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Drops Of Blood


By David Cornford


 


Bayarjargal moaned as his body tried to kill itself. He was a tall, young man with lank dark hair, sunken cheeks and bloodshot eyes that peered out of black hollows. Dressed in poorly fitting rags, he lay in the gutter of a small lane way covered in his own filth and surrounded by refuse that the previous day's storm had swept from neighbouring roads and paths. 


 


I must feed.


 


He tried to ignore the need, but there was only the sharp, slicing agony pulsing through him and the lure of what would take the pain away. Must hold out. He tried to turn his thoughts to something else, desperate for a memory to take away the bleak torment of the present, but all that surfaced were the faces of the people he had killed. The merchant and his guard. The farmers. The innkeeper and his daughter. The travellers and bandits. Their faces and screams swept through his mind, How many has it been? Dozens? Hundreds? The deaths were mental stepping stones that took him back through the years, forcing him to relive each murder until he was where it had all started, once again a boy standing amongst the dead of his village knowing he had killed them all.


 


The memories ignited a deep yearning ache. He gasped a weak, pitiful cry as the churning, agony inside intensified, but no one heard. Black water spilling from a nearby drain seeped into his already sodden clothes and slipped between his cracked lips to fill his mouth with its toxic tang. His insides spasmed and he convulsed, his head cracking against stone and taking him away from the horror of his life. 


 


It was hot and sunny when he came to.


 


So hungry. 


 


He eased himself into a sitting position and a wheezing cry escaped his lips. The warmth had dried his clothes into hard creases and folds that scraped his skin as he moved, rubbing the swollen lumps and opening the sores that covered his body. A cat's screeched hunger, a dog's pitiful bark of challenge and a woman's curse filled his ears. He took a deep breath and shifted his body again, wincing at the flashes of pain the movement brought. I cannot go that long again. I need a new plan. He gritted his teeth and leant on the wall as he climbed to his feet, hissing as he moved until he stood panting and swaying. The world gradually settled and he stumbled his way forward. The cramps bent him over after a few steps, but he pushed on, shuffling his way into a slightly wider lane way. He paused, leaning on a nearby wall to catch his breath.


 


The sound of stumbling, scuffing footsteps turned his head. A man was approaching. His head was down and swaying from side to side. Drool dribbled from the corner of his mouth and ran down his soft chin into a sickly stain on his tunic. He was mumbling as he wandered across the width of the lane.


The cramps seized Bayarjargal's gut harder and he could taste blood. He watched the drunk move closer, the stench of vomit and bitter spirits becoming stronger as he neared, but Bayarjargal barely noticed them. What held his attention was the rich vitality nestled inside the man. It pulsed juicily with each beat of the man's heart and desire for it filled Bayarjargal even as the surviving part of his innocence despaired over the craving. There was little of that left, however, and Bayarjargal's hunger easily pushed it to one side. 


 


I need it.


 


Bayarjargal moved towards the man and as he did, he felt towards him, stretching with some deep, dark part of himself that he did not fully understand, but that he could not do without.


 


The man's eyes snapped open and stretched wide, then his body convulsed. Bayarjargal sighed. His eyes rolled back and his jaw fell slack as he drained the man of his life. Energy flooded into Bayarjargal's body and he moaned as he felt ravaged organs revitalize and deadly tumours diminish. The man slumped to the floor and Bayarjargal loomed over him, swaying in currents of ecstasy.


 


Pain exploded in the side of his head and he fell onto the man he had just murdered. He reached up and touched his temple as he struggled to return his mind to reality. His fingers came away wet. 


 


"Bit scrawny, but we'll still get something for him."


Bayarjargal brought his fingers to his eyes and stared at the redness that coated them.


 


What is that?


 


"I think he's simple. Should make this easy."


 


"Quick now, before anyone comes."


 


Bayarjargal turned towards the voices and stared at three men running towards him. Each was a different shape and size, and all wore thick, weathered black robes stretching to their ankles.


 


One paused and reached back with his arm.


 


What is he doing?


 


The man's arm swung forwards and something cracked on the door near Bayarjargal's left ear. The sound snapped the young man's mind back to the present as the thrower cursed and leapt forwards. Bayarjargal's lips curled into a snarl and he reached into the men coming for him. They dropped to the ground with strangled sounds. The young man growled and ripped their vitality from them. The euphoria that consumed him as the energy of all three men filled him was overwhelming and he collapsed onto the drunks body.


 


It was dark and raining when he opened his eyes. He was alone apart from the bodies of the men he had killed. He rubbed his arms, the tattered cloth covering them pulling apart. The lumps and weeping sores had gone. He took a long breath, filling his lungs deeper than he had for weeks. 


 


I can't go that long without feeding again.


 


He looked at his rags and then to the drunk. Too big. He turned his attention to the men that had come for him and his eyes settled on one that was close to his size. He hastened to the man's side and then quickly stripped himself of the rags he wore. He took a moment to wash in the pouring rain, rubbing himself clean of crusted dirt and grime, before dressing himself in the other man's clothes. There were a handful of coins in the man's pocket. He searched the other bodies and took their meager wealth for his own before hastening away.


 


* * *


 


Bayarjargal sat in the back of the tavern with an untasted tankard of ale beside him. His mouth salivated as he regarded the drink. It has been so long since I had anything that was not dirty, raw or tasteless scraps. He lifted the tankard to his lips and filled his mouth. The brew had a sharp nettle taste that made his lips pucker. 


 


His eyes roamed the patrons as he savoured the taste. I can feel the vitality of each and every one of them. He set the tankard back onto the table and rubbed his arms. The lesions are returning. They are coming back faster than they used to. I thought the poor, sick and homeless would be enough, but they offer barely any nourishment at all. I could feed on every one of the lost and it would not be enough. What will it take for this to go away? How many do I need to take before I am healed? I want this all to stop.


 


The words were empty and a lie that he told himself less and less. His mind slipped back to how he had felt after he had killed the men, the rush of sensation filling every pore. His breath quickened and he shivered with eagerness to feel that again. Have I already reached the tipping point where I do this more for the feeling than the healing? Bayarjargal knew the answer, he had known it for months, maybe longer, but he was not yet ready to tell it to himself. His eyes settled on a group of farmhands. The weak do not give me what I need. If I must feed, then choosing the strong and healthy will mean I can last longer and I will not need to kill as often.


 


Relief filled him at the thought of days or weeks passing without committing murder, but it was accompanied by a sense of loss at the prospect of not feeling the sweetness of another's energy coursing through his body. 


 


He looked around the room, eager to find something to take his mind away from his conflicted emotions. A soft woman of many curves wearing a sleeveless bodice with its top unlaced to reveal ample cleavage caught his roaming eyes. Her vitality was dim and flickering. Liver rot. She will be dead in a month or so. Studying her roused his dark hunger. He tried to suppress it, but it seized him and refused to be ignored. What I have taken so far has barely nourished me. Tomorrow will be full of pain. He shivered at the thought. Just one. I just need a little. He nodded to himself. She will suffice for tonight.


 


The woman caught his nod and hastened over to stand with a flirtatious smile beside his table. Equally hungry eyes locked together. She smiled as she mistook the source of Bayarjargal's desire. "Lonely tonight, my love?"


 


Bayarjargal nodded.


 


Her smile broadened to reveal stained teeth. "Show us yer coin then lovely."


 


Bayarjargal reached into his pocket and pulled out a handful of coins. He placed them on the table. The woman cooed and swept them into a small purse tied to her thin belt. 


 


"Oh lovely, for that I can show yer a real good time. Real good. Come, follow me now, my love." Bayarjargal allowed himself to be led from his table to a door guarded by a large, scowling man that glared at him as he approached. His fingers touched the side of his head where the rock had struck. There was no bruise or soreness, the energy he had taken from the men that had attacked him had completely healed the wound. But what if it had been a larger rock? What if it had been a blade? 


 


The whore noticed his movement and the look that the other man was giving him. "Don't yer worry love. George there is just there for me protection. Stops anything bad happening to me, he does."


Protection. Yes, I need protection.


 


The woman pulled her purse from her belt and handed it to the man before leading Bayarjargal past him and up a staircase to a corridor on the upper level. A damp smell edged with sweat and sex filled the young man's nostrils. 


 


"Oh yer are going to enjoy this," the woman said as she opened a door.


 


Bayarjargal paused on the threshold. I can still stop this. I could go without for tonight. The thoughts brought a cramping in his stomach and broke the meagre resolve that had started to germinate. He allowed the whore to pull him through. The room held a single bed with crumpled stained sheets and a half-full bedpan. The woman pushed the door closed behind her. "Now-" Her voice died as Bayarjargal gripped her by the throat and fed on her. 


 


* * *


 


Are you or a loved one sick? Come to the town theatre where a kishpu of The Academy will be healing even the worst of maladies.


 


The poster caught Bayarjargal's attention. A painting below the words depicted a woman kneeling before a bleeding child. The worst of maladies can be healed. Bayarjargal was acutely aware of the rising lumps in his arms, the rattle in his chest and the twinge of abdomen muscles that he knew would soon be crippling cramps. What remained of the boy he had been, the boy who had not needed to kill to live, re-read the poster and found an address. Maybe there is still hope. Maybe there is another way. 


 


"Healing is a complex art form."


 


The woman that stood on the stage in the small theatre was less than five feet in height with a larger than average build and had the most vibrant red hair that Bayarjargal had ever seen. She seemed to almost glow, the energies of everyone else in the auditorium paling to smouldering embers in comparison. A young man stood before her clutching his arm.


 


"When we heal, we reach into another and connect with them so that we can feel what is not as it should be." She smiled at the young man. "You will feel that now. Do not be afraid." She closed her eyes and the young man before her gasped. "Do not worry," the kishpu said. "I can feel the break in your arm. Let me mend it."


 


The young man opened his mouth as if to say something, then his eyes widened. He stared down at his arm. "I can feel something happening!"


 


The woman nodded, her eyes still closed. "There, the break is healed."


 


The young man slowly raised his arm. "I don't believe it." He turned to face the assembled crowd and raised his arm in the air. "It's better!"


Bayarjargal felt his pulse race as cheers and raised, excited voices came from those around him. She might actually be able to help me.


 


The woman knelt and picked-up a small pottery cup standing nearby, raising it to her lips as the young man left the stage and a middle-aged woman took his place. "Once the connection has been formed, there are two approaches to healing," the woman said as she replaced the cup at her feet. "The first is to feel the wound or ailment and remove or correct what should not be. The second approach is to push some of our energy into the sick or wounded and increase their vitality, enabling them to heal themselves. Both are effective, however pushing one's energy into another has a side effect of forming a bond with that person. The more energy that is transferred, the stronger the bond, to a point where the one receiving the energy is dominated by the other. It is for this reason that The Academy forbids this practice and you can be assured that any kishpu that can heal, like myself, will never do such a thing. The bond that is formed when I heal is barely anything and quickly diminishes." The red-haired woman smiled at the older woman facing her. "What is your name?"


 


"Rosie," the woman said.


 


"Well Rosie, what ails you, my dear?" 


 


The woman clutched her belly. "In here. I get such pains. The doctors can't do nothing for me."


The kishpu smiled. "Let me see what I can do." She closed her eyes again and this time it was the other woman's turn to gasp as a connection formed between the two women.


 


"Ah yes, I understand. There are tumours." The kishpu's face creased in concentration and Rosie winced. "Almost there."


 


A slight cry slipped from Rosie's lips and then she clutched her abdomen. "The pain's gone!"


 


The kishpu smiled as she opened her eyes. 


 


Bayarjargal took a deep breath. She could heal me. He watched as other men and women made their way onto the stage with nervous eyes edged with both hope and pain, eyes that filed with tears as they left the stage healthy, expressions of wonder on their faces. 


 


Finally, the kishpu raised her hands in the air and gave a weary sigh. "I am sorry, but healing is a very tiring endeavour. I must rest, but I will return tomorrow." She smiled at the crowd before walking to the back of the stage and disappearing from view.


 


Bayarjargal rose from his seat and walked with the crowd as they left, then stepped away from the masses into the shadows behind the entrance curtain. He waited until the last person had departed before walking back into the auditorium. He made his way onto and then across the stage as he followed the path the kishpu had taken. Pulling aside a curtain hanging at the back of the stage, he stepped around ropes and pulleys, storage crates and mismatched pieces of furniture before exiting through a small door and following the corridor beyond. Light spilled into the dark space from a partially opened doorway. His footsteps faltered as he approached. 


 


"I can feel you."


 


The woman's voice startled him and he paused.


 


"Do not be afraid. You may enter."


 


Bayarjargal stepped forward and pushed the door open. The red-haired kishpu was sitting with crossed legs on a simple wooden chair facing the door. She smiled at him as he entered. "I could sense you in the crowd. When a kishpu becomes experienced with their powers, they can feel others that have similar capabilities and energies. You are aware of your powers, yes?"


 


Bayarjargal pursed his lips. "I... know what I am capable of, but that is not why I am here."


 


The kishpu cocked her head to one side.


 


"I am sick. Very sick. I was hoping that you might be able to heal me."


 


The woman frowned. "But can you not-"


 


Bayarjargal shook his head. "What I can do... the pain always comes back."


 


The kishpu rubbed her eyes. "I am sorry, but it has been a very tiring day. Each time I connect with another to heal them, a little of my energy is used. Then the healing itself takes more of my energy. If you come back-"


 


"Please, just tell me if I can be healed."


 


The kishpu regarded Bayarjargal for a moment and then nodded. Her eyes narrowed as she concentrated. Bayarjargal felt a slight pressure and warmth in the centre of his chest and then a sense of connection between himself and the woman that was both an emotional and physical link. This must be the bond she talked about before. I wonder why I have not felt it before, when I have connected with others. Maybe because I only sought to take their energy. Interesting.
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