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The Sunset Clause


Prologue


The first thing to return was sound. Not all at once, not a sudden crash back into the world, but a slow, seeping tide of noise that felt fundamentally wrong. It began as a low hum, a vibration that seemed to originate inside his own skull. It was a thick, syrupy drone that coated every nascent thought, making it impossible to form a coherent question. He tried to swim up through it, to breach the surface of this humming murk, but his limbs were made of lead and his mind of cotton.




For a time—seconds or centuries, he couldn't tell—that hum was his entire universe. Then, slowly, other sounds began to punctuate it. A rhythmic, soft squeak-squeak-squeak, the sound of rubber-soled shoes on a linoleum floor, echoing from what felt like a vast distance. A dry, mechanical click, followed by a rush of air that was too loud, a violent whisper that scraped against the inside of his ears. A faint, almost subliminal beep… beep… beep, steady and maddeningly persistent.




Each new sound was an agony. It was as if he’d spent his life listening to the world through a thick blanket, and someone had just ripped it away, leaving his nerves raw and exposed to the unfiltered cacophony of existence. He tried to clench his eyes shut, a primal instinct to block out the overwhelming input, but he couldn’t feel his eyelids. He couldn't feel anything except the oppressive weight of the air on his skin and the thunderous, chaotic symphony drilling into his brain.




Then came the smell. It was sharp, sterile, and invasive. A chemical tang of antiseptic that burned his sinuses and made his throat feel tight. Underneath it, there was something else. The dusty, tired scent of old plastic, the faint, metallic odor of electronics, and a smell that was vaguely, unsettlingly organic, like wilted flowers left too long in a vase. He tried to recoil, to turn his head away, but his body remained a statue. Panic, cold and sharp, began to cut through the fog.




Where was he?




The question was a lifeboat. He clung to it, repeating it in the silent space of his mind. Where am I? What happened?





He remembered… fragments. The screech of tires on wet asphalt. The world tilting, a kaleidoscope of streetlights and rain-streaked glass. A sharp, explosive pain in his chest, a sensation of being crushed and torn all at once. Then, nothing. A deep, velvety blackness that had been utterly silent. He yearned for that silence now, a desperate, aching need for the noise to stop.




With a monumental effort that felt like he was shifting tectonic plates, he forced his eyes open.




The light was a physical blow. A flat, white, merciless glare from rectangular panels in the ceiling. It stabbed into his retinas, sending a supernova of pain through his head. He squeezed his eyes shut again, a guttural groan escaping his lips. The sound of his own voice was alien, a dry, rasping noise that seemed to come from someone else.




“Easy now.”




The voice was female, calm and low, yet it boomed in the echo chamber of his head. It was close. Too close. He could feel the slight displacement of air as she moved. He could smell her.




The antiseptic and dust were still there, but now a new scent flooded his senses, eclipsing everything else. It was warm. It was alive. It smelled of salt and iron and a faint, sweet perfume that was uniquely, intoxicatingly human. It was the most complex and overwhelming thing he had ever experienced, a symphony of its own, and it called to a part of him he didn’t know existed. A deep, hollow ache bloomed in his chest, a hunger so profound it felt like a kind of homesickness.




He forced his eyes open again, blinking through the pain, determined to see the source of the voice, the source of the scent.




The room swam into a blurry, overexposed focus. White walls. White ceiling. White sheets pulled up to his chest. The rhythmic beeping came from a machine beside his bed, its screen displaying a placid green line. His gaze traveled down his arm, finding an IV tube taped to his skin.




A woman stood beside the bed, her form backlit by the merciless overhead light. She was of average height, with dark hair pulled back into a severe bun and a face that was etched with a kind of permanent, professional weariness. She wore a simple grey pantsuit, a stark contrast to the sterile white of the room. In her hands, she held a thick, heavy-looking binder, its cover a dull, bureaucratic blue.




“Mr. Alistair? Caleb?” she asked, her voice carefully modulated. “My name is Dr. Anya Sharma. Can you understand me?”




He tried to answer, to say his name, but his tongue felt thick and foreign in his mouth. He managed a dry click, a movement of his jaw.




She seemed to take this as a yes. “Good. That’s good. Don’t try to talk just yet. Your throat will be… sensitive. We had to intubate.”





Intubate. The word hung in the air, clinical and terrifying. He stared at her, the questions piling up behind the logjam in his brain. Hospital? Accident?


“You’re in a secure recovery wing at the Federal Regulation and Oversight Center,” she continued, her eyes, a deep, intelligent brown, scanning his face, assessing him. “You were in an accident three nights ago. A multi-car pile-up on the interstate. Do you remember any of it?”




He gave a slight, jerky nod. The memory was a shard of glass in his mind. The rain. The headlights. The crushing impact.




“Your injuries were… extensive,” she said, and for the first time, a flicker of something—pity, perhaps—softened her weary expression. “Catastrophic, in fact. Multiple organ failure, massive internal hemorrhaging, severe thoracic trauma. By all medical definitions, you were pronounced dead on arrival at the city hospital.”





Dead. The word didn't compute. He was here. He was hearing her, seeing her, smelling her. He was in pain. Dead people didn't feel pain. Did they? The panic returned, colder this time.




“Obviously,” she said, a faint, dry irony in her tone, “that wasn’t the end of the story. Your file was flagged. You were a universal donor, O-negative, with no next of kin listed on your emergency contacts. That, combined with the nature of your injuries, made you a candidate for the Program.”




“Pro… gram?” The word was a Herculean effort, a dry rasp that scraped his throat raw.




Dr. Sharma’s gaze didn’t waver. She seemed prepared for this, for every question, every reaction. “The Post-Mortem Reanimation and Integration Program. A federal initiative. It was developed as a last-resort life-saving measure. It’s… controversial. And it’s irreversible.”




She placed the heavy blue binder on the small table that swung over his bed. The thud was unnervingly loud. On the cover, in stark white letters, were the words: A Guide to Regulated Vampirism: Rights, Responsibilities, and Restrictions.


Caleb stared at the title. The letters seemed to squirm, to rearrange themselves into nonsense. Vampirism. It was a word from fantasy novels, from campy old movies with men in capes. It had no place in this sterile, clinical room. It had no place in his life.




“This is a joke,” he rasped, the words tearing at his larynx. “Some kind of… sick joke.”




“I assure you, Mr. Alistair, the federal government has very little sense of humor,” she said flatly. “And we don’t joke about this. We regulate it. Strictly.”




She opened the binder. The rustle of the page was like a forest fire in his ears. “Let’s start with the basics. Your heart is not beating. The machine you hear is a circulatory pump, rhythmically moving your blood to prevent coagulation. It’s temporary. Once you’re ambulatory, it will be removed. Your own body will take over, though not in the way you’re used to. Your cellular structure has been fundamentally altered by a retrovirus and a series of enzymatic catalysts. Your cells no longer decay. They regenerate. Rapidly. But they require a… specific fuel to do so. A fuel your body can no longer produce.”




He shook his head, a slow, disbelieving motion. “No. No, I was… I was a programmer. I lived in a small apartment downtown. I had a cat. I… I’m just a guy.”





“You were a programmer,” she corrected him gently. “And I’m very sorry about your cat; animal companionship is often a casualty of the transition. But you are not ‘just a guy’ anymore, Caleb. You are, for all legal and medical purposes, a vampire. A specific classification of citizen with a unique set of biological needs and a stringent set of legal requirements.”






The scent of her, warm and alive, pulsed in the air. The ache in his chest intensified, twisting into a sharp, demanding pang. Hunger. It was a hunger unlike anything he had ever known. It wasn't in his stomach; it was in his veins, in his bones, a hollow craving that screamed for… something. Something he knew, on a terrifying, instinctual level, she possessed.





“What do you want?” he asked, his voice low and hoarse. The question was aimed at her, but it was also aimed at the gnawing void inside him.




“I am here to guide you through your first twenty-four hours,” she said, her professionalism a shield. “To ensure you understand the rules. They are not suggestions, Caleb. They are the absolute, unbreachable conditions of your continued existence.”




She turned a page in the binder. It was filled with dense text, charts, and diagrams that made his head swim. “Rule Number One: Registration. You are now registered in a national database. Your biometrics, DNA, and location are on file. You will be subject to mandatory monthly check-ups at a facility like this one. Failure to appear for a check-up is a federal offense, and you will be designated as a ‘rogue’ and hunted. Is that clear?”




Hunted. The word was cold and ugly. He felt a surge of helpless anger. “You did this to me. You brought me back as… as this thing, and now you’re treating me like a criminal?”




“We brought you back from death,” she countered, her voice hardening slightly. “The alternative was a cremation oven. The regulations are in place not to punish you, but to protect the public. To protect them from what you are now capable of.”




“Capable of what?” he shot back, his voice cracking.




Dr. Sharma met his gaze, and the professional mask slipped, revealing a profound, soul-deep exhaustion. “Of losing control. Of seeing a human being not as a person, but as a solution to a biological problem. Which brings us to Rule Number Two, the most important rule of all: You are legally, ethically, and absolutely forbidden from feeding on a human being.”

The air crackled with the weight of her words. He stared at her, the instinctual hunger inside him roaring in protest, even as his conscious mind recoiled in horror.




“Feeding?” he whispered.




“Your body now craves blood,” she stated, as if discussing a dietary restriction. “Specifically, living, human blood. It is the most efficient fuel for your cellular regeneration. It is also a potent narcotic. The act of feeding creates a… bond. An addictive one. For both parties, though the human rarely survives it intact, either physically or mentally. Furthermore, the retrovirus that animates you can be transmitted through an exchange of fluids during a feed. Creating an unregistered vampire is the highest offense on the books. It carries a mandatory sentence of termination.”




“Termination,” he repeated numbly. “You mean you’ll kill me.”




“We will cease your biological functions,” she corrected, the clinical euphemism more chilling than the truth. “We are very, very good at it.”




He sagged back against the pillows, the fight draining out of him, replaced by a cold, creeping dread. The sounds of the room pressed in on him again—the squeak of shoes in the hallway, the hum of the ventilator, the steady, mocking beep of the machine that was pretending to be his heart.




“So how…?” he began, his throat so dry he could barely form the word. “How do I… eat?”




“Rule Number Three: The Synthetic,” she said, turning another page. “The government provides a nutritional substitute. We call it ‘Synth-Heme.’ It meets the minimum biological requirements to keep your cells from degrading. It will keep you functional.” She paused. “It is, by all accounts, disgusting. It’s expensive to produce, so your allotment will be rationed. It will keep you alive, Caleb, but it will not satisfy you. The hunger… the craving… that will always be there. It’s a part of the package. Learning to live with it is the primary challenge of your new life.”




He closed his eyes. He imagined drinking something cold and foul-tasting from a sterile pack for the rest of his life. A life that, presumably, would be very, very long. The thought was nauseating. The loneliness of it, the sheer, unending monotony of a craving that could never be sated, stretched out before him like a barren desert.




“I didn’t ask for this,” he whispered, the words tasting of despair.




“No one ever does,” Dr. Sharma said, her voice softening again. “No one chooses this. It’s a tragedy that becomes a condition. Our job is to help you manage it, so it doesn’t become a threat.”




Suddenly, the squeak-squeak-squeak from the hallway grew louder. A figure appeared in the doorway of his room—a young man in blue scrubs, holding a chart. He was likely a nurse or an orderly. He glanced in, made brief eye contact with Dr. Sharma, nodded, and then continued on his way. He was there and gone in less than five seconds.




But for Caleb, it was an eternity.




The moment the nurse appeared, the ambient scent of Dr. Sharma was blown away by a new one, a gale-force wind of sensory information. This man’s scent was sharper, younger. It smelled of cheap soap and coffee and the faint, sweet aroma of the pastry he must have eaten for breakfast. And under it all, the lifeblood, the essence of him, pounded like a drum. It was warm and vital and singing with life.




It was everything Caleb’s body screamed for.




The hollow ache in his chest exploded into a savage, visceral need. It was not a thought. It was not an emotion. It was a physical imperative, an instinct more powerful than breathing. His muscles tensed, coiling with a strength he didn't know he possessed. A low growl rumbled in his chest, a predatory sound that terrified him. His gums ached, a sharp, piercing pain, and he felt a strange pressure against his lips.




He wanted to launch himself from the bed. He wanted to run the man down, to sink his teeth into the warm flesh of his neck, to drink and drink and drink until the gnawing emptiness inside him was filled. The urge was so powerful, so absolute, that it blotted out everything else—Dr. Sharma, the room, his own identity. There was only the hunger and the prey.




He gripped the bedsheets, his knuckles turning white, the fabric groaning in protest. He squeezed his eyes shut, his entire being focused on a single command: Don't move.





“Caleb?” Dr. Sharma’s voice cut through the red haze. It was sharp, alert. “Breathe. I know what you’re feeling. It’s the Proximity Response. It’s purely instinctual. Fight it.”




He couldn't breathe. His lungs were useless ornaments in his chest. But he fought. He dragged his mind back from the precipice, pulling on the fraying threads of the man he used to be. The programmer. The guy with the cat. He pictured his small, cluttered apartment, the warmth of the sun on his face through the window, the taste of a hot coffee. He clung to these memories, using them as an anchor against the tidal wave of instinct.




Slowly, agonizingly, the wave receded, leaving him trembling and drenched in a cold sweat he couldn't physically produce. The growl died in his throat. The tension in his muscles eased, leaving them feeling shaky and weak. He opened his eyes, his gaze locking with Dr. Sharma’s.




She was watching him not with fear, but with a clinical, knowing intensity. “You felt it, didn’t you? The fangs?”




He tentatively ran his tongue over his teeth. Where his canines should have been, he felt two needle-sharp points, long and terrifyingly out of place. He pulled his lips back in a silent snarl, trying to see them, to comprehend the monstrous change in his own body.




“They are retractable,” she explained calmly. “Tied to your adrenal response. Or what passes for one now. When the hunger spikes, when you sense a potential source, they descend. It’s part of the predatory biology we are still struggling to fully understand. You did well to control it. Many don’t, their first time.”




He slumped back, breathing a ragged, useless gasp. The horror of what he had almost done, of what he had wanted to do, washed over him, even more chilling than the hunger itself. It wasn't just a physical change. Something inside him had been twisted into a monstrous shape. He was a weapon, and his own body was pointing him at the world.




“This is my life now?” he whispered, his voice shaking. “Fighting myself every second of every day?”




“In the beginning, yes,” she admitted. “It gets easier. You’ll learn your triggers. You’ll learn avoidance techniques. You’ll learn to deaden your senses, to build walls. You’ll learn to live in the quiet moments, in the spaces between the cravings. It is a life of discipline, Caleb. Of unceasing vigilance.”




She closed the binder. The sound was final. “I’ll leave this with you. It contains everything we’ve discussed and more. Legal statutes, medical explanations, dietary guidelines, psychological coping mechanisms. Read it. Memorize it. Your life depends on it.”




She walked to the door, her heels clicking softly on the tile. She paused at the threshold, her hand on the frame, and looked back at him. The weariness in her face seemed to have deepened.




“One last thing,” she said, her voice losing its clinical edge for a moment. 

“The loneliness is the hardest part. The hunger you can manage, the rules you can follow. But you are nocturnal now. You will walk a world that is asleep. You are cut off from everyone you ever knew. The temptation to try and bridge that gap, to form a connection with a human, is immense. Don’t do it.”




Her words were a stark warning. “It’s cruel, to them and to you. You can’t share their life, their food, their sun. And they can never, ever understand yours. Every interaction will be a lie, a performance. You will be a predator pretending to be a friend, and that lie will hollow you out faster than any hunger. Find your place in the night, Caleb. Make your peace with the shadows. It’s the only way to survive with any part of yourself intact.”




And with that, she was gone, leaving him alone in the sterile white room.




The silence she left behind was more profound than the noise before. The hum of the ventilator, the beeping of the pump—they were just the sounds of his cage. He was alone. Utterly and completely alone.




He lay there for a long time, listening to the ghost of his own heartbeat. He thought about his apartment, now empty. He thought about his cat, probably taken to a shelter. He thought about his job, his desk now cleared out. His entire life, erased in three days. And for what? To be reborn as this… this medical anomaly. This registered monster.





Slowly, his eyes drifted to the window. It was dark outside, the blackness of a city night, punctuated by the distant, indifferent glow of streetlights. There was no moon. He saw his own reflection faintly superimposed over the darkness—a pale, gaunt stranger with haunted eyes and a face that was already losing the memory of sunlight. He looked like a ghost.





His gaze fell upon the blue binder on the bedside table. A Guide to Regulated Vampirism. It was his new holy book. His new life sentence. He thought about the rules. The constant monitoring. The foul-tasting synthetic blood. The endless, gnawing hunger. The crushing loneliness that Dr. Sharma had warned him about.




It was a life of subtraction. A life of don’t. Don’t feed. Don’t connect. Don’t feel. Don’t be human.




He felt a surge of something that wasn't despair, but a cold, hard resolve. They had saved his life only to put him in a cage. They had given him eternity, but it was an eternity of craving and isolation. They told him to accept it, to learn to live with it.




He wouldn’t.




He wouldn’t be their tame, registered creature, subsisting on their disgusting rations, living in fear of his own shadow. He had been a programmer. A problem solver. This was just the biggest, most horrifying problem he had ever faced.




There had to be a better way. A more humane way. A way to feed the monster inside him without becoming one. A way to get the nutrition he needed without harming anyone, without giving in to the predatory instinct that had so terrified him. The synthetic blood was a crude patch, a one-size-fits-all solution for a complex problem. But blood wasn't just a chemical compound. It was living tissue. It was complex.




And it was donated. Every day, all over the country, people willingly gave it away. It was stored, cataloged, and studied.




A plan, fragile and desperate, began to form in the ruins of his mind. He couldn’t be a part of the human world anymore. He couldn’t work in the day, couldn’t sit in a sunny office. But he could work at night. He had a new, if horrifying, expertise in the nature of blood. He was strong. He was fast. He didn't need to sleep.




He could get a job.




He would surround himself with his poison until it became his medicine. He would find a place where blood was a substance to be analyzed, not a life to be taken. A place where he could be close to a humane source, learn its properties, and maybe, just maybe, find an ethical alternative to the two terrible choices he’d been given: feeding on the innocent or starving on a chemical substitute.




He would hide in plain sight. He would work in a blood bank.
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