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Tears roll over my face. I touch them with my quivering tongue. They are clear and salty, not dark and bloody. Another sign that I am human.

What Alisa has desired for five thousand years has finally come true: She is once again human. But now she is defenseless, vulnerable, and, for the first time in centuries, emotional. As she attempts to reconcile her actions as a vampire with her new connection to humanity, she begins to understand the weight of life-and-death decisions. Can Alisa resolve her past and build a new identity, or is she doomed to repeat her fatal mistakes?
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PHANTOM



For Scott, who loves female vampires



ONE


Someone knocks at the door of the Las Vegas home where I stand. It is late evening; the living room is dimly lit, four walls of blurred shadows. I don’t know who this person is. For that matter, I’m not sure who I am. I have just awakened from a dead alchemist’s experiment. My mind is foggy and my nerves are shot. But before I embarked on the experiment, only hours ago, I was a steel-willed vampire—the last vampire on earth. Now I fear—and hope—that I may once again be human. That I may be a young woman named Alisa, the humble offspring of a five-thousand-year-old monster called Sita.

The person continues to knock.

“Open the door,” he says impatiently. “It’s me.”

Who is me? I wonder. I do not recognize the voice, although it does sound familiar. Yet I hesitate to obey, even to respond. Of those few I call friends, only Seymour Dorsten is supposed to know I am in this Las Vegas home. My other friends—well, a couple recently perished in the Nevada desert, in a nuclear blast. A lot has been happening in the last few days, and most of it has been my doing.

“Sita,” the person outside the door says. “I know you’re in there.”

Curious, I think. He knows my ancient name. He even says it like he knows me. But why doesn’t he tell me his name? I could ask him, but some emotion stops me. It is one I have seldom known in my five thousand years.

Fear. I stare down at my hands.

I tremble with fear. If I am human, I know, I am practically defenseless. That is why I do not want to open the door. I do not want to die before I have had a chance to taste mortality. Before I have had the opportunity to have a child. That is perhaps the primary reason I employed Arturo’s alchemetic tools to reverse my vampirism—to become a mother. Yet I am still not a hundred percent sure the experiment has succeeded. I reach down with the nails of my right hand and pinch my left palm. The flesh breaks; there is a line of blood. I stare at it.

The wound does not immediately heal.

I must be human. Lord Krishna save me.

The knocking stops. The person outside takes a step back from the door. I hear his movements, even with my mediocre human ears. He seems to chuckle to himself.

“I understand, Sita,” he says. “It’s all right. I’ll return soon.”

I hear him walk away. Only then do I realize I have been standing in the dark with my breath held. Almost collapsing from relief, I sag against the door and try to calm my thumping heart. I am both confused and exalted.

“I am human,” I whisper to myself.

Tears roll over my face. I touch them with my quivering tongue. They are clear and salty, not dark and bloody. Another sign that I am human. Moving slowly, striving to maintain my balance, I step to the living room couch and sit down. Looking around, I marvel at how blurred everything is, and wonder if the experiment has damaged my eyesight. But then I realize I must be seeing things as a human sees, which means to see so little. Why, I can’t even distinguish the grain in the wood panel on the far wall. Nor can I hear the voices of the people in the cars that pass outside. I am virtually blind and deaf.

“I am human,” I repeat in wonder. Then I begin to laugh, to cry some more, and to wonder what the hell I’m going to do next. Always, as a vampire, I could do anything I wished. Now I doubt if I will ever leave the house.

I pick up the remote and turn on the TV. The news—they are talking about the hydrogen bomb that exploded in the desert the previous night. They say it destroyed a top-secret military base. The wind was blowing away from Las Vegas so the fallout should be almost nonexistent. They don’t say anything about me, however, even though I was there and witnessed the whole thing. The experts wonder if it was an accident. They don’t connect it to the mass police killings I committed in Los Angeles a few days earlier. They are not very imaginative, I think. They don’t believe in vampires.

And now there are no more vampires to believe in.

“I beat you, Yaksha,” I say aloud to my dead creator, the vampire who sucked my blood five thousand years ago and replaced it with his own mysterious fluids. “It took me a long time but now I can go back to an ordinary life.”

Yet my memories are not ordinary. My mind is not either, although I suddenly realize I am having trouble remembering many things that hours ago were clear. Has my identity changed with my body? What percentage of personal ego is constructed from memory? True, I still remember Krishna, but I can no longer see him in my mind’s eye as I could before. I forget even the blue of his eyes—that unfathomable blue, as dear as the most polished star in the black heavens. The realization saddens me. My long life has been littered with pain, but also much joy. I do not want it to be forgotten, especially by me.

“Joel,” I whisper. “Arturo.”

I will not forget them. Joel was an FBI agent, a friend I made into a vampire in order to save his life. An alteration that caused him to die from a nuclear bomb. And Arturo, another friend, a hybrid of humanity and vampires from the Middle Ages, my personal priest, my passionate lover, and the greatest alchemist in history. It was Arturo who forced me to detonate the bomb, and destroy him and Joel, but my love for him is still warm and near. I only wish he were with me now to see what miracle his esoteric knowledge has wrought. But would the vampire blood–obsessed Arturo have still loved my human body? Yes, dear Arturo, I believe so. I still believe in you.

Then there was Ray, my Rama reincarnated. My memories of him will never fade, I swear, even if my human brain eventually grows forgetful. My love for Ray is not a human or vampire creation. It is beyond understanding, eternal, even though he himself is dead. Killed trying to kill a demon, the malignant Eddie Fender. There are worse reasons to die, I suppose. I still remember more than a few of them.

Yet, at the moment, I do not want to dwell on the past.

I just want to be human again. And live.

There comes another knock at the front door.

I become very still. How quickly frightened a human can become.

“Sita,” this person calls. “It’s me, Seymour. Can I come in?”

This voice I definitely recognize. Standing with effort, I walk to the front door and undo the lock and chain. Seymour stands on the porch and stares at me. He wears the same thick glasses and hopelessly mismatched clothes of the high school nerd I met in a stupid PE class only a few months before. His face changes as he studies me; his expression turns to one of alarm. He has trouble speaking.

“It worked,” he gasps.

I smile and open the door all the way. “It worked. Now I am like you. Now I am free of the curse.”

Seymour shakes his head as he steps in the house and I close the door. He liked me as a vampire, I know. He wanted me to make him a vampire, to poison him through the metamorphosis, an act that was strictly forbidden by Krishna five thousand years ago. Now Seymour is upset. Unable to sit, he paces in front of me. There are unshed tears in his eyes.

“Why did you do it?” he demands. “I didn’t think you would really do it.”

I force my smile wider and spread my arms. “But you knew I would. And I want you to be happy for me.” I gesture for him to come to me. “Give me a hug, and this time I won’t be able to squeeze you to death.”

He hugs me, reluctantly, and as he does so he finally does shed his tears. He has to turn away; he is having trouble breathing. Naturally his reaction upsets me.

“It’s gone,” he says to the far wall.

“What’s gone?”

“The magic is gone.”

I speak firmly. “It is only Yaksha’s blood that has been destroyed. Maybe you don’t like that. Maybe your fantasies of being a vampire are ruined. But think of the world—it is safe now from this curse. And only you and I know how close it came to being destroyed by it.”

But Seymour shakes his head as he glances at me. “I am not worried about my own personal fantasies. Yeah, sure, I wanted to be a vampire. What eighteen-year-old wouldn’t want to be one? But the magic is gone. You were that magic.”

My cheek twitches; his words wound me. “I am still here. I am still Alisa.”

“But you are no longer Sita. The world needed her in order to be a place of mystery. Even before I met you, I knew you. You know I knew you. I wrote my stories late at night and your darkness filled them.” He hung his head. “Now the world is empty. It’s nothing.”

I approach and touch his arm. “My feelings for you have not changed. Are they nothing? Good God, Seymour, you speak to me as if I were dead.”

He touches my hand but now it is hard for him to look at me. “Now you will die.”

“All who are born die,” I say, quoting Krishna. “All who are dead will be reborn. It is the nature of things.”

He bites his lower lip and stares at the floor. “That’s easy to say but it’s not easy to live through. When you met me, I had AIDS. My death was certain—it was all I could see. It was like a slow-motion horror film that never ended. It was only your blood that saved me.” He pauses. “How many others could it have saved?”

“Now you sound like Arturo.”

“He was a brilliant man.”

“He was a dangerous man.”

Seymour shrugs. “You always have an answer for everything. I can’t talk to you.”

“But you can. I’m a good listener. But you have to listen as well. You have to give me a chance to explain how I feel. I’m happy the experiment has succeeded. It means more to me than you can imagine. And I’m happy there’s no going back.”

He catches my eye. “Is that true?”

“You know it is true. There is no more vampire blood, anywhere. It’s over.” I squeeze his arm and pull him closer. “Let it be over. I need you now, you know, more than I needed you before.” I bury my face in his shoulder. “You have to teach me how to be a nerd.”

My small joke makes him chuckle. “Can we have sex now?” he asks.

I raise my head and plant a wet kiss on his cheek. “Sure. When we’re both a little older.” I shake him, but not so hard as I used to. “How dare you ask me a question like that? We haven’t been on a date yet.”

He tries hard to accept the loss of his world, the death of his magic. He forces a smile. “There’s a vampire movie in town. We could see it, and eat popcorn, and jeer, and then have sex afterward.” He waits for an answer. “It’s what most nerd couples do every Saturday evening.”

I suddenly remember. It has taken me this long. There must be something wrong with my mind. I turn away and swear under my breath. “Damn.”

“What is it?” he asks. “You don’t like popcorn?”

“We have to get out of town. We have to leave now.”

“Why?”

“There was someone here a few minutes ago. A young man—he was knocking at the door.”

“Who was it?”

“I don’t know. I didn’t open the door. But this guy—he called me by name. He called me Sita. He kept insisting I open the door.”

“Why didn’t you?”

“Because I didn’t know who he was! Because I’m human now!” I pause and frown. “His voice sounded familiar. I swear, I knew it, but I just can’t place it.”

“What makes you think he’s dangerous?”

“Do you have to ask that question? No one alive, except you, knows me by the name Sita.” I stop again. “He said he would come back. He laughed as he said it. He sounded so sure of himself.”

“What else did he say?”

“He called himself my darling.”

Seymour was thoughtful. “Could Arturo have survived the blast?”

“No.”

“But he was a hybrid. Half human, half vampire. It’s possible. Don’t dismiss the possibility.”

I shake my head. “Even Yaksha could not have survived that blast.”

“But you did.”

“I floated away at the last minute. You know, I told you.” I turn toward the kitchen, my car keys. “The sooner we leave the better.”

Seymour grabs my arm. “I disagree. You have said there are no more vampires. What do we have to fear from this person? Better we stay and find out who he is.”

I consider. “The government must have known Arturo was using this house. Such records were probably kept somewhere else besides the army base I destroyed. The government might be watching this house now.”

“But you said you knew this person.”

“I’m not sure about that. There was something in his voice, though . . .”

“What?” Seymour demands when I don’t finish.

I strain to remember through my newfound human fog. “His tone—it gave me a chill.”

Seymour acts like a wise guy. “In the real world not everybody who comes to the front door wants to kill you. Some guys just want to sell you a vacuum cleaner.”

I remain stubborn. “We’re getting out of here now.” Grabbing the keys off the kitchen table, I peer out the back window and see nothing significant. In the distance, the lights of the Strip come alive and shimmer, colored beacons in a desert wasteland. A nuclear bomb just exploded but human vice will not be postponed. Of course the wind was blowing the other way, but I do not judge. I have always been a gambler. I understand better than most why the atomic dice did not betray the city of sin. Why the fallout fell the other way. Still, I swear again. “Damn. I wish I had my old vision right now. Just for a minute.”

“And I bet your old hearing.” Seymour comes up at my side and pats me on the back. “You’re going to make that same wish a lot of times in the next few days.”



TWO


I own houses all over the world, some modest places to relax when I enter a foreign country in search of fresh blood, others so extravagant one would think I was a princess. My home in Beverly Hills, where we drive after leaving Las Vegas, is one of the most opulent ones. As we enter the front door, Seymour stares in wonder.

“If we stay here,” he says, “I have to get new clothes.”

“You can have the clothes, but we’re not staying. Ray’s father knew about this house, so the government might as well. We’re just here to get money, credit cards, clothes, and fresh identification.”

Seymour is doubtful. “The government knew you were at the compound. They’ll think you died in the blast.”

“They’ll have to know for sure that I died. They were obsessed with my blood, so they’ll research every possible lead concerning me.” I step to the window and peer outside. It is the middle of the night. “They may be watching us now.”

Seymour shrugs. “Are you going to get me fresh ID?”

I glance at him. “You should go home.”

He shakes his head firmly. “I’m not going to leave you. Forget it. I mean, you don’t even know how to be human.”

I step past him. “We can discuss this later. We don’t want to be here a minute more than we have to be.”

In the basement of my Beverly Hills home, I pick up the things I mentioned to Seymour. I also take a 9mm Smith & Wesson equipped with a silencer and several rounds of ammunition. My reflexes and vision are not what they used to be, but I believe I am still an excellent shot. All my supplies I load into a large black leather suitcase. I am surprised how much it weighs as I carry it back upstairs. My physical weakness is disconcerting.

I don’t let Seymour see the gun.

We leave Beverly Hills and drive toward Santa Monica. I let Seymour drive; the speed of the surrounding cars disturbs me. It is as if I am a young woman from 3000 B.C. who has been plucked from her slow-paced world and dumped into the dizzyingly fast twentieth century. I tell myself I just need time to get used to it. My euphoria over being human remains, but the anxiety is there as well.

Who was at the door?

I can’t imagine. Not even a single possibility comes to mind. But there was something about that voice.

We check into a Sheraton hotel by the beach. My new name is Candice Hall. Seymour is just a friend helping me with my bags. I don’t put his name down on the register. I will not stay Candice long. I have other ID that I can change my hair style and color to match, as well as other small features. Yet I feel safe as I close the door of the hotel room behind me. Since Las Vegas, I have kept an eye on the rearview mirror. I don’t believe we’ve been followed. Seymour sets my bag on the floor as I plop down on the bed and sigh.

“I haven’t felt this exhausted in a long time,” I say.

Seymour sits beside me. “We humans are always tired.”

“I am going to enjoy being human. I don’t care what you say.”

He stares at me in the dimly lit room. “Sita?”

I close my eyes and yawn. “Yes?”

“I am sorry for what I said. If this makes you happy, then it makes me happy.”

“Thank you.”

“I just worry, you know, that there’s no going back.”

I sit up and touch his leg. “The decision would have been meaningless if I could have gone back.”

He understands my subtle meaning. “You didn’t do this because of what Krishna said to you about vampires?” he asks.

I nod. “I think partly. I don’t think Krishna approved of vampires. I think he just allowed me to live out of his deep compassion for all living things.”

“Maybe there was another reason.”

“Perhaps.” I touch his face. “Did I ever tell you how dear you are to me?”

He smiles. “No. You were always too busy threatening to kill me.”

I feel a stab of pain. It is in my chest, where a short time ago a stake pierced my heart. For a moment the area is raw with an agonizing burning, as if I am bleeding to death. But it is a brief spasm. I draw in a shuddering breath and speak in a sad voice.

“I always kill the ones I love.”

He takes my hand. “That was before. It can be different now that you’re not a monster.”

I have to laugh, although it is still not easy to take a deep breath. “Is that a line you use to get a girl to go to bed with you?”

He leans closer. “I already have you in bed.”

I roll onto my side. “I need to take a shower. We both need to rest.”

He draws back, disappointed. “You haven’t changed that much.”

I stand and fluff up his hair, trying to cheer him up. “But I have. I’m a nineteen-year-old girl again. You just forget what monsters teenage girls can be.”

He is suddenly moved. “I never knew the exact age you were when Yaksha changed you.”

I pause and think of Rama, my long dead husband, and Lalita, my daughter, cremated fifty centuries ago in a place I was never to know.

“Yes,” I say softly. “I was almost twenty when Yaksha came for me.” And because I was suspended so long between the ages, I add again, “Almost.”

An hour later Seymour is last asleep beside me on the king-size bed. But despite my physical exhaustion, my mind refuses to shut down. I can’t be free of the images of Joel’s and Arturo’s faces from two nights earlier when I suddenly began to turn to light, to dissolve, to leave them just before the bomb was detonated. At the time I knew I was dead. It was a certainty. Yet one last miracle occurred and I lived on. Perhaps there was a reason.

I climb out of bed and dress. Before leaving the hotel room, I load my pistol and tuck it in my belt, at the back, pulling my sweatshirt over it.

The hotel is located on Ocean Ave. I cross over it, and the Coast Highway that separates me from the ocean. Soon I am walking along the dark and foggy Santa Monica Beach, not the safest place to be in the early morning hours before the sun rises. Yet I walk briskly, heading south, paying little attention to my surroundings. What work it is to make my legs move over the sand! It is as if I walk with weights strapped around my ankles. Sweat drips in my eyes and I pant audibly. But I feel good as well. Finally, after thirty minutes of toil, my mind begins to relax, and I contemplate returning to the hotel and trying to sleep. It is only then that I become aware that two men are following me.

They are fifty yards behind me. In the dark it is hard to distinguish their features, but it is clear they are both Caucasian and well built, maybe thirty years old. They move like two good ol’ boys, one dark featured, ugly, the other bright as a bottle of beer foaming in the sunlight. I think these boys have been drinking beer—and stronger—and are feeling uncomfortably horny. I smile to myself as I anticipate the encounter, even imagine what their blood will taste like. Then I remember I am not who I used to be. A wave of fear sweeps through my body, but I stand and wait for them to come to me.

“Hey, girl,” the one with dark hair says with a Southern accent. “What are you doing out at this time of night?”

I shrug. “Just out for a walk. What are you guys up to?”

The blond guy snickers. “How old are you, girl?”

“Why?” I ask.

The dark-haired one moves slightly to my left. He flexes his fists as he speaks. “We just want to know if you’re legal.”

“I’m old enough to vote,” I say. “Not old enough to drink. You boys been drinking tonight?”

They both chuckle. The blond guy moves a step closer. He smells of beer, whiskey. “You might say we’ve been looking at the wrong end of a few bottles tonight. But don’t let that worry you none. We’re still fully capable of finishing what we start.”

I take a step back. Perhaps it’s a mistake that I show fear. “I don’t want any trouble,” I say. And I mean it, although I feel as if I can still take them. After all, I am still a master of martial arts. A series of swift kicks to their groins, their jaws, should settle any unpleasantness. The dark-haired guy steps off to my left, and wipes at his slobbering mouth with the back of his arm.

“We don’t want trouble either,” he says. “We’re just looking for a good time.”

I catch his eye, and really do wish that my stare was still capable of burning into his brain. Seymour was right—my wishes have already settled into a pattern of wanting what I have lost. Yet I do my best to make my voice hard.

“Sometimes a good time can cost you,” I say.

“I don’t think so,” the blond guy says. “You agree, John?”

“She looks like a freebie to me, Ed,” John responds.

They’ve used their names in front of me. That is a bad sign. It means they’re either too drunk to know better, or else they plan to kill me. The latter seems a distinct possibility since they clearly intend to rape me. I take another step back, and am tempted to reach for my gun. Yet I don’t really want to kill them, especially since there is no need for their blood. Knocking them unconscious is my preference.

Actually, it is my second preference. Surviving is my first.

“If you touch me I’ll scream,” I warn them.

“No one’s going to hear you down here,” John says as he reaches out to grab me. “Take her, Ed!”

They go for me simultaneously, John close on my left, Ed three feet in front of me. But it is John who reaches me first. He has pretty good reflexes for a drunk. Before I can twist away, he catches me in a bear hug. Briefly I struggle, and then go limp. When Ed closes within two feet, however, I shove back against John and jump up, lifting both my feet off the ground. Lashing out with the right, I catch Ed in the groin. He shouts in pain and doubles up.

“The bitch got me!” he complains.

“Goddamn it!” John yells in my ear. “You’re going to pay for that.”

In response I slash backward and up with my left elbow. The blow catches John square on the jaw and his hold on me loosens as he staggers back. In an instant I am free. Since Ed is still bent over, I do him the favor of kicking him in the face, breaking his nose. He drops to his knees, his face dark with blood.

“Help me, John,” he moans.

“Help him, John,” I mock as John regains his balance and glares at me with death in his eyes. I gesture with my little finger. “Come on, John. Come and get your good-time girl.”

John charges like a bull. I leap up and lash out with my left foot in order to kiss his jaw with the heel of my boot. The only trouble is that my timing and balance are all off. I have not risen far enough off the ground. Instead of striking him in the face, I hit him just above the heart, and the blow has not nearly the power I anticipated. John is a big man, over two hundred pounds. He grunts in pain as I strike but he doesn’t stop. The momentum of his charge brushes aside my leg and now it is me who is suddenly off balance.

Frantically, I try to bring my left leg back in beneath me before I land but I am too late. With a thud, I topple on my right foot and hit the sand with the right side of my face. John is on me in a second, grabbing me from behind and pinning my arms midway up my spine. He’s strong. My upper vertebrae feel as if they will explode. With his free hand he smacks me on the back of the head.

“You are one nasty bitch,” he swears as he presses my face into the sand. Straining, I twist my head to the side so that I can breathe and see what is going to happen to me. “Ed, give me a hand with this whore. She looked like a good sport to begin with but I’m afraid when we’re done pleasing ourselves we’re going to have to bury her in this spot.”

“We’ll let the crabs eat her,” Ed agrees as he staggers over, still bleeding profusely from his smashed nose. Behind me, John reaches around for the button on my pants. That is something of a break because if he had just tried to pull my pants down from behind, he would have found the gun. Also, reaching around as he is, I realize, John is slightly off balance.

Digging in with my right knee and pushing off with the tip of my left foot, I shove up as hard as possible. The move catches John by surprise, and I momentarily break free and roll in the sand. But my freedom will be measured in fractions of a second if I don’t take drastic action. Squirming onto my back, I see both John and Ed staring down at me with stupid grins. They look ten feet tall and as ugly as highway billboards. Together they reach for me.

“Wait!” I cry as I move my right hand slowly under my lower back. “If I lie still and cooperate will you please not hurt me?”

They pause to think about that. “You better lie still, bitch,” John says finally. “But you’ve messed up my friend too much to just walk away from tonight.”

“But we might give you a chance to crawl away,” Ed says, wiping at his bloody face and picking at his broken nose all in the same move.

“I won’t leave here crawling,” I say in a different tone of voice as my hand finds the butt of the gun. Leaning slightly to the left I whip it out and point it at the good ol’ boys. They stare at it, frankly, as if they have never seen a gun before. Then they both take a step back. Maintaining my aim, I take my time getting back to my feet. I speak gently. “That’s right, boys,” I say. “No sudden moves. No screams for help.”

John chuckles uneasily. “Hey, you got us, girl. You got us good. We give you that. But you know we didn’t mean you no harm. We just drank a little too much and didn’t know what we were doing.”

“We weren’t going to hurt you none,” Ed adds, sounding scared, as well he should. Still taking my time, I step within a foot of Ed and place the barrel of the gun between his eyebrows. His eyes get real big, and he wants to turn and run but I stop him with a faint shake of my head. To my left, John stands frozen in wonder and horror.

“You are both liars,” I say in a cold voice. “You were not only going to rape me, you were going to kill me. Now I am going to kill you because you deserve to die. But you should be grateful I’m using a gun. A few nights ago I would have used my teeth and nails, and you would have died much slower.” I pause. “Say goodbye to John, Ed.”

Ed is consumed with murderer’s remorse. “Please!” he says, his voice cracking. “I have a wife and kid back home. If I die, who will take care of them?”

“I’ve got two kids back home,” John says passionately.

But I am unmoved. Being human has not made me more gullible.

Yet, I usually do not kill when I have the upper hand. I do not kill for pleasure. But I know these two will harm others in the future, and therefore it is better that they die now.

“It is better for your children not to grow up having to imitate trash like you,” I say.

Ed’s face is awash with tears. “No!” he cries.

“Yes,” I say, and shoot him in the head. He falls hard.

I turn the gun on John, who slowly backs away, shaking his head.

“Have mercy,” he pleads. “I don’t want to die.”

“Then you should never have been born,” I reply.

I shoot him twice in the face. In the eyes.

Yet that is all I do. The ancient thirst is gone.

I leave their bodies for the crabs.



THREE


It is only on the way back that the shock of what has just happened overwhelms me. Ordinarily, killing a couple of jerks would occupy my mind for less than ten seconds. But now it is as if I feel the trauma in every cell. My reaction is entirely human. As I stumble off the beach and back onto Ocean Ave., I shake visibly. I scarcely notice that I’m still carrying the gun in my right hand. Chiding myself, I hide it under my sweatshirt. If I was in my right mind I would throw it in the ocean in case I’m stopped and searched. But I’m reluctant to part with the gun. I feel so vulnerable; it is like a safety blanket to me.

There is a coffee shop open three blocks from the sea. Staggering inside, I take a booth in the corner and order a cup of black coffee. It is only when the steaming beverage arrives, and I wrap my trembling hands around the mug, that I notice the faint mist of blood splattered on the front of my gray sweatshirt. It must be on my face as well, and I reach up and brush at my skin, coming away with red-stained palms. What a fool I am, I think, to be out like this in public. I am on the verge of leaving when someone walks in the coffee shop, heads straight to my table, and sits down across from me.

It is Ray Riley. The love of my life.

He is supposed to be dead.

He nods slightly as he settles across from me, and I am struck by the fact that he is dressed exactly as when he ignited the gasoline truck outside the warehouse filled with Eddie Fender’s evil vampires and blew himself to pieces. When he sacrificed his life to save mine. He wears a pair of black pants, a short-sleeved white silk shirt, Nike running shoes. His brown eyes are warm as always, his handsome face serious even though he wears a gentle smile. Yes, it is Ray. It is a miracle, and the sight of him stirs so much emotion inside me that I feel almost nothing. I am in shock, pure and simple. I can only stare with damp eyes and wonder if I am losing my mind.

“I know this is a surprise for you,” he says softly.

I nod. Yes. A surprise.

“I know you thought I was dead,” he continues. “And I think I was dead, for a time. When the truck exploded, I saw a bright flash of light. Then everything went black and I felt as if I were floating in the sky. But I couldn’t see anything, know anything, even though I was not in pain. I don’t know how long this continued. Eventually I became aware of my body again, but it was as if I was at a great distance from it. The strange thing was, I could feel only parts of it: a portion of my head, one throbbing hand, a burning sensation in my stomach. That was all at first. But slowly, more parts woke up, and I finally began to realize someone was trying to revive me by feeding me blood.” He pauses. “Do you understand?”

I nod again. I am a statue. “Eddie,” I whisper.

A spasm of pain crosses Ray’s face. “Yes. Eddie collected what was left of me, and took me away to some dark cold place. There he fed me his blood, Yaksha’s blood. And I began to come back to life. But Eddie vanished before the process was complete, and I was left only half alive.” He pauses again. “I assume you destroyed him?”

I nod again. “Yes.”

He reaches across the table and takes my hands. His skin is warm, and it quiets the trembles that continue deep inside me. He continues his impossible tale, and I listen because I can do nothing more.

“Still, I continued to gain strength without Eddie’s help. In a day—maybe it was two—I was able to move about. I was in a deserted warehouse, tied with rope. I had no trouble breaking out, and when I did I read about all the strange goings on in Las Vegas, and I knew you must be there.” He stops. “It was me who was at the door.”

I nod for a fourth time. No wonder the voice sounded familiar. “Why didn’t you identify yourself?” I ask.

“I knew you wouldn’t believe me until you saw me.”

“That’s true.”

He squeezes my hands. “It’s me, Sita. I’ve come back for you. It’s Ray. Why can’t you at least smile?”

I try to smile but I just end up shaking my head. “I don’t know. You were gone. I knew you were gone. I had no hope.” My eyes burn with tears. “And I don’t know if I’m not just imagining this.”

“You were never one to imagine things.”

“But I’m no longer the one you knew.” I withdraw my hands from his and clasp them together, trying to hold myself together. “I’m human now. The vampire is dead.”

He is not surprised. “You let go of my hands too quickly, Sita. If you examine them, you will notice a change in me as well.”

“What do you mean?” I gasp.

“I watched you at that house. I watched you enter it, and I watched you leave it. I knew you were not the same, and I wondered what had happened in there. I explored the house, and found the basement: the copper sheets, the crystals, the magnets, the vial of human blood.” He pauses. “I performed the same experiment on myself. I am no longer a vampire either.”

The shocks keep piling one on top of the other. I cannot cope. “How did you know what to do?” I whisper.

He shrugs. “What was there to know? The equipment was all set up. I just had to lie down and allow the vibration of the human blood to wash over my aura as the reflected sun shone through the vial of blood.” He glances out the window. There is a kind of light in the east. “I did it this afternoon. Now the sunrise will no longer hurt me.”

The tears in my eyes travel over my cheeks. My mind travels with them as my disbelief washes away. Swallowing thickly, I finally feel as if my body returns to my control. In a burst I realize I am not imagining anything. Ray is not dead! My love is alive! Now I can live my life! Leaning across the table, I kiss his lips. Then I brush his hair and kiss that as well. And I am happy, more happy than I can remember being in thousands of years.

“It is you,” I whisper. “God, how can it be you?”

He laughs. “You have Eddie to thank.”

I sit back down in my seat and feel my warm human heart pounding in my chest. My anxiety, my fear, my confusion—all these things have now transformed into a solitary glow of wonder. For a while now I have cursed Krishna for what he has done to me, and now I can only bow inside in gratitude. For I have no doubt Krishna has brought Ray back to me, not that monster Eddie Fender.

“Let’s not even speak his name,” I say. “I cut off his head and burned his remains. He is gone—he will never return.” I pause. “I’m sorry.”

He frowns. “What have you to be sorry for?”

“Assuming you were dead.” I shrug. “Joel told me you were blown to pieces.”

Ray sighs and looks down at his own hands. “He wasn’t far wrong.” He glances up. “I didn’t see Joel at the house?”

My lower lips trembles. “He’s dead.”

“I’m sorry.”

“We both have to stop saying that.” I smile a sad smile. “I made him a vampire as well, trying to save him. But it just killed him in the end.”

“Who created the equipment that transformed us back into human beings?”

“Arturo—old friend, from the Middle Ages. I was in love with him. He was an alchemist, the greatest who ever lived. He experimented with my blood and changed himself into a hybrid of a vampire and a human. That’s how he was able to survive all these years.” I lower my voice. “He died with Joel. He had to die.”

Ray nods. One didn’t have to explain every detail to him in order for him to understand. He knew Arturo must have still been after my blood; that he was dangerous. Ray understood that I could kill those I loved, as I had almost killed him. Ray reaches for my hand again.

“You have blood on you,” he says. “Surely you’re not still thirsty?”

“No, it’s not like you think.” I speak in a whisper. “Two men attacked me at the beach. I had to kill them.”

“How?”

“I shot them in the head.”

Now it is Ray’s turn to be shocked. “We have to get out of here, away from here. Besides the government, you’ll have the police after you too.” He glances toward the door of the coffee shop. “I know you have Seymour with you.”

I understand what he wants to say. “I have told him he has to go home.”

“He won’t want to leave you. You’ll have to leave him.”

“I have been thinking about that. I just don’t know how to explain it to him.”

Ray is sympathetic, but a curious note enters his voice. For a moment he sounds like I used to as the pragmatist.

“Don’t explain it to him,” he says. “Just leave him, and don’t tell him where you’re going.”

“That seems harsh.”

“No. You of all people know that to keep him with you will be harsh. You’ll expose him to danger for no reason.” He softens his tone. “You know I speak from experience.”

“You’re right. He’s asleep at the hotel right now. I suppose I can sneak in, grab my things, and be away before he wakes up.” But inside I know I will at least leave him a note. “Where are we going?”

It is Ray’s turn to lean over and kiss me. “Sita, we can go anywhere we want. We can do anything we want.” He whispers in my ear. “We can even get married and start a family if you want.”

I have to laugh, and cry as well. My happiness lingers like the warmth of the sun after a perfect summer day. It is the winter outside, the darkness, that seems the illusion.

“I would like a daughter,” I whisper, holding him close.



FOUR


Two months later we are in Whittier, a suburb of Los Angeles, where the late President Nixon attended college. The city is largely middle class, completely nondescript, a perfect place, in Ray’s opinion, to disappear. Certainly I have never been to Whittier before, nor harbored any secret desires to go there. We rent a plain three-bedroom house not far from a boring mall. Ray picked it out. There is a large backyard and an olive tree in the front yard. We buy a secondhand car and purchase our groceries at a Vons down the street. I have lived five thousand years to do all these things.

Yet my happiness has not faded with the passage of the eight weeks. Sleeping beside Ray, walking with him in the morning, sitting beside him in a movie—these simple acts mean more to me than all the earth-shattering deeds I have accomplished since I was conceived beneath Yaksha’s bloody bite. It is all because I am human, I know, and in love. How young love makes me feel. How lovely are all humans. Shopping at the mall, in the grocery store, I often find myself stopping to stare at people. For too long I admired them, despised them, and envied them, and now I am one of them. The hard walls of my universe have collapsed. Now I see the sun rise and feel the space beyond it, not just the emptiness. The pain in my heart, caused by the burning stake, has finally healed. The void in my chest has been filled.

Especially when I discover that I am pregnant.

It happens the early morning of the full moon, two months after the nuclear bomb detonated in the desert beneath a previous full moon. A fifteen-dollar early pregnancy kit tells me the good news. I shake the blue test tube in the bathroom and Ray comes running when I let out a loud cry. What is the matter, he wants to know? I am shaking—there must be something wrong. I don’t even get a chance to show him my blue urine because I accidentally spill it all over him. He gets the picture and laughs with me, and at me.

I am at the bookstore later the same day, browsing through the baby books, when I meet Paula Ramirez. A pretty young woman of twenty-five, she has long black hair as shiny as her smooth complexion and a belly larger than her enchanting brown eyes. Obviously she is expecting, much sooner than I am. I smile at her as she juggles six different baby books in one arm, while reaching for another with her free hand.

“You know,” I say. “Women were having kids long before there were books. It’s a natural process.” I put my own book back on the shelf. “Anyway, I don’t think any of these authors know what the hell they’re talking about.”

She nods at my remark. “Are you pregnant?”

“Yes. And so are you, unless I’m blind.” I offer my hand, and because I like her, without even knowing her, I tell her one of my more real names. Even as a human, I often trust my intuition. “I’m Alisa.”

She shakes my hand. “Paula. How far along are you?”

“I don’t know. I haven’t even been to the doctor. It can’t be more than two months, though, unless God is the father.”

For some reason, Paula loses her smile. “Do you live around here?”

“Yes. Close enough to walk to the mall. How about you?”

“I’m on Grove,” Paula says. “You know where that is?”

“Just around the block from us.”

Paula hesitates. “Forgive me for asking, but are you married?”

It is a curious question, but I’m not offended. “No. But I live with my boyfriend. Are you married?”

Sorrow touches her face. “No.” She pats her big belly. “I have to take care of this one alone.” She adds, “I work at St. Andrews. It’s just down the block from where you live.”

“I have seen the crucifix. What do you do at St. Andrews?”

“I am supposed to be an assistant to the Mother Superior but I end up doing whatever’s necessary. That includes scrubbing the bathroom floors, if no one’s gotten to them. The church and the high school operate on a tight budget.” She adds, almost by way of apology, “But I take frequent breaks. I pray a lot.”

For some reason this girl interests me. She has special qualities—a gentleness of manner, a kindness in her voice. She is not a big girl but she seems to take up a lot of space. What I mean is there is a presence about her. Yet she acts anything but powerful, and that I also like.

“What do you pray for?” I ask.

Paula smiles shyly and lowers her head. “I shouldn’t say.”

I pat her on the back. “That’s all right, you don’t have to tell me. Who knows? Prayers could be like wishes. Maybe they lose their magic if you talk about them.”

Paula studies me. “Where are you from, Alisa?”

“Up north. Why?”

“I could swear I’ve seen you before.”

Her remark touches me deeply. Because in that exact moment, I feel the same way. There is something familiar in her eyes, in the soft light of their dark depths. They remind me of, well, the past, and I still have much of that, even if I grow older with each day.

Yet I intend to brush her comment aside, as I brush aside thoughts of my own mortality that come in the middle of the night, when Ray is asleep beside me, and sleep is hard to find. My insomnia is the only obvious curse of my transformation. I must still be used to hunting in the middle of the night. Prowling the streets in a black leather miniskirt. Death with a sexy smile and an endless thirst. Now, instead, I get up from bed and have a glass of warm milk and say my prayers—to Krishna, of course, whom I believe was God. I still remember him best during the darkest hours.

Krishna was once asked what was the most miraculous thing in all of creation, and he replied, “That a man should wake each morning and believe deep in his heart that he will live forever, even though he knows that he is doomed to die.” Despite my many human weaknesses, a part of me still feels as if I will never die. And that part has never felt so alive as when I stare at Paula, a simple pregnant young woman that I have met by chance in a mall bookstore.

“I just have one of those faces,” I reply.

We have lunch, and I get to know Paula better, and I let her know a few censored facts about myself. By the time our food is finished, we are fast friends, and this I see as a positive step on my road to becoming truly human. We exchange numbers and promise to stay in touch, and I know we will. I like Paula—really; it is almost as if I have a crush on her, though I have had few female lovers during my fifty centuries, and certainly Ray now takes care of all my sexual needs. It is just that as I say goodbye to her, I am already thinking of the next time we will meet, and how nice it will be.

Paula is the rarest of human beings. Someone with intelligence and humility. It has been my observation that the more intelligent a man or woman is, the more dishonest he or she is. Modern psychologists, I know, would not agree with me, but they are often dishonest themselves. Psychology has never impressed me as a science. Who has ever really defined the mind, much less the heart? Paula has a quick mind that has not destroyed her innocence. As we part for the first time, she insists on paying for our meal even when it is clear she has little money. But I let her pay since it seems to mean a lot to her.



FIVE


And so, for a week, life went on, sweetly, smoothly, with a new friend, a reborn lover, and a baby growing inside me. A daughter, I am sure, even though I pray to God to make it an absolute certainty. Yet fifty centuries cannot be forgotten. History cannot be rewritten. I live in the suburbs and abide by my country’s laws. I have a new library card and am thinking of buying a little dog. Yet I have murdered thousands, tens of thousands, brutally and without mercy. That is a bloody fact, and perhaps there is such a thing as karma, of sin and judgment. I wonder if I am being judged when I begin to have trouble with the baby.

It is not normal trouble.

It is the worst kind. The supernatural kind.

The baby is growing much faster than she should. As I said to Paula, I can only be two months pregnant, and yet, one week after I meet Paula, I wake with something kicking in my abdomen. After hurrying to the bathroom and turning on the light—for I cannot see very well in the dark anymore—I am astounded to see that my stomach bulges through my nightgown. In the space of hours, even, the baby has developed through an entire trimester. This does not please me.

“Ray,” I say. “Ray!”

He comes running, and takes forever to see what the problem is. Finally he puts his hand on my belly. “This is not normal?”

“Are you nuts?” I brush his hand aside. “She can’t be human.”

“We’re human,” he says.

“Are we?” I ask the empty bathtub.

He puts a hand on my shoulder. “This accelerated growth doesn’t have to be a bad thing.”

I am having trouble breathing. I had put so much hope in the past being past. But there is no future, not really. It is only a phantom of what we want to deny, a dream in a time that will never actually be.

“Anything abnormal is bad,” I say. “Especially when you have to answer yes to the question on the medical form: Have you ever been a vampire?”

“The child cannot be a vampire,” Ray says simply. “Vampires cannot reproduce this way.”

“You mean they haven’t done so in the past,” I say. “When has a vampire ever turned human again? This is new terrain.” I lean over and spit in the sink. My spit is bloody—I bit my lower lip the instant the light went on. “It’s an omen,” I say.

Ray rubs my back. “Maybe you should see a doctor. You were going to start looking for one anyway.”

I chuckle bitterly. “I cannot see a doctor. We’re in hiding, remember? Doctors report local monsters to the authorities. Young women who have babies in three months.” The baby kicks again. I stare in the mirror at my bulge. “If it even takes that long.”

My words prove prophetic. Over the next four days the baby grows at an insane pace, a month of development for each twenty-four-hour period. During this time I am forced to eat and drink constantly, but seldom do I have to use the restroom. Red meat, in particular, I crave. I have three hamburgers for breakfast and in the evening four New York steaks, washed down with quarts of Evian. Still, I burn with hunger, with thirst, and with fear. What would an ultrasound show? A horned harlot grinning back at the sound waves?

During this time, I avoid Paula and the world. Ray is my only companion. He holds my hand and says little. What is there to say? Time will tell all.

Five days after waking in the middle of the night to see my swollen belly, I awake again in the early morning hours in horrible pain with cramps in my abdomen. Just before Ray wakes, I remember when I had my first child, five thousand years earlier. My dear Lalita—she who plays. That birth had been painless, ecstatic even. I had intended to name this child by the same name. But as another spasm grips me, seemingly threatening to rip me in two, I don’t know if such a gentle title will be appropriate. I sit up gasping for air.

“Oh God,” I whisper.

Ray stirs beside me. His voice is calm. “Is it time?”

“It’s time.”

“Do you want to go to the hospital?”

We have discussed this, but never come to a decision. I can withstand tremendous physical pain, and of course I have delivered babies many times and know human anatomy inside out. Yet this pain is a thing of demons. It transcends any form of torment I have ever experienced. Literally, I feel as if I am being ripped apart, consumed from the inside. What is my child doing to me? I bury my face in my hands.

“It feels like it’s eating my womb,” I moan.

Ray is on his feet. “We have to get help. We have to risk the hospital.”

“No.” I grab his hand as he reaches for the car keys. “I won’t make it. It’s coming too fast.”

He kneels at my side. “But I don’t know what to do.”

I fight for air. “It doesn’t matter. It’s all being done.”

“Should I call for Paula?” Ray approves of my relationship with Paula, although, for some strange reason, he has avoided meeting her. How I long for her company right then, her soothing smile. Yet I know she is the last person who should see me like this. I shake my head and feel the sweat pour off my face.

“No,” I say. “This would terrify her. We have to face this alone.”

“Should I boil some water?”

For some reason his remark amuses me. “Yes, yes. Boil some water. We can put the baby in it when she comes out.” I snort when I see his stunned expression. “That’s a joke, Ray.”

Yet he stares at me strangely. He speaks to me as if he is speaking to a third person in the room. “Sometimes I feel I came back just for this baby. I don’t want anything to happen to her.”

Another spasm grips me, and I double up and ignore his serious tone. The agony angers me. “If anything is going to happen to anyone,” I whisper, “it will happen to me.”

“Sita?”

“Get the goddamn water.”

My daughter is born fifteen minutes later, and she puts a nice rip in me as she comes into the world. My blood is everywhere, even in my hair, and I know I am in danger of hemorrhaging to death. It is only now I let Ray call for an ambulance. But before he gets on the phone, he puts my bloody child on my chest. He has already cut the umbilical cord with a sterilized knife from the kitchen drawer. Cuddling my daughter as I lie on the verge of blacking out, I stare into her dark blue eyes and she stares back at me. She does not cry nor make any other sound. For the moment I am just relieved she is breathing.

Yet there is an alertness in her eyes that disturbs me. She looks at me as if she can see me, and all the books say a child of five minutes cannot even focus. Not only that, she stares at me as if she knows me, and the funny thing is, I do likewise. I do know her, and she is not the soul of my gentle and joyful Lalita returned to me from the ancient past. She is someone else, someone, I feel, they may have constructed temples to long ago, when mankind was closer to the gods in heaven and the forgotten creatures beneath the earth. I shiver as I look at her, yet I hold her tight. Her name just springs from my cracked and bleeding lips—I do not bring it forth consciously. The name is a mantra, a prayer, and also a name for that which cannot be named.

“Kalika,” I call her. Kali Ma.

Not she who plays. She who destroys.

Still, I love her more than can be said.



SIX


Kalika is two weeks old, really a year in size and ability, when she refuses to take my milk. For the last fourteen days I have enjoyed feeding her, although I have not relished the speed at which she grows. Each morning when I wake to her sounds, I find a different and older daughter. This morning she pushes me away as I try to hold her to my breast. She is strong and actually bruises my skin as she refuses what I have to offer. Ray sits across from me and tries to comfort me in my despair.

“Maybe she’s not feeling well,” he says.

I stare out the window as Kalika squirms on my lap. “Maybe she wants something else to drink,” I say.

“She’s not a vampire.”

“You don’t know.”

“But sunlight doesn’t bother her.”

It is true, I have tested my daughter under the bright sun. She just stares at it as she stares at everything else. Indeed, the glare does not seem to annoy her young eyes, a fact that does nothing to comfort me.

“No one knows what she is,” I say.

“Well, what are we going to do? We have to feed her.”

Maybe Kalika understands the question. Already she has begun to speak, simple words as many twelve-month-old children do. But it is probable she understands more than she says, certainly more about herself than either of her parents is willing to admit. While I am gazing out the window at the sky, she leans over and bites my left nipple. She has teeth now and she bites so hard that she draws blood. The pain, for me, is sharp, but the flow, for her, is steady. And the blood seems to satisfy her.

I look at Ray and want to cry.

Another day has gone by and Kalika is in her bedroom screaming. She is hungry but my breasts are too sore—too drained actually—to give her another feeding. Ray paces in front of me as I lie on the living room couch and stare out the big window. My thoughts are often of the sky, and of Krishna. I wonder where God is at times like this, if he is not browsing in the horror section of the cosmic library searching for another chapter to slip in my life story.

I am exhausted—I have yet to regain my strength from the delivery. I’m a smashed doll who’s been sewn together by an emotionless doctor, an aching mother whose daughter disembowels Barbies in search of something to eat. Kalika lets out another loud cry and Ray shakes his head in disgust.

“What are we going to do?” he asks.

“You asked me that five minutes ago.”

“Well, we’ve got to do something. A child’s got to eat.”

“I offered her a steak, a raw steak even, and she didn’t want it. I offered her the blood from the steak and she didn’t want it. She just wants my blood and if I give her any more I will die.” I cough weakly. “But considering the circumstance that might not be bad.”

Ray stops pacing and stares down at me. “Maybe she doesn’t just crave your blood.”

I speak in a flat voice. “I have thought of that. I would have to be stupid not to have thought of that.” I pause. “Do you want to give her some of your blood?”

Ray kneels on the floor beside me. He takes my hand and gives it an affectionate squeeze. But there is a look in his eyes, one I have never seen before. Of course having a child like Kalika in the house would give the Pope a new look. Ray speaks in a low conspiratorial voice and there is no affection in his words.

“Let us say she is not a human being,” he admits. “I suppose that is obvious by now. Let’s even go so far as to say she’s some sort of vampire, although not a vampire in the traditional sense. Her indifference to the sun makes that seem certain. Now, all of this is not necessarily a bad thing if we can teach her right from wrong as she matures. She doesn’t have to be a monster.”

“What’s your point?”

“Isn’t it obvious? She’s still our daughter. We still love her, and we have to give her what she needs to survive, at least until she can fend for herself.” He pauses. “We have to get her fresh blood.”

I smile without pleasure. “You mean we have to get her fresh victims.”

“We just need blood, for now. We don’t have to kill anyone to get it.”

“Fine. Go down to the hospital and buy some. Take one of my credit cards. They’re in my purse on the kitchen table.”

Ray drew back. “I’m serious, Sita.”

I chuckle bitterly. “So am I. I have experience in these matters, in case you’ve forgotten. The only blood she will take will be warm blood from a human being.”

“I thought you sometimes survived on animal blood.”

“I offered her the blood of a cat I caught and killed in the backyard and she didn’t want it.”

“You didn’t tell me.”

“Killing a cat wasn’t something I felt like bragging about.”

A peculiar note enters his voice, to match the strange look in his eyes. “You used to kill people all the time.”

I brush off his hand and sit up. “Is that what you want me to do? Murder people for her?”

“No. No one has to die. You told me that the day you made me a vampire.”

My temper flares. “The day I made you a vampire I had an arsenal of supernatural powers at my command. I could lure dozens of people into my lair, and let them go with little more than a headache. To get Kalika fresh blood, I will have to kill, and that I refuse to do now.”

“Now that you’re human?”

“Yes. Now that I’m human. And don’t remind me of those two I wasted the night you returned. That was an act of self-defense.”

“This is an act of self-preservation,” Ray says.

I speak impatiently. “How am I supposed to get someone to donate blood for Kalika’s breakfast? Where do you find people like that? Not in Whittier.”

“Where did you go to find victims before? To bars? You went to them to lure men back to your place.”

“I never took them back to my place.”

Ray hesitates. “But we need someone, maybe a couple of someones we can take blood from regularly.”

I snicker. “Yeah, right. And when we let them go we just tell them to please not mention what has been going on here. Just chalk the bloodletting off to a unique experience.” I fume. “Whoever we bring here, we’ll have to kill in the end. I won’t do that.”

“Then you’ll let your daughter die?”

I glare at Ray, searching for the loving young man I once knew. “What’s happened to you? You should be on the other side of this argument. Before the blast, you would have been. Where did you go when you died? Huh? You never told me. Was it hell? Did the devil teach you a few new tricks?”

He is offended. “I’m just trying to save our daughter. I wish you’d drop your self-righteous, pompous attitude and face the facts—Kalika needs blood or she will die. We have to get her blood.”

“Fine, go out and get a young woman victim. You’re handsome and you’ve got style. It shouldn’t take you long.”

He stops. “I don’t know how to pick up people. I’ve never done it before.”

I have to laugh. “You sure picked me up easily enough.”

Kalika screams again.

Ray loses his dark expression and looks pained. “Please,” he says. “She’s all we’ve got. You’re the only one who can save her.”

Fed up with arguing, I stand and grab my black leather coat, the one I used to wear for hunting. Heading for the door, I say over my shoulder, “We used to have a lot, Ray. Remember that next time you order me to go out and kill.”



SEVEN


I drive around for an hour before ending up at a local park. There are a couple of basketball courts, a baseball diamond, a circular pond with white ducks in it, and a wide field where children fly long-tailed kites. Sitting between the pond and the basketball courts, I try to think how I can fix my miserable life in one brilliant stroke.

For the last twenty-four hours I have considered taking Kalika to Arturo’s secret laboratory, where the paraphernalia that completed my transformation is located: the crucifix-shaped magnets, the long copper sheets, the colored crystals. Yet the attempt, I know, to make Kalika into a human, would be a desperate act at best. One of the few times Arturo experimented on a boy—dear Ralphe—the results were disastrous. Ralphe was transformed into a flesh-eating ghoul, and I had to break his neck with my own hands to stop him from killing. No, I realize, I cannot experiment on Kalika, not until every other alternative has been explored.

Which means I need human blood. Now.

A young man on the basketball court glances over at me. I may not be a vampire anymore, but I know I’m cute. This guy is maybe nineteen, with blond hair and a strong build, an easy six-two. His size is important to me. The more pounds he has, the more blood he can stand to lose. Yet the more difficult he will be to contain. But my daughter is screaming at home. I heard her screams as I drove away in the car, echoing in my ears like the cries of a thousand past victims.

I catch this young man’s eye and smile.

He flashes me a grin. He is interested, doomed.

When his game finishes, he strolls over to say hi.

“Hi,” I say in response, nodding to the court, to his companions. I sit with my profile to them—I don’t want them to get a good look at me. “You know, you’re pretty good. You have a great jump shot.”

“Thanks. I still enjoy these pick-up games.”

“You used to play in high school?”

“Yeah. Just got out last year. How about you?”

I laugh softly. “I was too short to play basketball.”

He blushes. “I mean, did you just graduate?”

“Not long ago.” I pause, let my eyes slide over him. “What’s your name?”

“Eric Hawkins. What’s yours?”

I stand and offer him my hand. “Cynthia Rhodes. Do you come here often?”

“I usually play at Centinela. This park—I haven’t been here in ages.”

That’s good, I think. “What brings you here today?”

He shrugs. “Nothing in particular. I was just out driving around.”

That’s also good. The other guys he’s playing with—they’re not close friends.

“I was just doing the same,” I say.

He glances at the ground, fidgets shyly. “Hey, would you like to go have a Coke or something?”

“Sure. I’m not doing anything.”

We go to a coffee shop, and I order coffee. I have become a big coffee drinker since becoming human. It does wonders for my insomnia. Eric has a hamburger and french fries. I am happy he eats heartily. He will need his strength. Yet as he talks about himself, I begin to feel sad. He seems like such a nice boy.

“I’m taking a year off from college, but I’ll be in school next year,” he says. “I just got accepted to SC. I’m going to major in pre-med. My old man’s a doctor and he’s encouraged me to follow in his footsteps since the day I learned to talk.”

“Why didn’t you go straight to college?”

“I wanted to travel a little, work a little. I spent the summer in Europe. Spent a month in the Greek islands alone. You ever been there?”

I nod as I sip my coffee. “Yes. Did you visit Delos?”

“The island with all the ruins?”

“Yes. It’s supposed to be the most sacred island in the Aegean Sea. Apollo was born there.” I lower my voice. “At least, that’s what the stories say.”

“Yeah, I was there. When were you there?”

“A few years back.” I pause and catch his eye, and hate myself for the blatant manipulation. “I’m glad I went to the park today.”

He smiles shyly and stares down at his hamburger. “Yeah. When I saw you sitting there all by yourself—I don’t know—I just felt like I had to talk to you.” He adds, “I don’t usually go around hitting on girls.”

“I know, Eric.”

We chat a while longer and he finishes his food, and then glances at his watch. “Boy, I better get going. My dad’s expecting me at his office. I help out there Tuesday and Thursday afternoons.”

I feel a moment of panic. I cannot imagine returning to Kalika’s screams empty-handed. Reaching across the table, I touch his hand. “Could you do me a quick favor?”

“Sure. What is it?”

“It’s kind of embarrassing to explain. You see, I have this ex-boyfriend who is sort of stalking me. He’s not violent or anything like that, but if he sees me return home he immediately jumps out of his car and runs over and starts hassling me.” I pause. “Could you follow me home in your car? Just to make sure I get in okay.” I add, “I don’t live far from here.”

“You don’t live with your parents?”

“No. Both my parents are dead. I live alone.”

Eric is troubled. “Sure, I can come. But I won’t be able to stay.”

“I understand. If you can just walk me to my door.”

Eric is agreeable, although his reluctance remains. As a human, I’m not the actress I used to be. He likes me, but he is slightly suspicious of me. I have to wonder exactly what I’m going to do with him once he’s in my house.

To my immense bad luck, Paula is standing on my front porch as I drive up and park. Waving to her, I quickly run back to Eric’s car, which is in the middle of the block. I ask if he can wait a minute, but he’s anxious to get to his father’s office.

“He loses his temper if I’m even ten minutes late,” he explains.

“I’m grateful you followed me this far,” I say. “But I’m still worried my ex is around. He could even be in the house.”

Eric nods to Paula, who waits patiently for me. “Who is she?”

I snort, and feel another layer of guilt. “She’s just this pregnant girl who stops by from time to time looking for money. I have to get rid of her, or she’ll stay all afternoon.” I touch his arm. “Please stay. Give me two minutes.”

Eric hesitates. “Okay.”

Paula flashes me a warm smile as I hurry toward her. “What are you doing here?” I ask.

“I was worried about you. I haven’t heard from you in so long.” Paula studies me, and I know how perceptive she is. “Have you been sick? You look pale.”

“I’ve had a bad flu. Look, I can’t talk right now. That guy in the car—he’s my boyfriend’s brother, and he’s in deep trouble that I can’t go into right now. He needs my help.”

Paula is hesitant. “Fine, I can go. I was just out for a walk.” She glances at Eric. “Are you sure you’re all right?”

“Yeah, no problem.” I gesture to her swollen belly. “It won’t be long now.”

Paula is radiant. “No. Another three weeks is all.”

“That’s great.” I nod to my door. “Did you knock? Did you talk to Ray?”

“I knocked but no one answered.”

“Oh.” That’s strange. Ray is almost always at home. He would have to be at home, with Kalika and all. I can’t imagine him taking her out. But perhaps our daughter is the reason he didn’t answer. I cannot hear either of them inside. I add, “I’ll talk to you soon, Paula. I promise, we’ll have lunch.”

Paula is gracious as she carefully moves down the steps. “You take care. I’ll be thinking of you.”

“Thanks. Say a prayer for me.”

“I always do, Alisa.”

Paula leaves, and I gesture for Eric to join me on the front porch. He parks in my driveway and approaches reluctantly. He has antennae of his own. I am definitely giving off bad vibes. His car will have to be moved quickly, I think, before it makes an impression on my neighbors. I fumble for my keys, like I’m nervous. And I am nervous—I can’t imagine hurting him. For that matter, he might end up hurting me.

“Sometimes my ex comes in a back window,” I say as I put the key in the lock.

“You should lock your windows,” Eric mutters.

“Can I get you something to drink?” I ask as we step inside. A quick look around shows neither Ray nor Kalika. Maybe he did go out with her. Eric stays near the door.

“I really should be going,” he says,

“At least have a lemonade. I made some fresh this morning.” I move toward the kitchen. “I really appreciate you doing this for me.”

Eric feels trapped. “I’ll have a small glass,” he says without enthusiasm.

In fact, I did make lemonade that morning, from concentrate. Pouring a couple of glasses, I hurry back to the living room. My resentment toward Ray continues to grow. For seducing Eric to come into the house, it is good Ray is out of sight. Yet I could use Ray to knock Eric unconscious. I mean, I am a hundred-and-ten pound blond chick who just had a baby. Eric accepts his drink and I toast him with our glasses. Eric drinks without relish.

“It’s good,” he mumbles.

“Thanks. We have lemon trees in our backyard.”

“They give fruit this time of year?”

I smile. “No, but they do in the summer.”

Eric finishes half his drink and sets the glass down on the coffee table. “Well, my dad’s waiting. Let’s talk another time. It was nice to meet you.”

I jump slightly, and speak in a hushed tone. “Did you hear that?”

Eric is puzzled. “What?”

I point down the hall. “I think he’s here.”

Eric frowns. “I don’t hear anything.”

I am a picture of fear. “Would you check? Just to be sure.”

“Cynthia, really. I don’t think anyone’s there.”

I swallow heavily. “Please? It’s terrible when he sneaks up on me like this. I can’t get rid of him by myself.”

Eric eyes the hallway. “You’re sure he’s not violent? Why does he break into your house?”

“He’s never violent. He’s just a pest. I hope I’m imagining the whole thing.”

Eric starts up the hallway. I follow close behind him, silently. Even as a human, I can move like a cat. As he reaches for the last bedroom door on the left, I lash out with my right foot, striking behind his right knee. There is a mushy tearing sound—the spot is especially vulnerable. Letting out a painful cry, Eric topples to his knees. Before he can recover, I slash out with my left hand and catch him in the left temple, which is the thinnest part of the skull. The blow stuns him but does not knock him out. Disgusted, I strike again, at the opposite temple, hitting as hard as I can, the side of my hand throbbing from the effort. Still on his knees, he sways precariously. Yet he refuses to go down. Quite the contrary, he grasps at the near wall, trying to pull himself up. He is a fighter and it breaks my heart not to let him go. But I’m committed now. Backing up a step, I jump in the air and kick him in the back of the head with the heel of my left boot. That does the trick. Eric falls forward like a sack of flour. Blood drips off the back of his head, staining the carpet. Just what we need.

“I’m sorry,” I whisper as I kneel by his side, checking the pulse at the side of his neck to make sure I haven’t killed him. His face against the floor, Eric breathes heavily but his pulse is strong.

Suddenly I am aware of someone at my back.

“Good job,” Ray says.

I turn on him angrily. “Yeah, it’s good I was able to handle him all by myself. Where have you been?”

He shrugs. “I was in the other room.”

“Where’s Kalika?”

He nods to the door Eric was about to open. “In there. I told her to remain silent.”

“And she listened to you?”

Ray speaks seriously. “She always listens to me.”

“Lucky you.” I nod to Eric. “Where are we going to put him?”

“In the spare room. We’ll tie him up and gag him, and take only as much blood as our daughter needs.”

“That might be more than he can give,” I say, stroking Eric’s hair.

“We’ll have to worry about that later.” Ray pauses. “How should we withdraw the blood?”

“We need needles, syringes, tourniquets, tubing, flasks. I have them at my house in Beverly Hills.” I stand, wiping Eric’s blood from my hands. “I’ll go now.”

Ray stops me. “That house might be watched, you said.”

I don’t like being stopped. “I’ll have to risk it. I’m not breaking into a drugstore to get this stuff.”

“I want you to help me tie him up before you leave.”

“Can’t you tie him up? The sooner I leave, the sooner I can get back.” I glance at the bedroom door. My daughter hasn’t made a peep. “Kalika must be starving by now.”

“It won’t take us long if we work together. Then I can go with you to the other house.”

“No,” I say. “I’m going alone.”

Ray hesitates. “Fine. But I think it’s better this guy sees only one of us.”

“Why?”

“Isn’t it obvious? If he can identify me, it doubles our chances of being caught.”

I stare at Ray. “You really have changed.”

He shrugs. “Maybe it was Eddie’s blood.”

“Maybe.” I hold his eye. “All right, I’ll deal with him, like I deal with everything else. As long as we both understand that we’re not pushing Eric beyond his limit. This boy is not going to die.”

Ray nods his head, but his eyes do not seem to agree.



EIGHT


Before entering my Beverly Hills house, I search the street and the surrounding houses for signs of anyone watching. The FBI’s methods are not unfamiliar to me. The house appears unwatched. Once inside, I gather the supplies I need to turn Eric into a serious anemic. But before leaving I stop to call Seymour. I haven’t spoken to him since I said good night in the hotel by the beach. Even the note I left said little.

Sorry, Seymour. Got to go. You know this is for the best. Love, Sita.

“Hello?” he says.

“It’s me.”

He takes a long time to answer. His voice comes out harsh. “What do you want?”

I speak with sincerity. “Just to hear your voice, Seymour. I miss you.”

“Yeah, right.”

“I do. I really do.”

“Where are you?”

“I can’t tell you.”

“I have to go.”

“No! Wait! You know why I can’t tell you.”

“No, I don’t know why. I thought you were my friend. Friends don’t leave each other in the middle of the night.” He lowers his voice and there is pain in it. “Why did you leave?”

I hesitate. I didn’t plan to tell him.

“Ray’s come back.”

Seymour is astounded. “That’s impossible.”

“It’s true. We’re living together.” I add, “We’ve got a daughter.”

“Sita, what kind of fool do you think I am? You haven’t had time to have a daughter.”

My voice cracks. “I know that. But this one came rather fast.”

He hears that I’m serious. “Tell me everything that’s happened since I last saw you.”

So I tell him because I need someone to talk to. As always he listens patiently, closely, and I have to wonder what insights he will provide when I’m finished. He’s so smart—he always has something interesting to say about my numerous predicaments. Yet the next words out of his mouth shock me.

“Why do you assume this guy is Ray?” he asks when I finish.

I have to laugh, although I almost choke on it. “What kind of question is that? Of course it’s Ray. I know it’s Ray. Who else could it be?”

“I don’t know who else it could be. But how do you know it’s Ray? Remember, he died.”

“Because he looks like Ray. He acts like Ray. He knows everything Ray knew. He can’t be an impostor.”

Seymour speaks calmly. “Let’s take each of your statements. He looks like Ray you say. Okay, I grant you that because you’ve seen him and I haven’t. But you say he acts like Ray? I don’t think so. The Ray you describe isn’t the Ray I remember.”

“He’s been through a lot. In a sense, he died during the blast. It was only Eddie’s blood that brought him back to life.”

“That worries me right there. Eddie was the incarnation of evil. What would his blood do to someone’s psyche? Even the psyche of another vampire?”

I close my eyes and sigh. “I’ve worried about that myself. But please believe me, he can’t be an impostor. Dozens of times we’ve discussed things only Ray and I knew.”

“But you do accept you’re dealing with a guy that has his priorities twisted?”

“Am I? I’ve asked myself that question many times. When you get right down to it, I would do anything to save Kalika. Ray’s her father. Is he so different from me?”
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