I never thought of it like that. In Daddy’s church, it was all about our personal relationship with God. I never really considered how we’re actually a part of His body. Not literally, anyway.” 

“We call it the communion of saints. The mystical union. Remember, child, that after Jesus exhorted his disciples to go into their rooms in secret to pray, the prayer he gave them began with our Father, not my Father. That’s because we’re always one in Him, we’re never alone, because we’re with each other. And because we’re all the body of Christ, He’s truly with us always when we come together as His people.” 

I ran my fingers through my hair, resisting the urge to pull it out by the roots. “But you’re still going to die.” 

“But I’ll also never die. Jesus said as much. ‘I am the resurrection, and the life: he that believeth in me, though he were dead, yet shall he live: And whosoever liveth and believeth in me shall never die. Believest thou this?’” 

I nodded. “John eleven. Somewhere in that chapter, I think.”

“Precisely.” Father O’Malley’s grin spread even wider. “That means time and space need not separate us. Not even death can separate us, child. For we who die in Christ never truly die. Just as death could not hold Christ’s human body in the grave, neither does it hold the body of Christ in death. We live in Christ, even if our earthly pilgrimage ends. And we’re still together, unified in that same body. I will never be so far from you as you think.” 

I stared at the priest blankly for a moment. “If I get the body of Christ! But if you’re not here in the this-worldly kind of way, to consecrate the Sacrament, how will I have access to the body?” 

“You’ve received the body and blood from my hand as if from the Lord Himself,” the priest explained. “And you will again, one way or another, I am sure of it. But even if you are unable to receive the Sacrament, you need only receive Christ in faith, and trust that you still belong to Him. I will never be so far from you as you imagine, even once I pass into heaven, so long as you persist in faith.” 

“This feels like abandonment,” I spat, whirling to face him. “You brought us to faith, taught us to endure through the Sacrament, and now you leave us to—what? Starve? Descend into the very damnation you promised we could avoid?”

Father O’Malley’s expression remained maddeningly serene. With effort that made the tendons in his neck stand out like cords, he leaned forward and reached toward something on his desk. His hands trembled so violently that for a moment I feared he might knock over the inkwell. Finally, his fingers found purchase on a package wrapped in brown cloth, perhaps the length and width of a book, tied with simple twine.

“I have not forgotten my obligations to you, Alice,” he said, pulling the package closer. “Nor would I leave you without provision for your journey ahead.”

Father O’Malley’s fingers worked at the twine with painful deliberation, each movement a battle against his body’s rebellion. The simple knot that any child could have undone in seconds became an ordeal under his trembling hands. I nearly reached out to help him but stopped myself—there was something sacred in his struggle, a dignity I dared not violate. Finally, the twine fell away, and he peeled back the brown cloth with the reverence one might show in unveiling a relic.

The book that emerged was modest in appearance—worn leather binding, pages yellowed with age, the gilt lettering on its spine nearly rubbed away by countless hands. Yet when he pushed it across the desk toward me, I hesitated as though it might burn me the way the Eucharist did.

“The Way of Perfection,” I read aloud, making out the faded title. “St. Teresa of Ávila.”

“This will be your guide now,” Father O’Malley said, his voice gaining strength despite the weakness that consumed his frame.

I stared at the book without touching it, confusion knotting my brow. “But I have a Bible. Why would I need—“

“Not to replace your Bible,” he interrupted gently. “To illuminate it. To help you navigate its truths personally, intimately. St. Teresa understood suffering in ways that few saints did. She understood the dark night of the soul, the feeling of God’s absence even while desperately seeking His presence.” His eyes met mine with an intensity that belied his frail state. “She will teach you to pursue the kind of holiness necessary to resist the reptiles that claw at your soul.”

The metaphor struck too close to the truth. I felt those reptiles always—coiled in my chest, hissing their temptations, their scales scraping against whatever remained of my humanity. My fingers finally found the courage to touch the book’s cover, the leather cool beneath my equally cold touch.

“You’ve been that for me!” The words burst from me with unexpected vehemence. “You’re my mentor! You’ve shown me truths about our faith that my own father never saw, despite all his years in the pulpit. The way you interpret Scripture, the depths you find in passages he only skimmed—“ My voice cracked, though no tears could come from these dead eyes. “I can’t lose you, Father. Not when I’ve only just begun to understand.”

Father O’Malley’s expression softened with such compassion that it nearly undid me. “Dear child, you must find the strength not in me, but within the suffering itself. I am merely a vessel, cracked and failing. The truths I’ve shared come not from my wisdom but from the centuries of saints who came before. St. Teresa will be a far better guide than this dying priest.”

“But she’s been dead for three hundred years!” I protested, my fingers tightening on the book’s edges. “She can’t answer my questions, can’t help me interpret what I experience. She never knew what it was to be—“ I caught myself before saying the word vampire, though we both knew what haunted the silence.

“Open it,” Father O’Malley instructed. “The page I’ve marked.”

My hands moved without conscious thought, finding the silk ribbon that marked a spot perhaps a third of the way through. The pages fell open to reveal his careful marginalia in fading ink. One passage had been underlined with such emphasis that the pen had nearly torn through the paper:

“It is a great advantage not to be in the world, and so, the less we are in it, the more entirely we shall be in Him.”

Father O’Malley quoted it from memory, his voice taking on the cadence of prayer. “She wrote those words while enclosed in her convent, cut off from the world by choice. You, Alice, have been cut off by—circumstance. But the principle remains. Your separation from the living world can become your path to union with the divine.”

I traced the words with my finger, feeling their weight even as my mind reeled at the irony. Here I sat, a creature of the night, holding a guide to spiritual perfection written by a saint who had never tasted blood, never felt the hunger that gnawed at me every waking moment, never known what it was to exist in the space between salvation and damnation.

“She speaks here of detachment,” Father O’Malley continued, turning to another marked section. “Of dying to self. But you, Alice—you have already died. Your physical death could become the foundation of profound spiritual life, if you allow it.”

“Or it could be my damnation,” I countered.

“The choice remains yours.” His words carried no judgment, only statement of fact. “The new priest will arrive within the week. Father John Sullivan, newly ordained, full of zeal and orthodox fervor.”

My dead heart seemed to clench. “Will he—does he know about us?”

“He knows nothing. And you must be willing to accept his decision, whatever it may be.” Father O’Malley’s gaze bored into mine. “If he refuses you the Sacrament, if he casts you out as the demons the Order believes you to be, you must carry that cross and trust that the Lord will always provide a way to escape temptation.”

“Even the temptation of a vampire?” The words emerged as barely a whisper. “To drink? To kill? Without the Eucharist, how long before I become the monster they already think I am?”

Father O’Malley reached across the desk with tremendous effort and placed his warm, living hand over my cold, dead one where it rested on St. Teresa’s book. The contrast was shocking—his pulse fluttering against my stillness, his warmth against my perpetual chill.

“You are still His child,” he said with such conviction that for a moment I almost believed him. “The mark of baptism cannot be erased, not even by death, not even by what you’ve become. If you endure the trial, you’ll receive the reward. St. Teresa writes of this—the purgation that precedes illumination. Your purgation may simply be more literal and arduous than most.”

I wanted to laugh at the absurdity of it—a vampire’s guide to sainthood. Instead, I clutched the book against my chest as though it might fill the hollow spaces within. 

“Read it nightly,” Father O’Malley instructed, withdrawing his hand with visible exhaustion. “Where once you would have slept, now you can study, and better, pray. Make her words your meditation. Let them be the lamp unto your feet when all other lights go dark.”

My face, I knew, had become a mask—the rigid control I’d learned to maintain when emotions threatened to reveal the monster beneath the maiden’s form. But Father O’Malley saw through such facades. He always had.

“You must not despair, Alice,” he said, his voice gaining unexpected strength. “Remember—your suffering has purpose. Christ suffered for you; you suffer for Him and with Him. This is not punishment but participation. Through your unique trials, you share in the Passion in ways others cannot imagine.”

“Pretty words,” I managed, though my voice emerged rough as sand. “But you won’t be here to remind me of them when the hunger grows unbearable.”

“Then let St. Teresa remind you.” He moved toward the coat rack by the door, movements slow but determined. “She wrote, ‘The soul that is united with God habitually enjoys the greatest tranquility.’ Seek that union, Alice. Not through me, not through any mortal mediator, but directly. Your condition forces you to stand outside human society—use that separation to stand closer to the divine.”

He donned his coat with visible difficulty, each arm a struggle to find its sleeve. His hat followed—a simple black felt affair that had seen better decades—which he settled carefully on his head.

At the threshold, he paused, one hand braced against the doorframe. The morning light had grown stronger, painting the frost on the windows gold and rose, though I knew I could not follow him into that light. Not yet. Not ever.

“One last thing,” he said, not turning to face me. “When doubt comes—and it will come, Alice, fierce and terrible—remember that Peter denied Christ thrice before the cock crowed, yet became the rock upon which the Church was built. Your failures do not define your destiny. Your choices, despite those failures, do.”

He stepped through the doorway then, into the pale winter morning. I listened to his footsteps on the frozen ground—shuffle-scrape, shuffle-scrape—growing fainter with each passing moment. Through the window, I watched his bent figure navigate the path that led away from the church, away from this sanctuary that had been my salvation for the past year. The rising sun caught his shoulders, transforming him briefly into a figure of light before he passed beyond the tree line and disappeared from view.








  
  
Chapter 3




The rectory’s air hung thick with the scent of melting candle wax. I stood with my companions in the shadows—Desiderius maintaining his centuries-old vigil stance, Ruth shifting her weight with barely contained agitation, Rebecca pressed against the wall as though she might dissolve into it entirely. We had come to say farewell, though the word itself seemed inadequate for what this parting meant. 

Father O’Malley sat behind his desk, his traveling case already packed and waiting by the door. His hands, which had so often steadied mine during moments of spiritual crisis, now trembled with a palsy. When he reached for the sealed envelope resting before him, the effort required both hands to keep it from slipping through his fingers.

The door opened without warning, admitting a young priest whose collar still bore the stiffness of recent manufacture. Father John could not have been more than twenty-five, his face carrying that peculiar combination of earnestness and uncertainty that one might expect from the newly ordained. His eyes swept across our gathering, and I watched them widen slightly at what he saw—four figures standing with unnatural stillness in the pre-dawn gloom, none of us breathing except by conscious choice.

“Father John,” O’Malley’s voice carried more strength than his body suggested possible, “thank you for coming at this unusual hour.”

“Of course, Father.” The young priest’s tone held careful politeness, though his gaze kept returning to us with barely disguised curiosity. “Your message said it was urgent.”

Father O’Malley gestured toward us with one trembling hand. “These are the parishioners I mentioned. They require special accommodation due to their... condition.”

The word hung in the air like incense smoke. I watched Father John’s brow furrow as he processed this cryptic introduction. O’Malley continued before questions could form.

“They suffer from extreme photosensitivity,” the dying priest explained. “Sunlight causes them tremendous pain, you understand. Therefore, they can only attend Mass at night.”

“Photosensitivity?” Father John repeated, his voice rising slightly with incredulity. “All four of them?”

“A rare affliction,” O’Malley confirmed, his eyes never leaving the younger priest’s face. “But their faith remains strong despite their trials. They have been devoted members of this congregation for over a year now.”

I studied Father John’s expression as he absorbed this explanation. His jaw worked slightly, as though chewing on words he dared not speak. I knew he suspected something beyond a mere medical condition. He was right; the chances of four people all happening to suffer from such a rare if not unheard of condition invited skepticism. I couldn’t blame Father O’Malley. He was bound to tell the truth, and “extreme photosensitivity” wasn’t an inaccurate assessment of at least a part of our plight. 

“I see,” Father John said finally, though his tone suggested he saw very little indeed. “And you’ve been conducting midnight Masses for them?”

“Every week without fail. For them and a handful of other parishioners who attend when they cannot find sleep.” O’Malley lifted the sealed envelope with visible effort, extending it toward the younger priest. “This letter contains my formal recommendation regarding their continued spiritual care. I trust you will give it proper consideration.”

Father John accepted the envelope with both hands. I was faster than I used to be when I was a human. Stronger, too. But I couldn’t see through paper. I was inordinately curious as to the letter’s contents. Did O’Malley dare hint at our true nature? Or had he crafted more elaborate half-truths to protect us?

“They are quite devoted to the Eucharist,” O’Malley added. “It sustains them in ways that are... difficult to describe.”

The young priest’s fingers tightened on the envelope. “Father O’Malley, forgive me, but this seems highly irregular. Midnight Masses? For a medical condition? Surely there must be some other arrangement—“
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