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            This book is a work of fiction. The names, characters,
places, and incidents are products of the writer’s imagination or have been
used fictitiously. These items should not be construed or confused as real. Any
resemblance to persons, living or dead, actual events, locals or organizations
is entirely coincidental.


All rights reserved. No part
of this book may be used or reproduced in any manner whatsoever without written
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Prologue


          The Farm operated in secret for
the first twenty two years of its existence. The name had been derived from the
gradual purchasing of a large percentage of adjoining farms and timber tracts
in the south Alabama region known as the Black Belt. These purchases allowed
the U.S. government to build a facility that the official title was that of
Camp Cooper. 


What
little information that trickled out was passed on through scattered firsthand
accounts, rumors and innuendos. People continually whispered about the real
purpose behind the government buying an amazing one hundred thousand acres in
an area littered with venomous snakes and whitetail deer.


Government
documents listed the site as a military training ground for units specializing
in rural and forest operations. The locals never bought the flimsy explanation
for the United States needing to buy hundreds of broken down farms and forests
of loblolly pines. The isolated tract was primarily located in rural Henry
County though the size of the land purchase pushed Camp Cooper into neighboring
counties.


Little
military traffic flowed in and out of Camp Cooper, yet security was always much
heavier than the more active military facilities in the state. Often a series
of unmarked government cars and trucks would arrive, but no witness could ever
speak of seeing anyone leave. 


In the
third year of existence, a massive building project was undertaken. Soon the
town was littered with an excessive number out of state contractors who were
brought in to build the newly needed facilities. The workers were housed on the
base. Locals knew of the construction solely from observation. Occasionally, a
few workers would make their way to eat at the few restaurants or shop for
groceries. The men never talked to anyone except to place an order for goods
and services. Other times it might be to pay a bill. The mundane was part of
maintaining the curtain of secrecy. 


Passersby
could see the exterior changes which were few, but included a twenty foot tall
fence edged with barbed wire at the interior base and crown. Two years later
another identical fence was constructed thirty feet
further to the interior surrounding the entire one hundred fifty square mile
enclosure. 


Most
comments heard around town were that the Camp looked less like a military base and
more like a prison.


Residents,
who approached the installation's boundaries, either purposely or accidentally,
were met with indignation and often psychical violence. If someone insisted or
persisted, the individual was never restrained to a military stockade, but
instead detained by men dressed entirely in black military fatigues until local
law enforcement arrived. When the trial occurred, the facility civilian
official, Mr. Jericho, made sure the person was prosecuted to the fullest
extent of the law without regard to circumstance, age or influence.


Luckily
not many people desired to trespass choosing to trust in the government no
matter what secret the base was hiding. If anybody did question what was going
on there through appropriate channels, that individual would find military
personnel at his or her home and made sure the concerns were silenced.


People
in the country side surrounding the base were scarce meaning Camp Cooper had
few bothersome neighbors. Those that did live near the base often spoke quietly
of hearing strange guttural, animalistic screams and growls echoing through the
trees and fields. Occasionally, more human-like sounds of men shouting or guns
firing would reverberate in the night. Events heard and not seen were conveyed as
part of training exercises. The people of the communities learned as time
passed if they did not bother the Camp, the government would leave them alone.


One
cloudy day in April 1999, the residents awoke to find Camp Cooper no longer
existed and had been replaced by the Chadron Cooperation. That day fifteen
years ago, the Farm became the playground of the rich and elite, but no one
ever knew why until now.


Though
the signs had changed, folks soon realized nothing else had. If only the locals
knew the complete truth.






Chapter 1



 

The hunt was supposed to be legendary. Instead, thus far, it
was boring and alcohol fueled. It was billed as a once in a lifetime experience
with one small catch: I could never tell anyone about it unless I knew for
certain they were part of the M Collective. The network that made up the M
collective was comprised of elites from around the globe who enjoyed paying
huge sums of cash to hunt things that only exist in nightmares and movies. 


I guess I should say that these things should only exist in
nightmares and movies, but they do exist thanks to the United States government
and a company called Chadron, or at least that was what we were led to believe.
The belief for me was starting to fade as my buzz wore off. 


We spent most of the night sitting in a specially created
blind that would shield us from being seen by the monsters. Hell, I didn't
believe mankind was capable of prying monsters from fantasy to let them loose
until the creature stood before me. The possibility of death stirred something
in me as I stared at the teeth and claws of science gone mad. I looked at my watch;
the time read midnight. Yet, here I was in the middle of the night on this
godforsaken "Farm", as everybody calls it, trying to survive the next
two hours until daybreak, knowing I was surrounded by the monsters of the rich
and powerful.


When the GV4 came out of his lair to feed on the goats tied
to some trees nearby, we were told to make our kill. We were all surprised when
we first saw the hunted emerge from a broken down barn about two hundred yards
away. We had never been shown images of our prey and now, looking at the
creature, I realized why. My heart started pounding in my chest as I recognized
the form of the monster; it was human.


            I
leaned against the wall as I glanced around the room to gauge the reactions. A
thought struck me hard. When the “Hunt” director had sat the entire group down
and explained the uniqueness of our prey, I should have listened. 


The follies of youth I heard a teacher once say, but never
really understood the meaning until this very moment. It was a hunting trip for
Christ’s sake, and I spent much of my youth on tons of those trips hunting for
deer and elk with my father, so no matter what we were hunting, I thought I was
ready. I was wrong. Everybody I had talked to just referred to the prey as
"the hunted", but in my stupidity, I ignored the unusual use of
terminology. I was too busy being enamored with how cool it was to be selected
to be with this influential group of men in this unique situation. 


Smith had been the director's name. He had stayed back at
the command center and would monitor things from there. Lucky prick, I
mouthed as I continued to watch the GV4. Smith had seemed a nice enough guy
when he was covering vulnerabilities and safety precautions. Why hadn't he been
forceful? He could have made us listen. 


Why was I blaming him, I lamented. He had done his job and
had been sane enough not to accompany us. I wished I had cared enough to heed
his stern warnings as he had painstakingly went through every procedure if
something were to go wrong. I sighed heavily which brought the ire of dirty
looks from several of the group members. I didn't realize it was that loud. 


I should have picked up on that there was a chance I would
be in over my head when I noticed Smith had looked worried.  Even more concern had flashed across his face
as everybody had passed around silver flasks filled with liquid courage.
Whenever he had been offered a swig, he had respectfully declined, which had astonished
me because I drank readily at each invite. I had chalked it up to his having
been on many hunts. Only one matter had even bothered to trouble me. I couldn't
shake why he had requested of Senator Hatcher that I was not to be allowed to
go in the area known as the Old Town. The Senator had patted me on the back and
agreed to the request with a promise and a laugh as he downed another swig.
Thinking back, I was glad for the promise. From what I was watching, I was
becoming sure that whatever the Farm held at that location must be much worse.


As fear crept through me, I knew I was responsible for
myself. There was no one else to shoulder the burden. I should have turned back
when we loaded up and left the Camp, but instead, I had jumped in the solid black
armored personnel carrier with the rest of HG2, as we were called. Fear of
ridicule had shoved me forcibly into the rear of the vehicle and had sat me
smack down between Senator Hatcher and Mark Fowler, a close friend of his.


I took a deep breath, putting that memory out of my mind,
and looked around to inspect the faces of my group. The rest of the hunting
group consisted of two state legislators, Jim Knowlton and Michael Elias, along
with a business man from Atlanta who was introduced only as Mr. Jacoby. We were
escorted by four other men who worked as guides during the hunts, none of which
ever were actually introduced by name to any of HG2. Each of the four men
looked, dressed and acted like career military. 


I was thankful for these four men who were escorting us
because the members of my group looked like what they were: middle aged, over
indulged politicians and business men. Those men did not want for anything,
especially at the moment. A very opposite life from the battle hardened
commandos who were watching our reactions as we got our first contact.


The Hunt was simple: HG2 versus a solitary Generation V4 or
GV4, as I now know they are called. Shit, simple left the building when the
razor sharp claws of the creature reflected dully in the moonlight.


I tried to speak, but the largest of our guides surprised me
as he clamped his hand over my mouth and gestured for me to watch.  


The GV4 did not move like a human; it swayed back and forth,
almost on all fours. The thing stood erect as its nose sniffed the air. The
beast’s eyes glowed blood red as it scanned the darkened surrounding forest.
Cautiously, the GV4 moved toward the captured food standing mere yards away.
One of the goats, sensing danger, emitted a cry of distress sending the alerted
GV4 bounding towards the animals. 


Staring through a gap in the camouflaged netting, I studied
it. Closer now, I could tell it was a male with distinct broad shoulders,
muscular arms clothed in torn ragged clothing stained with dark clumps of dried
blood and organic matter. 


            Sitting
back down, I watched through a monitor within our structure as creature opened
his mouth and emitted a mild roar, similar in tone to a big African cat, before
he displayed four three inch long fangs protruding from his mouth. 


            Seizing the side of the goat, he
effortlessly lifted the struggling animal before ripping away at the throat
with his teeth. Ten seconds crawled by as we all watched the monster drink from
the goat until it was a dried husk.


            “Senator, when he discards the second
goat, before he retreats to his den, you should take the shot. You will need to
hit him in the chest then we will all go down to finish him.” The guide in
charge whispered.


            The Alabama summer night was cool,
yet I noticed the Senator sweating nervously, as were the rest of his
acquaintances, as he aligned his rifle for the shot. I felt my own forehead
realizing I too was dripping. 


            We waited as the monster drank the
blood of the second goat.


            I
looked at the Senator, who shook as he held the gun, finger on the trigger. 


            “Take
the shot.” Multiple voices echoed as we all awaited his next move.


            I
closed my eyes hearing the report of the rifle then the celebratory cheers as
each man congratulated the Senator on a job well done.


            The guide leader interrupted the
celebration. “Gentlemen, the silver nitrate in the GV4's blood will wear off in
about an hour so we need to hurry if we are going to finish our kill.”


            I
sat numbed as each man was handed a wooden stake and a machete. I didn't
understand.


            Knowlton shouted as he gleefully
raced through the back door of the blind. “First one to the body gets to count
the kill!” 


            The rest of Hunting Group 2 followed
except for me and the Senator. Hatcher looked relived and sick at the same
time. Under his breath, I thought I heard him mutter a small prayer. An
uncomfortable silence suddenly filled the air, making the fifteen by twenty tin
and wooden box seem smaller and constrictive. 


            “Ethan,
why don't you enjoy yourself with the rest of the guys?” He questioned, as he discarded
his rifle, slowly picked up his own stake and machete.


            “No disrespect Senator, but I think I will
stay and watch from here.” On the color monitor, I saw the men sprinting toward
the fallen GV4. 


“Suit yourself.” He said as he
started to walk through the blind's door.


            “Senator,”
Still disturbed by the humanoid's death I called out, “What does the v stand
for in GV4?”


            He
stopped, turned toward me and with no expression muttered “Vampire.”


            My heart leapt to my throat as the word
quietly passed through my lips. “Vampire.”


            I
jumped up at the sound of a scream. 


            The
monitor displayed seven men running toward and standing around another of our
group that I recognized as Knowlton. He lay motionless in the thinly worn grass
near a couple of pine trees. Most of my view was obscured by the men huddled
around, but I could barely make out a series of jagged, bloody cuts along his
neck. The lead guide began barking commands that I could not fully make out,
but realized was an attempt to get us to run. Confused and scared, the rest of
the group began fleeing back toward the blind, scattering. Leaving behind
Fowler on the ground, the collective never looked back as a guide continued to
urge them on as he opened fire with his semi-automatic handgun. As they neared,
I realized the goal was not the blind, but the Armored Personnel Carrier.


            I
broke into a run myself when a single male vampire, then a second and a third
dropped down from the limbs of the pines, descending upon the unconscious man
lying on the ground.


            Breaking
away from the shelter of the blind, I ran toward the Armored Personnel Carrier
with all the effort my body could manage, only to be forced back by the
frightening appearance of a large hulking male vampire with soulless red eyes
standing between me and the security of the vehicle.  


            I
was lucky. 


            The vampire became distracted when
Fowler inadvertently ran into him. The vampire shucked the smaller human away
with a grunt as he swatted the stumbling Fowler to the ground. Before Fowler
could react, the vampire jerked him from the ground, snapping his back in one
forceful action. 


            Alive, but unable to move, Fowler
tried to scream as the vampire feasted upon him, ripping open his throat. Blood
erupted from the wound in ragged, deep red bursts covering the feasting
vampire. I could tell the creature loved the blood bath as it tore a chunk of
meat from the man. The three inch long fangs that protruded from the top and
lower part of the vampire's mouth dripped with blood, but so did much of the
creature's face and chest.


            Scared
at the sight of my fellow hunter being ravaged by the vampire, I ran. In my
attempt to flee, I saw two of the more muscular guides being ripped apart by
three male vampires, who slashed and tore at the fallen men with the five inch
long razor sharp nails that lined the tips of each finger.   


            Many
of the survivors fought to stay alive. I started running away from the horror,
but at every turn, horror followed me. In my haste, I noticed there was a small
group trapped near the APC as a cluster of GV4s encircled their meal. The group
of hunters had left their rifles in the blind while moving in to officially kill
the first vampire with machetes and stakes. Dumb move since now they were
unable to defend themselves, and I was I unable to help as I had bypassed the
weapons in my own pursuit of self-preservation. I grimaced at the carnage, but
kept running.


            We
had used goats to attract the vampires, but the vampires had used another
vampire to attract us. It was a nonissue. They were going to be dead in a
moment, including Senator Hatcher.


            I
remembered enough from what Mr. Smith had said to know that the vampires were
limited to specific territories because of safety protocols. If I could run far
enough into another section of the Farm, then maybe I could hide until help
arrived. 


            Leaving the carnage behind, I ran
into the darkness of the canopy created by the towering pines. Stretching out
before me was forest as far as I could see. I wasn't sure if the eerie silence
I was hearing as I ran was my way of forgetting about my group or something
sinister had taken the sounds of the night. I didn't care.


            My feet ached and my legs felt as
heavy as lead but I pushed deeper into the forest. I had neglected psychical
fitness while I was D.C. and my body was feeling the effects. My lungs burned
and a terribly debilitating stitch was forming in my side, yet I ran.


            I had gone as far as I could go when
I stopped to vomit. Fighting the urge, I squatted near a fallen tree to rest. I
tried not to focus on the loss of the hunting party, which was filling my every
thought as I lowered myself to the ground.


            With my back to the fallen tree, I
surveyed my surroundings. The formerly moonlit sky was not entirely blocked
from view. Small slender beams were broken by the branches above sending
scattered fragments to frame out the shadows. 


            I had no idea how far the Camp was
or how far I had ran. The distance had seemed to be miles though I wasn't sure.



            A plan of action was needed and
waiting until morning seemed to be the best option. I still wasn't sold on the
idea of staying the rest of the night in the woods so I reached into my pocket
to get my cellphone. The cellphone was missing. Franticly, I checked all of my
pockets until I remembered during the first inspection of our equipment and
supplies at the staging area, the phone had been taken away by a man dressed in
black army fatigues at the direction of Mr. Smith.


            Smith
had motioned to a group of men who had searched all of us before we left. “The
base can't have anyone taking images or uploading anything. Your mobile devices
will be returned to you after the Hunt.”


            “Shit.”
I muttered as the thought resonated.


             We had left the staging area at eleven, drove
for about thirty minutes, waited around an hour for the vampire then the world
had gone to Hell. My best guess the time was somewhere after two in the
morning. There was almost five hours before the sun would be up.


            Running did not seem logical. I was
outnumbered, plus the vampires were bigger and faster. I might survive one
encounter with divine intervention, but with multiple attacks I would be
doomed. 


            The
large tree against my back gave me an idea. Spinning around, I began to dig in
the soft black dirt underneath the log. Forced to use my hands, I was surprised
how quickly the excavation proceeded. Soon, a small opening began to form until
there was sufficient room to conceal myself. Grabbing nearby broken limbs and
vegetation, I slid into my makeshift cave pulling the items into the opening to
help hide my location.


            Feeling
only slightly more secure than when I was sitting in the open, I tried to rest.
The soft of the moss on the back of a large rock I was using as a pillow, and
the coziness of my newly constructed cave, did little to ease my concerns of
dying or stop me from thinking about the men I had left behind to die. My mind
wound not stop racing. The thoughts plagued me. All the
mistakes. 


            The
sleep did not creep up on me but instead hit me swiftly and hard. I was not
given time to fight back as I fell quickly into a nightmare about sitting nude
among my schoolmates in a crowded Advanced Placement United States history
class.







Chapter 2



 

            I opened my eyes to a world still at
night. I had no idea that I had been asleep except for a minimally refreshed
feeling. How long, I didn't know. 


            Gently, I parted my makeshift door
to see if I could determine how much longer I must remain hidden. I was
startled by a sound. In the distance, I could hear the soft destruction of
items under foot.  


            Just as gently, I closed the
opening. Terrified, I dared not to move. My heart thrummed against my chest. Heavy
footsteps neared. By the distinct lopping sound each was making, I realized
there were at least three.


            I
had no way to defend myself against one - now there was three.  


            Pushing far back into my den, I
prayed they wouldn't find me, but I was certain my fate would be the same as my
mentor, Senator Hatcher, and his friends. 


            The
uneven footfalls stopped. I knew the vampires were close from the stench of rot
and decay emitted from each of their bodies. The smell was horrible. I wanted
to gag badly, but I knew it would spell my death if I did. 


            A
large snort was issued by one of the vampires then another; the sounds of heavy
sniffing permeated the air. All of a sudden, a vampire leapt onto the old log
with a resounding thud causing the semi hollow structure to bend and shift. 


            I
felt my dwelling shudder and tilt, pinning my right ankle between the wood and
a partially hidden large rock. The ankle throbbed and swelled but I tried to
sequester my scream of pain. Trapped, I heard the vampire playfully dig its
claws into the frail bark, peeling away a thin layer.


            They
were not guessing; the creatures knew where I was hiding, and I was surrounded
with no promise of escape.


            I
pondered how they knew then I realized my stupidity. Of course, they could
smell me. 


            The
vampire on the log continued to toy with me by cutting into the flesh of the
dead tree removing bits and chunks. I could hear the scratching and knew it was
only a matter of time before he was clear of the tree and my den revealed 


            A
throaty deep growl arose from the left side of the tree only to be answered
with a monstrous roar from my tormentor. The growl became an apologetic whimper
in response. 


            Undeterred,
the vampire continued its methodical progress on the tree. 


            I
tried to work my foot free stealthily at first, but what was the use of hiding
it when they already knew where I was located. 


            Eventually,
I was able to dislodge my ankle from the confinement. If I was going to die, I
was going to die like a man. Maybe just maybe, I thought, I might be able to
take one out with me as I went down. 


            Grabbing
the bowling ball sized rock I had used as a crude pillow from under my head, I readied myself by taking deep breaths. 


            Resolved
and gathered, it was time to fight. 


            I
could hear the gnashing of teeth as I worked to get into a better position to
exit from underneath the log. I could tell from the activity above, the
vampires were growing more agitated. A lot of scratching and snorting led to
complete silence. I paused, waiting for their next move.


            A
gunshot cracked through the air, echoing through the trees, followed by a
horrific moan. Help had arrived. I was jubilant for a second until a wave of
relief and regret washed over me leaving me saddened. 


            I
felt the tree shift again as the vampire jumped from its perch. 


            Multiple
shots rang out. Several of the bullets missed their intended target ripping
through the downed tree. If I wanted to stay alive, I should stay under the
tree until the shooting was finished. I settled deeper into my earthen hovel. 


            Looking
through the cracks in my makeshift door, I saw a spiked haired vampire lying on
the ground two feet away from me. He appeared human except for his grayish,
pocked skin and dagger-like fangs. The fangs hung down in pairs on both sides
of the mouth about a half inch apart from its twin. The fangs were wide at the
root then narrowed to a point at the base. He was wearing a makeshift tunic of
animal skins and salvaged clothes.


            Shouting
was closing on my position as the gunfire became interspersed with shrieks and
screams from the remaining vampires. 


            The
log rolled when the vampires used it as a springboard as they fled. In the low
light of the burgeoning morning, I could see two vampires jumping-running
through the trees in the early glimmers of sunlight as the sun peeked through
the trees. 


            I followed their escape, watching
both males scramble away. The two were dressed similarly to the dead vampire
beside me: one was exceedingly tall and the other of average height. The bigger
one snapped at the smaller one when he veered too close. The short one glanced
off a tree then bounced off another trying to escape the sharp teeth. Soon, the
two were out of sight. 


            “Hello?
You can come out now. We are Camp Cooper's security team. We are here to rescue
you.” A male's voice said calmly.


            “Under
here!” Scrambling from my hiding place, I was careful not to disturb the dead
vampire on the ground. An unseen hand grabbed my shirt collar and helped me up.


            I
turned to see my rescuer to thank him when the dead vampire sprung to life,
clutching at my pants leg. 


            I
know I screamed, but I felt removed from my body as the vampire's eyes popped
open. It all seemed to happen in slow motion: the eyes, the fangs.  


            Holding
my leg, the weak and incapacitated vampire pulled my leg toward his mouth.
Violently, I kicked the wounded beast in the head with my free foot until he
let go. He narrowly missed embedding his fangs as I drew back my leg. 


            Crawling with the use of only one
arm, he kept coming for me.


            Backed
against the fallen tree, I turned to climb when a flash of metal whizzed by my
head. Looking over my shoulder, I saw the vampire searching for what remained
of his throat. 


            “Move!”


            I
was easily pushed aside by the ancient Mr. Smith, who moved much better than
his age implied. He quickly pulled a silvery bladed machete from the vampire's
neck. A look of determination and aggravation was maintained as he hacked away
at the vampire that had been dispatched at my feet. In three blows, he finally
separated the head from the body.


             “Tear the GV4 apart and burn it with the rest
while I dispose of this.” Smith picked up the lifeless vampire's head by its
thick mangy, black hair.     


            Two of the security team roughly
shoved by me before the men lifted the dead vampire by the legs, dragging it
away through the woods followed by ten or twelve others.


            Mr. Smith studied the creature's
face. The man appeared to be looking for an answer to why all of this had
happened. Sullenly, he dropped the lifeless head to his side. He turned his
attention to me for the longest time then slightly shook his head as he led me
into the pines.






Chapter 3



 

A man
I had never seen before paced agitatedly in the small confines of the isolation
room yelling at the man I knew as Mr. Smith. "What the hell happened out
there Leslie?!" 


It was
the room where I was being tended to by a group of silently worried doctors and
nurses who avoided eye contact. 


Mr.
Smith did not answer. He watched the hospital staff methodically inspect and
document every bit of torn flesh until in a final flurry wounds were dressed,
samples collected for study, and lumps smoothed with ointment. 


The
dirty instruments and charts were stowed carefully. Looking over my bandages
covering my scratches, the lead doctor motioned to the hunting guide director
with a subtle nod. 


The
collection of medical personnel quickly scooted out the door at the behest of
Mr. Smith, who secured the door after the last person exited.


What
kind of name is Leslie for a guy, I thought. The name really did his tough guy
image harm. I was delirious enough from either my horrifying night or the fresh
meds coursing through my veins to think it might be reasonable to ask him why
his parents would have named him such an awful name. Cloudy reasoning seemed to
take hold long enough to tell me to shut up. 


The
drugs were beginning to take effect. My eye lids were feeling heavy though
sleep was the last thing I wanted. I tried to speak, but my lips wouldn't move.
Trying again, the numbness was spreading too fast. I felt myself drifting,
deeper and deeper almost like I was floating away but tethered to the bed. 


When
did they give me a shot, I
wondered?


Fighting
to stay awake, the need consumed me. I thought I wanted answers, but my body
felt light, relaxed. My mind was slowing. Warmness radiated throughout my body;
fogginess cluttered my mind. The two men were arguing, but there was no sound.
I could see through my foggy haze the conversation was animated. The mouths
appeared to be moving rapidly then slowly as the two faces became distorted,
blurred, and surreal. 


I
snapped back to reality for a fleeting instance. At my side lay my useless arms
with something inside was begging me to sleep. It began a determined tug of
war, but I challenged the growing darkness. Tingling radiated through my
extremities as limbs were fought with in an effort to shake off the effects of
the sedative. A simple thought clung to life as the darkness filled the edges
of my mind: vampires aren't real. 


I had
seen them. I had to know the truth. I had to know...






Chapter 4



 

The
dreams were wildly vivid. 


Glowing
greens and rich blacks lay before my eyes. The colors framed the hunting
encampment. Standing inside the former shed turned hunting blind again, I shook
in fear as an echo of screams started low at a faraway distance, but become
quickly deafening in the confined space.


My
hands trembled as I fumbled to lock the door. I knew it was a futile gesture if
even a single vampire wanted to taste my blood. The act shouldn't have slowed
my shaking, though momentarily I was a little more at ease. 


Taking
a chair in front of the tinted and now closed window, I settled into gazing at
the spot where the hunting party had attempted to kill the GV4. The location
was empty. Hours seemed to pass.


Staring
out into the darkness, I watched as a single pair of flaming red eyes peered
from the shadows, creeping ever closer. I grabbed the arm rests of my chair as
the pair of eyes grew to four then eight sets. An icy sweat began to cover my
forehead and back. My heart thumped as a sense of panic rose inside. Against my
desire to distance myself from my own demise, I placed my hand on the
windowsill. Inexplicably, I leaned forward to catch a better view of the
approaching figures.


Abruptly,
I found myself awakening at night in an open field of waving golden brown wheat
straw. Unsure of my location, I lay still listening to the silent field.  No birds calling, no crickets chirping, not
even the rustling on the trees as a gentle wind pushed the flowing wheat from
side to side. 


Rising
to one knee, I surveyed the waist high wheat and the surrounding woods, being
careful not to expose my position. The starless night contained a lonesome full
moon, which hung low in the sky like a spotlight framing the small field in a
yellow hue. Patiently, I scanned looking for signs of movement. 


The
gentle sway of the straw was disarmingly calming. Content I was alone, I wanted
to make my next move in due time.


Waiting
for hours, feeling safe, I stood. 


Whispering,
I asked myself, "Which direction do I proceed to get back to the base?


Huge,
clawed hands seized me from behind, lifting me from the ground before I could
satisfy my question with an answer. I could not free myself from the monstrous
grip as the claws dug into my flesh and fingers tightened as I struggled. The
pain emanating from my ripped muscle tissue was unbearable.


I felt
my feet losing contact with the ground as I was lifted upward. Stretching my
toes downward, I hoped to find footing to no avail. 


My
back brushed against the creature's torso as I was drawn nearer. I wanted to
scream, but in my fright I was unable to issue a solitary sound. 


The
being's breathing was heavy and smelled rancid. The warm air and smell coupled
with my impending doom made me nauseated. I felt the sudden deep relief huffing
of a hunger about to be satisfied grace my neck. The beast paused after taking
a final sniff. 


I
thought I was going to pass out. My head was spinning as my body went
completely slack. 


A
crazily depraved scream covered the animalistic utterances of the monster who
was threatening to kill me. I rapidly realized the scream was my own as a
single fang pierced the skin of my throat.


I
awoke trying to grab at my throat to find my hands bound at my sides by
metallic strapping attached to a metal bed. Struggling to free myself, the
strapping was digging into the skin on my wrists causing them to begin to
bleed. A frayed strand of the woven metal broke free, sliding underneath my
skin with ease. I winced at the pain though it was minimal; no more than a
large caliber needle used to draw blood. It was the unusual feeling of something
inside my skin that bothered me more.


The
drugs were rapidly wearing off. My bones ached; blood drizzled from my chaffed
wrists. My head felt as if the top of my skull was being hacked off with a dull
axe, and worse, I still did not know where or why I was being held.


Easing
up from the bed, I attempted to sit somewhat upright so I could look around,
using my elbows to hold myself in position, careful not to pinch my already raw
wrists again. I called aloud, "Where am I?" 


My
vision began returning to normal from its blurry state with every blink.
Faintly, I could see a group of people dressed in dark military attire carrying
weapons milling above me on a series of gray walkways.


The
ceiling of the room was stark white with large rectangular fluorescent lights
spaced evenly apart. Following the ceiling down, men and women dressed in
surgical uniforms were scrambling hurriedly to place medical machines in the
room.


"Hello?
Can you tell me what is going on?"


No one
acknowledged my questions or acknowledged me. 


A
female clad in blue scrubs pushed a cart covered by a blue drape within two
feet of the bed. 


I
spoke to her, "Can you tell me what is happening? What is wrong with
me?"


The
woman turned to me. I could tell she was in her late twenties to mid-thirties with
brown hair and highlights of auburn hanging loosely from her cap. A mask
covered her face. What small amount of features that was visible appeared to be
attractive.


When
she looked up, I was instantly caught off guard. Her eyes were entirely bright
sunflower yellow with a hint of orange around the outer recesses. The corneas
and the irises were not visible but entirely gone. The yellow coloring was
solid making the eyes seem to be a single solid piece until the eyes met her
dark flesh. If the eyes had been dark, they would have appeared lifeless like a
doll except there was no reflection.


The
eyes didn't scare me, not at first, as I believed it was the drugs phasing out
of my system an after affect I told myself. 


Minutes
passed as the nurse with the yellow eyes prepped me for surgery. I never
allowed her from my sight, watching her every move. She was gentle and precise.



Her
hands were clad in gloves, but her fingers were delicate in approach setting up
my IV. She inadvertently brushed against my arm with hers as she slid the
needle into my arm and connected me to a dark liquid. She did not start the
drip. The skin of her arm was cold and smooth, no warmth, lifeless where it
touched mine. The sensation shook me to my soul. 


I
avoided her gaze as her eyes passed over my body as she would periodically
check my vitals and restraints. Intently, I followed her movements as she took
measurements of my temperature and pulse, writing the information on a chart
which hung from the foot of my bed. It wasn't until she shined a small
flashlight in my eyes to check for movement that I was confronted with the eyes
again. Inches from my face, I could not help to notice the eyes.


The
drugs were mostly gone so there was no longer an excuse. I was unnerved to say
the least. Pulling my head to a side to avoid staring into her face resulted in
her forcibly turning my head by grabbing my face across the cheekbones with her
thumb and forefinger. She squeezed with enough pressure to get my full
attention as she straightened my head. 


I
exclaimed tersely, "That hurt!"


I am
not sure she cared. The woman did not react or apologize. The nurse continued
in a professional, thorough manner.


It was
her eyes that were bothering me. I attempted closing mine then reopening. Nothing. The yellow eyes did not go away. Concluding it was
the lights and my freshly opened, but addled eyes playing tricks, I blinked
rapidly hoping it would clear. Nope. Finally, I tried to dismiss the coloring
to my own delirium, the drugs, contacts, or all three. The nurse never blinked.
She never ever blinked.


Hell,
I wasn't sure if she was alive because best I could tell with any certainty was
that she wasn't breathing. There was no rise and fall of her chest, no moment
of her nostrils or of the mask. She never adjusted or seemed agitated by
anything. She worked; a perfect employee.


Eventually,
she completed her tasks, leaving to attend to another tray of medical equipment
located near a bay of thick glassed windows and a heavy, riveted door of
brushed steel. 


Preoccupied
with yellow eye, my new nickname for this unknown woman, I had failed to notice
the entire surgical team was standing side by side with eyes closed and heads
bowed as in prayer. The call to attention was located in front of a bank of
rather complicated looking machinery. 


Curious
to see if my personal nurse was the only person with yellow eyes, I waited for
a member of the staff to show his or her eyes, but none did.


Soon
yellow eye was done busying herself with the items before her. Job completed,
she joined the collective, assuming an identical posture at the end of the line
furthest from the bed: head bowed, arms to her side, eyes closed.


Lying
back down on the cold metallic bed, I saw the soldiers above me stop pacing the
catwalks. Most of the men were running into predetermined positions, the
pounding of their boots belaying the urgency at which they moved. Confused, I
lay taking in my room.


The
facility was oversized and too complex for a medical ward. The room was
cavernous, the size of a basketball gymnasium. Along the far wall to my right
were rows of bindings in a variety of different positions made from silvery
steel chain. To the left were a darkened row of windows. Shadowy figures and
shapes could barely be seen through the glass. Through parted and restrained
feet, stood the series of windows where yellow eye had been spotted working.
Tilting and turning my head, I could see behind the bed were large pools of a
watery substance with empty cages strung several feet overhead. 


Bored
and scared beyond belief, I opted to be a smart ass, I asked aloud, "Would
it kill any of you to get me a pillow?"


The
room remained eerily quiet except from the rising drone emanating from the bank
of strange machines brought in by the workers. 


I was
becoming unhinged the longer I waited. I had to find out what was wrong with me
and what was happening with yellow eye. She was my focus of attention, the rock
that kept me from wigging out. Occasionally, I would roll my head far enough to
one side and off the bed to see if yellow eye and her fellow freaks were still
stoically standing by. Sure enough each member was there. 


I
asked myself, how could people, if they were people, act in such a manner? 


This
was beyond anything in my experience in regard to professionalism. 


Screaming
seemed a great option to release my frustration and fear, but I wasn't sure how
the soldiers above would react. Looking skyward, I could see the difference in
posturing. In fact, they too were now too ready. A more subtle difference was
the unflinching nature of the stance and expressions that framed every face.
Complementing the body language, the weapons were no longer slung over their
shoulders. The guns were hanging over the railing, pointed down in my direction. 


My
mind filled with questions I could not answer. However, a couple of things I
did know was the soldiers were ready for someone more dangerous than me, and
though attended to by a cast of bizarre medical staff, I was not being treated
for an injury. I was being detained for another reason.






Chapter 5



 

I must have dozed off. 


Through glazed eyes the room did not appear different. The
guards were still at the ready overhead, and any change in their position was
imperceptible. Rolling my head to the side, the hunt for yellow eye began. The
IV bag she had strung earlier was still full. The drip had never been started. 


Past the end of the bed, yellow eye still stood with her
eyes closed. This sight somewhat relived me. The rest of the medical staff was
on hand. The group members were stationed along side my silent nurse with
identical, motionless, head bowed postures. 


Drugged, restrained, guns trained on and cared for by
freaks, I was somehow at ease knowing yellow eye was nearby. I had once read
that captives often identify with their capturers as they broke under the
stress. I was sure I was breaking. She was a sweet comfort but it wasn't her
lack of caring that made me feel safe or the touch of her lifeless skin. She
was the only contact I had with anything resembling a person since I was
brought from the woods after the attack. If I had awakened without her there
then I would have been crushed.


The soft, low hum of the machines was calming. The
consistent droning had been the soft lullaby that had gently soothed me to
sleep and not the low grade cocktail of drugs mingling loosely within my
system. Quickly, I was finding myself drifting back into the ether.


A crackling pop echoed throughout the chamber as the seal
was broken around the heavy metal door allowing the atmosphere inside to escape
into the antechamber. The air seemed to be sucked from the room as a cluster of
men, among which was Mr. Smith and the angry gentleman from the hospital,
entered through the previously locked door. 


"Ethan, how are you feeling? I hope the staff has
treated you well. I am Mathias Dencourt, Director of
Future Systems for the Chadron Corporation." The angry man from the
hospital was friendly in his attempt to make conversation with me as he flipped
through a chart hanging from the end of the bed. 


"Sir, I feel fine I guess." I made it a point to
jerk at the bindings securing my wrists to call to attention my predicament
though I knew the man was well aware of my situation. 


"Your medical staff is a little different in their
complete lacking of any bedside manner." The metal bracelets that held my
arms in place clanked again as I adjusted in the bed to attempt to sit upright
as much as my shackles would allow.


I spied yellow eye in the same posture as before the men
entered; head bowed, hands behind her back, eyes closed, face expressionless,
no rise or fall of her chest. 


"Yes. The Zs are state of the
art. They can be trained and maintained at a fraction of the cost of
traditional human personnel. We can modify each to specific tasks through a
unique upload system that allows data uploads directly into the cerebral
cortex."


I asked, "Traditional human?"


"The staff in this part of the facility were created
two years ago from our previous medical personnel; one of my greatest
successes. The staff no longer becomes angry, sad, tired or even hungry. If one
does happen to break or be destroyed, then any grunt or street urchin we can
find can take his or her place. I am so proud each time I get to see them
managing the patients in this wing of the facility," The angry man
commented as he replaced my chart to its original home on the bed.


"Traditional human?” I
inquired again since the question was not answered to anything nearing my
satisfaction. 


"That is a pesky question that you have asked. I was
avoiding it because I was unsure how to explain something people can only
fathom in dreams. This staff is very unique, special so to speak, in that the
staff members that have been attending to your medical needs since your
movement to this wing of the hospital ward four days ago are all dead." 


The truth hit me gradually. First seeing vampires and now
the undead in my short stay on the Farm, the smaller details were slipping
through the lapses in my understanding. The man had said it had been four days,
but the days lost were unimportant. I had to know about this surreal world of
monsters I had been thrust into with my decision to join the hunt.


Hands casually resting in his pockets, Mr. Dencourt glibly looked around the room as he spoke.
"The Constructs are different than the other projects we have undertaken.
They have limited, predetermined function with high rewards. Only a single
generation has been needed thus far which means we can maximize usage of a
smaller controlled group. This recent finding will be the basis for other lines
of Zs. A small change in formulation will save
billions in dollars and possibly revolutionize the medical industry. These are
exciting times, and you are about to witness the next step first hand."


Since the last observation, the other men who had entered
earlier had edged closer to the bed I was occupying. The entire group nervously
shuffled from one foot to the next in silence, staring heavily in my direction.
The expressions ranged from smiles to furrowed brows. 


Worry began to emerge. Handcuffed to a bed in an
experimental facility surrounded by Constructs, armed guards and well-heeled
men, some in military garb, I came to understand the twist and ounce of truth
from my earlier assumption. The guards were needed to protect the room's other
occupants from what I was about to become. 


Slammed with the thoughts, I felt ill at first then angry. I
would be a mindless, soulless yellow eyed medical technician. I was about to
become another test subject, another rat for Dencourt's
game. I wanted to speak, to scream, but my body, my lips did not respond to my
pleas for movement. Only my eyes would do my bidding and it was an extreme
tiring effort. 


Dencourt smiled as he hovered over
me. The pristinely dressed man roughly clutched my head, using his thumbs to
peel away the skin around the bottoms of my eyes. Satisfied, he checked the IV
drip put in place by yellow eye. 


Talking at me though not to me, Dencourt straightened. "Our scientists have
produced a synthetic paralytic ten times more potent than any ever approved by
the FDA. It will allow the nanites to transition more fluidly throughout your
body and deliver the virus more efficiently. Unfortunately, the process is
excruciatingly painful, and we have had our share of deaths on the table, but the
most recent breakthrough I spoke of will rectify that side effect."


I was not feeling the confidence in the breakthrough. I was
so scared. 


Turning away from me to face his audience, Dencourt spoke sadistically aloud, "The paralytic
won't take away the pain. I cannot stand the thrashing and the screams can be
horrific. This new drug will eliminate the nastiness from our prospective.
Ethan, however, will be tormented harshly for the next twenty four to thirty
six hours."


The man moved to speak quietly with his gallery. Only the
tops of their heads could be seen occasionally as the group debated my fate. I
alternated between watching the drip and straining to hear bits of information.
Luckily, my body was relaxed by the drug and my heart was not racing as best I
could tell. I wanted to hurl myself from the bed. A loud outburst from one of
men distracted me from the reality of my possible impending death. "He is
just a damn boy!"


I couldn't see the face, but the voice was firm. 


The statement was rebutted by Dencourt.
"His memory will be wiped clean. He could be the bridge between the
generational lines we have already created. We need a young participant and he
is here. The time is before us to take the next step. The rest of his group is
dead, and we have already informed his family of his passing. This is not for
question or debate. The situation and timing cannot be more perfect. This will
be done Tobias!"


The chatter of argument and dissension died. The solitary
footsteps of a lone walker could be heard moving away from the hospital bed.
The clank of the handle of the chamber door could be heard as someone forced it
violently open. The audible hiss was missing, yet the effect was the same with
the slamming of the large metal door; the room was filled with dread. 






Chapter 6



 

My earlier sleepiness was gone. 


The noise from the machines in the room had faded to
silence. It seemed fitting. Both man and machine awaiting the next phase
patiently, but it was driving me insane.


My brain was frantic as thoughts of my demise flew wildly. I
knew focus was needed if I was going to survive. There had to be hope, there
had to be a way out. I concentrated hard trying to force my arms and legs to
become active participants and not casual observers in this dilemma. Nothing. I tried again. Still nothing.
Damn. 


In the corner of my eye, I could see mass movement from the
Constructs, including yellow eye who was steadily approaching in a simple,
feminine gaunt accented by the sound of the scraping of her slipper covered
feet a across the textured concrete. I could not look away from the eyes. 


They were haunting. The glossy sheen made the eyes seem less
than lifeless. Behind them was possibly a hint, a very small bit, of kindness.
Framed by the light blue surgical mask, the brightness was another matter. Wait
something isn’t right. Why was she wearing a mask? She was dead. Was the mask
to protect her or me? Maybe the process disfigured her? The small distraction
lasted only moments as her eyes beckoned me to stare deeply. 


The yellow eyes were bordering on being garish I realized. A
thought caught me curious. I wish I had asked about the eye color. How did
being reborn as a member of the undead give you to flashy, yellow eyes? Would
mine be yellow? 


I felt her cold undead hand on my arm as she checked the
connection to the IV. Knowing she was once a person was maddening, but I had
other troubles to worry about. I had to find a way to move before this group of
mad men killed me or made me their pet. 


In the back of my mind, I knew I was too late. I had been
unable to free myself when I could still move so what right did I have to think
that I could escape while paralyzed. Was it the fear? Was being so close to
dying bringing out the courage that had lain dormant the entire trip?


WHAT?! What just happened?! Oh, shit! I was dead. A quick
cut of my eyes presented me with Dencourt withdrawing
a heavy gauge needle from my arm; he had officially begun the experiment.  


He smiled as he quickly placed the spent apparatus into the
open palm of a member of the medical staff, another attractive female Construct
with strawberry blonde hair and the same yellow eyes framed by her mask. 


This one was more buxom in appearance than the others.
Unquestioning or needing any further instruction, she proceeded to shuffle away
from the Director. As she passed, I heard one of the men exclaim, "Look at
the ass on that one." 


The statement was soon followed by a smack of a hand against
the thin material of the hospital scrubs the blonde was wearing. A cackle of laughter
was emitted by the cluster of men. The sound of the shuffle of her feet did not
slow nor speed up; it was steady; unperturbed by the caustic action of the man.


My attention soon returned to my own precarious situation. I
felt nothing. Dencourt had explained to the onlookers
the transformation was unbearable, yet I felt the same, aside from being
grossly more scared than I was previous to the injection if that was possible.


Dencourt stood over me. He smelled
of a combination of citrusy cologne and cigar smoke with an underlying hint of
lime. The odor was calming; his goal was not. His gaze did not waver. There was
intensity in his eyes that I had never experienced. He was studying me. What
was he looking for? 


There was still no conversation in the room. Everyone
waited. The men drew closer now. I could tell by the heavy, labored breathing
of two of the heavier men they drew nearer still.


I averted my eyes from Dencourt. I
looked to yellow eye for comfort, but she was as emotionally absent as an
antique doll. Her hand slipped from my arm as she took her position alongside
the other staffers who had since dispensed of their duties and were now
standing at the ready. 


Mr. Dencourt spoke firmly, "I
see the change is beginning to happen. Come closer gentlemen and see the next
evolution of our product line. This is the future we are building."


Reluctantly, the men lined the edges of my bed on both
sides.


What change?! Nothing was happening. Nothing, I wanted to
scream into the man's face that his truth was different. But suddenly I felt
something. A small tingle then a twinge. It WAS
beginning. My skin was now tingling in long narrow stretches down the front of
my legs along my thighs. Both of my eyes itched in one location for seconds
then the itching would move to another spot. The events were minor, but
worrisome. 


Dencourt searched the skin around
my eyes, spreading and pulling, then turned my head from one side to another,
beginning the hunt anew. "The nanites are distributing the virus. You can
see traces of the progress in the eyes first." 


He held my left eye open as he stepped back to show the men
standing beside him what he was talking about then rotated my head repeating
the procedure for the opposite side.


The itching was worsening as was the numbness. I wanted to
rub my eyes in the worst way. The numbness was more of the concern. The
sensation was creeping toward my toes. I could feel only two per foot for the
past two minutes though even now the lone toe on my right foot that had been
the hold out was beginning to tingle. It would not be long before the other toe
would also follow. The tingling would begin then the numbness then the empty,
hollow feeling that was left.


I wanted to cry.


The men continued to watch. 


I tried to close my eyes. The paralytic drug would not even
allow the trivial to occur. Finally, the tingling abated. If I could sighed in
relief I would have, but I felt extremely disconnected from my body. Only
seconds passed until a different feeling emerged - a piercing pain underneath
my ribs. I hoped, prayed, my body would animate the action of sitting up with
the hopes the pain would subside. Instead, my body lay motionless, deceiving
me, and deceiving the onlookers.


"Watch his chest!" A decorated Marine colonel
shouted. 


The group leaned forward as one entity to get a better view
as my ribs started growing under my skin. The pain was unimaginable. If I could
have screamed once I would have never stopped. Dencourt
had been right. He had been right about it all.


He pointed out what was happening. "The bones here are
widening to alleviate the gaps between each one to make the ribs provide better
protection for the heart." He pointed to both sides of my rib cage. "Notice
the subtleness of the skin changing texture to make him more efficient." Dencourt felt of the exposed flesh of my stomach.


"Beautiful, just beautiful," he whispered quietly
as I passed out from a sudden burst deep of intolerable pain deep within. 



 





Chapter 7



 

"Where am I?" I wondered aloud. 


My head was pounding. I was hoping it was a side effect of
being targeted as a lab rat by a maniac. Running my hand over my head, a deep
breath was drawn. Something did not feel right. Maybe it was the compressed
positioning of being on my stomach or the lingering after effects of my ribs
being remade, but I felt as if someone was trying to rip me apart. I tried to
roll over which was unbearably painful, but at least I could move and I was
free from being bound to the bed. 


Eyes opened, I was alarmed to find I was blind. Lying still,
I waited to see if the condition was a permanent side effect of the experiment.
Creeping, the edges of my field of vision turned from black to charcoal gray
then a little less gray. It seemed my vision was feeling a temporary effect.
The restoration to normal, if there was to ever be such a thing as normal,
would be a slow process I surmised. Happy to be alive and unsure of my
surroundings, I lay on my back surrounded by a scattering darkness on a softly
textured squishy, mat that had the consistency of a shag carpet as I ran my
hands across its surface. 


I seemed reasonably safe at the moment. My memory was fried.
Items from mere seconds ago disappeared and others bounced away before I could
capture them. Unsure of where, and afraid, I tried to remember anything about
myself. It dawned on me quickly that I didn’t even know who I was. 


Terror set in as I fought to focus long enough to attempt to
remember my own name. The terror was brief as a new need developed; hunger. I
had to find food. I needed food. Rational thoughts were being shoved aside by
desire for my next meal. The hunger was accompanied by searing pain in my
abdomen that radiated outward. Once tiny, it grew infinitesimally until the
pain and the need was one.


My throat received the brunt of the burn. Swallowing was
pointless, it only continued to burn. 


I needed to find a way to extinguish the hunger. The hunger
pushed into my mouth and developed in a thirst. A red hot need to find
nourishment overtook me. All I could think about was finding a cure for the
ache. My mind was consumed by a single desire until I heard the crunch of what
sounded like a dead leaf being trampled underfoot.


The night sky was coming into view above me as well as the
trees swaying in the evening breeze. Shadows were abundant before my eyes, but
the pieces fit together. The sound could have been anything. I remembered that
the night was full of sights and sounds though the night before me was not fully
developed enough to see. I remembered enough of survival instinct to know the
sound could have been a variety of animals or the wind. 


Relax, I told myself. Crunch.


My heart began to race. Maybe it was something to eat, my
mind reasoned. I fought back the thoughts. I had to find safety, I told myself.
I had to find safety until my vision was restored and I could figure out what
the hell was going on. Especially why I could not remember my name or why I was
in the woods. With every thought of safety, my mind yelled about hunger. 


Inexplicably my body seemed possessed as my senses kicked
into overdrive. My nose was rapturously presented with a banquet of odors, one
of which smelled highly of musk. The musk contained traces of something
familiar. Unsure of what to do, I lay still. 


My hands loved the sensation of the bed I was on. I knew it
was moss now that I had a moment to reflect, but still no luck with my own
name. It was frustrating.


The musk drew nearer. More smells became pungent though one
dominated my sinuses, sending them pulsing. The other scent was so strong, so
close. I just couldn't put my finger on the odor until I heard the rapid,
pulsing sniffing. A loud throaty grunt erupted. The deep snarl resembled that
of a creature curious about a new unwanted item in its environment or a noise
of excitement that found food lain out before it. I realized I knew the smell
now, the smell was wet dog. 


The canine was close. My senses were telling me the animal
was approaching slowly, but the direction was undeterminable. Was the creature
circling? I eased to a sitting position cautious the beast would be provoked.


My vision was spotty at best. The background of the forest
outlined by the blue rays of the moon was clearly defined though the most I
could determine were shapes with auras. Finer details were another issue,
especially in the darker recesses where the moonlight could not penetrate
through the tall pine trees above. The animal that was stalking me appeared
more mirage than real as it darted between the dark and the light. 


Heavy panting had replaced the growls. The dog was unsure what
to do. It continued the approach. Instinct told me I was being sized up.
Closer, the animal pushed. 


The quiet of the woods amplified the displacement of ground
clutter by the canine as it began to trace an ever narrowing loop around me.


My eye sight was restored fully with a bright flash. The
blinding light faded as fast as it appeared aside from a few orbs of a golden
hue streaking across my eyes. The darkness of night, even without the
moonlight, was as easy to see through as if it had been morning. The world
seemed so new, fresh. The colors were alive, but I did not have the time to
enjoy the wonderful world exploding before my eyes because I had an animal
stalking me. 


Still seated, I spun on my seat of velvety moss to face my
attacker. Instantly I was horror stricken at what was standing before my eyes.
Even in my confused state I knew what I was seeing wasn't possible. 


There before me was a slobbering, teeth bared, black gummed,
gray wolf within twenty feet of my former make shift bed where I was seated.
The impossibility was not the wolf. The impossibility was the fact the wolf at
the front shoulder was well over six foot tall. The head was as wide as my
chest, the fangs both top and bottom were six inches at the least with a
diameter bigger than the pinky finger on my hand. 


I was scared and internally a tide of emotional shift was
occurring. I was on the verge of panic as the animal stared at me with huge,
black eyes. The head was low toward the ground as the wolf paced from left to
right then back along an identical path.


I chose to stand to face my demise. I was fearful, yet I
felt empowered. Was I powerful enough to die as a man was the question? I rose
from my seat, bracing myself against a sudden rush. The attack was imminent as
the beast crouched to spring towards me if I made a wrong move. I knew a single
bite from the overly large wolf would be fatal to my small body, but at least
the end would be swift. 


The lack of impending size on my behalf made me feel that
intimidation would not benefit me. My eyes scanned the surrounding ground for a
weapon that I could use as a deterrent because I wasn't sure if a limb or stick
could actually slow the muscular animal down. 


The beast glared at me, his mouth agape. If a wolf was
capable of such expressions, I would have thought the creature was smiling or
perhaps toying with me. His head shot up, nose into the wind. He turned the
massive head from one side to another in a wide arc. 


I had also caught the same scent wafting gently in the
slight breeze. The scent was cinnamon, though faint, mixed with the pungent
smell of dog. The source of the odor was some distance away. I could not afford
to worry about the beautiful aroma because if I did not do something soon then
assuredly I was going to die. 


Distracted with the foreign smell, the wolf did not
initially notice me stepping backwards as I tried to increase the distance
between my position and the gigantic creature. With a lightning quick snap of
the head, the beast returned its full attention to me. 


I knew why, the new smell was gone from the wind. What was I
going to do? 


The wolf eased forward, mouth open. The twenty feet from
before, and the additional two I added, had dissolved into eighteen feet or so.
An animal of this size and musculature would be upon me in two running strides
if I did not make a move. There would be no option to run. This beast would
have me before I could get twenty yards. 


I maintained eye contact and fought with my nerves to flee.
Something inside told me to hold my ground, but fear was clambering to issue a
scream as the wolf assumed an attack stance. Steadying myself, I closed my eyes
to face a sure death. 


"What are you going to do wolf?" I whispered.


Before the wolf could answer, a long hollow yelp escaped an
animal. I hoped it was the wolf. The distressed animal issued the painful cry
from nearby that sounded like it was from the wolf. The exclamation of
discomfort was simultaneous to a deep thud of something striking an extreme
muscle mass. The deep thud was followed by a sound similar to a tree being
taken to the ground. Eyes welded shut by uncertainty; my ears were treated to a
cacophony of unusual sounds when the large object was driven to the ground.
There was a scattering of dust and the rustling of debris as the ground was
violently disturbed. The explosion of sorts caused me to cough and open my eyes
to see what had transpired. 


Startled and confused are weak explanations of the
bewilderment I experienced when I was greeted with the wolf stunned upon the
ground, eyes shut, laboring, being stood over by a human figure. 


The figure was wearing a black cape made of leather with the
collar upturned. The hair was as black as the darkness that was present in the
surrounding shadows. The figure's shoes spoke of black leather affixed with
matching buckles of the same color. 


The wolf even on its side was almost as tall as the
diminutive figure standing at the ready to battle again. The surprise, but
welcomed guest, turned to face me in a flourish of cape fluttering and gracefulness.
Soon the figure was within three feet before me when I realized my benefactor
was an attractive female several inches shorter than my six foot two inch
frame. Quietly alluring, the female did not say anything but simply glared at
my surely puzzled expression. 


The female was dressed in an outfit more fitting of a gothic
castle motif with a touch of Victoria's Secret. She wore black from her boots
to her cape with a splash of red on her corset with black boning. The corset
exposed a perfectly formed pair of breasts and shapely torso, more movie
starlet in appearance than a heroine in the middle of a dark forest battling a
gigantic wolf. 


I tore my eyes from her chest, scanning her soft sensual
neck to her perfectly proportioned, slightly round face. She was pretty in a
way that could disarm any man. Her hair hung in long, wavy trusses of silken
black with blunt bangs above her smoky eye shadow that ended in a flourish that
outlined her sparkling brown eyes. Her eyes shimmered similar to that of diamonds
underneath a spotlight. 


Neither of us spoke. I couldn't have even if I had
desperately wanted. 


She flashed a devilish grin, displaying dazzlingly white
teeth with a pair of fangs glistening in the moonlight where her canine teeth
should have been. At this point the fangs were of small circumstance when
compared to the other things I had already experienced in the past half hour. 


Noticing again the twinkle in her eyes when she smiled, my
heart leapt to my throat; my mouth became dry. The events caused me to momentarily
forget the hunger pains. My mind was filled with thoughts of my savior and the
hunger that was absorbing me in waves. The pains in my stomach caused me to
double over. I wanted to act tough for the sexy stranger, but I was incapable. 


A low groan of awakening was emitted from the formerly
unconscious wolf as it shook off the effects of being struck by the ravishing
beauty standing between us.


I straightened as I fought the torturous sensation to look
over her shoulder to see the animal roll upright then rub its nose on the
ground for a moment. Rising to its hunches, the wolf sized up the lady who had
knocked him out. Sufficiently confident the beast could recapture the
advantage, the wolf started to snarl. Teeth exposed, the animal appeared to be
righteously pissed. Drool began to form and drip as the wolf salivated. 


I looked to the young lady in front of me who did not appear
worried. She still wore her sexy smile as well as she wore her corset. 


With a slight head tilt, her fangs retracted before she
spoke, her voice feminine and sweet. "I think it’s time for you to go home
for the night big fella."


The wolf answered with a gravelly voice that was other
worldly, more growl than spoken word. The words began bursting forth in short
simple sentences. "He is mine....Go....Both will die." 


The leather of her gloves tightened as she clinched her
fists. Turning her head to the right she spoke, "John leave or the next
time we tangle you will not be so lucky. He is one of ours."


John replied with a guttural retort that was much clearer
than his previous attempt. "I know what he is. I can smell the deadness
within his blood. Soon he will be another pretender like the rest of your clan.
I thought I would take him from this world and save Mathias of having to
dispose of another failed experiment."


The striking female spun eloquently to face John, who was
more imposing knowing that he could talk. 


She firmly spoke in a combination of sultriness and a hiss,
"The rules of the Farm are not to be violated. You know we are at peace
within the boundaries as established by Chadron. Besides, you know better than
trying to grab a changeling before the turning is finalized. We are not the
savages of our predecessors, but we will protect those of our kind. Leave or die."


The pleasantries were finished. John sat down and studied
the much smaller woman. Even seated, his massive head and chest loomed over
her. He panted heavily for an eternity before getting up quickly to leave.
Walking away, his voice a snarl he called, "This is not over vampire
bitch."


Vampire, the word hung in the air, swirling around my head
as we watched the wolf named John break into a trot then a lope. The gray fur
of the beast's coat vanished amongst the shadows of the forest. 


The vampire casually turned to face me. The knowledge of her
true nature hung in my throat as I contemplated the meaning of the conversation
I had witnessed mere seconds ago. She had called me a changeling; part of her
world. 


Before I could ask about the whole damn crazy night, the
vampire hid her exposed fangs and extended her hand. "I am Veronica, and
after saving your ass, it looks like I am now your tour guide into the world of
the undead and the mythical."


Taking her delicate hand in mine, I shook it passively,
afraid of becoming a victim to the sexy vampire. Though looking small and
fragile, the hand was smooth and soft to the touch, but the underlying bone
structure felt as it were made of granite. She was an apex predator. If she
wanted to attack me I would be no match. I imagined my throat laid open, her
mouth and face smeared with blood. I shuddered. 


I felt myself shutting down. My brain was taxed as I tried
to comprehend what had happened since my awakening, setting aside my desire to
know my name or why I was in the forest in the middle of the night. Those
answers would come soon enough I hoped.


She was standing in a shaft of light created by the moon
peeking through the clump of trees surrounding us. She was gorgeous. Her dark
locks wistfully moving in the warm summer breeze that had begun to blow.
Knowing what she was did not deter me from longing to continue looking at her.
Arching an eyebrow, she waited for seconds then annoyed she pursed her lips. 


Strolling by me, Veronica had started walking away into the
night without extending an acknowledgement for me to join her. Looking around
at the dancing shadows of the woods that seemed to be closing in, I noticed the
flickering of blinking eyes watching us. I decided vampire or not that I needed
to join her. 


I took a couple of clumsy steps, almost falling on the
second, and then settled into a gliding stride that allowed me to overtake her
quicker than expected. My head was on a swivel searching for the return of John
or something much worse.


She must have sensed my uneasiness. "Don't worry about
John, he is long gone. His kind is mostly bark. The best way to deal with the
GW3s is to not take their shit. Once they know you mean business then most will
back down."


"GW3s? I hate being a dumbass, but remember you did offer
to be my tour guide." There were other things I was aching to know, but I
had to be patient so I thought levity might work.


She answered, "Generation Wolf 3. Don't mention it. The
walk at this human pace will take a while so I will try to answer as much as I
know and what I don't know I am sure somebody in town will."


"A talking wolf named John? I thought when I woke up
that I was having a really bad dream." I rubbed my stomach. The pain was
radiating into my limbs and the walking was becoming more difficult.


Thankfully, Veronica eased her stride as she noticed me
struggling to maintain her brisk walk. "The wolves were originally created
by the United States government for the same reason we were and some were a
success and others were a colossal failure. There are many different varieties
of interesting creatures you will have to learn to learn to live with if you
are to survive life on the Farm. The GW3s are the first of their kind to know
how to speak. I bet you are hungry, huh?"


"Starving. I cannot imagine
being hungrier than I am now."


I laughed lightly, "John is a weird name for a
wolf."


"All the creatures that live here originally start as Avas or Johns. The wolves kept the name John to maintain
the integrity of the pack concept. Those guys can be fanatics though most are
alright guys. We are stuck identifying them strictly by noticing the variations
in the fur, size or even scars. Many of the other creatures we share our home
with find their own way to be individuals. Many are creative; some are atrocious."


She shuttered as she continued speaking. "The Vs after the initial generations were the first to start
adopting names in order to be distinctive."


Must be awful to shake vampire I thought. The pains from my
hunger were still distracting, but were subsiding and the clarity of my
thoughts was improving. I hoped to direct the conversation away from the evils
she knew and toward finding out if she knew who I was. "Did you pick your
own? I don't know what my name is, and I was wondering how I needed to pro..."


Veronica paused, throwing her hand up to silence me as we
stopped walking.


I knew she was listening for something. She lifted her chin
putting her nose to the wind directing me to do the same. She was teaching me
so I did as I was instructed. There was a new smell that was overly sweet
wafting in our direction. The odor was similar to fresh squeezed limes. The
source was close to us, somewhere to my right about fifty yards away. Looking
in that direction I saw nothing of significance. My nose was telling me
different.


Veronica lightly touched my bicep. "There is nothing to
worry about. It is another of us who is a little nosey and over protective. If
she doesn't come in to meet you then she will definitely introduce herself when
we get into town. Come on let's keep going."


Turning to her, I nodded I was ready to proceed. 


She removed her hand and allowed me to set the speed at
which we were to walk. The hunger pangs had been reduced so I walked at a
comfortable clip. The odor of limes moved at our pace, maintaining her
distance. Occasionally, I would hear a very quiet girly giggle, but I tried not
to let the vampire with me become a distraction because there was so much I
wanted to ask Veronica before we neared what she called town. 


The girl beside me appeared normal. I tried not to stare as
we walked silently. Sheepishly, I would glance at her every few steps. She
would slyly smile whenever she caught me. Once she tucked her hair behind her
ear without me realizing allowing me to see how truly beautiful of a vampire
was helping me to safety. Momentarily, I thought we were flirting. There were a
few shared grins and stolen looks until I reminded myself she was a creature
that needed my blood to survive. 


She broke the silence that had dominated the last mile of
our walk. "So what shall we call you? I mean you have to have a name. Do
have one you prefer? Fabio, for instance, or Bill?"


She stopped walking and doubled over laughing. There was
even a hearty laugh from a female somewhere in the dark.  


Undeterred and unsure of how to act, I answered. "Give
me some time to mull over your suggestion. Not to hijack this conversation, but
I have a question that has been nagging at me.” She allowed me to continue.
“What is a changeling?"


The scantily dressed vampire did not stammer with her
answer. "You are becoming one of us. Your transformation is not final, but
from the changes I can smell within your body, it will not be long after your
first drink that you will fully move into your place here with the rest of us.
Listen, we are about to come upon the GV1s territory and we will have to be
careful. We will finish this conversation when we carry you to meet Walter. We
have to be quiet for the next little bit."


I heard the careful part and the GV1s. Those were more questions
that we would have to discuss. My thoughts were climbing over her answer. The
answer did not catch me off guard. I had really expected that to be the case. I
had wanted her to say it. I had to hear her say it. I had known for the better
part of the walk that I was more like her than I cared to admit. Why else would
she have protected me and not killed me herself? Why else had she treated me
with kindness and patience when none was warranted? I was family. 






Chapter 8



 

Soon the long walk through the forest had given way to a
vast open field littered with burning torches. Fifty feet away was the curve of
a paved roadway that was in a state of repair. Paving equipment sat idly by
awaiting another day of use. The sight of the massive machines sitting empty
surrounded by the burning torches was an eerie site.


Before us the pavement cut through the middle of the plowed
earth. The roofs of some dilapidated farm houses and buildings could be seen in
the distance. The structures were dark. I try not to let my mind wander into
thoughts about what could be making its home there. Past those, lit street
lights were visible. The lights were miles away. 


Tempted as I was to ask the obvious question if that was our
destination, I held back at her behest.


She anticipated the question. Placing her finger to her red
lips to remind me to be quiet, Veronica simply pointed in the direction of the
lights then nodded her head.


Satisfied, I held my tongue.


Stepping from the cover of the trees onto the pavement, she
placed her hand on my chest to make me stop then pointed at the ground to
signal to me that we had to wait. 


The wait was short. Veronica pointed to my right. I had
forgotten in the sea of details that this strange nightmare of a world had
presented to me, the shadowy giggle who had lurked just outside my view for the
last several miles. I watched with Veronica as a smiling girl hopped quickly
from the trees and onto the road. 


Our new quest grabbed Veronica and the pair hugged before
she surprised me by wrapping her arms around me and squeezing me so tight I
thought I was going to have my head explode from my body. It was only when she
sat me back down after we had spun around did I realize that she had lifted me
easily from the ground. 


She let go, and I had to side step to keep my balance as our
new guest stood before us smiling. The girl was about the same age as Veronica.
Only a fraction of an inch taller than my guide, her hair was a golden blonde
which sported a very charmingly elegant weave, bound with a pretty bow of light
purple. She was preciously cute and smelled of fresh limes which reminded me
and made me wish I was somewhere else. My mind wandered as I inhaled her scent.
I caught myself drifting and realized it was part of the vampire lure, it was
disarming. Springing back to the road, I found she was dressed in stylish
leather boots that ended a couple inches below her knee, retro hair band, jeans
and a cashmere purple sweater; the image of a perfect high school sweetheart. 


I was perplexed as I looked back and forth from the new girl
to Veronica. I wondered to myself why was Veronica dressed like that? Not that
I was complaining, just curious.


Realizing what was happening in my mind, both silently
laughed and smiled before Veronica shook her head in and sighed. 


Busted, I hid my face in embarrassment by looking at the
ground. Seconds ticked by before I looked up to see the two walking hand and
hand down the road. Scared of being left alone in this world filled with
monstrous dangers, I broke into a jog to catch up. 


Following close behind the girls as they still held hands I
watched as they huddled close to each other to whisper I assumed about me.
Neither said I word to me. I chose to mirror the tactic unsure of the need. I
knew if two vampires were afraid enough to be this cautious then I knew
something bad must be out past the orange hued torches. 


Veronica and her new friend appeared alert, heads and noses
busily working both aides of the pavement. I tried to mimic their actions.
Something unheard or unsettled by me would send them both into curious gestures
and a worried glance my way.  


A noise or a shape would pass in front of the light from a
torch nearby causing me to jump. The girls would cast an inquisitive look in
that direction, but never stopped walking. As long as we moved I felt safe. I
think the girls felt the same.


The lights neared as we made progress though they still felt
so far away. Any safety that was promised to be provided with their shining
light would come much later.


I knew the girls were allowing the newbie time to catch and
keep up. I stuck my hands in my jeans pockets and trudged behind. The pockets
were the first time I had halfway noticed what I was wearing. Looking myself
over to pass the time, and take my mind off of the things in the night that
seemed to be frolicking past the torches, I was wearing black mid-ankle leather
boots, jeans and a grey T-shirt with some script writing. I felt at least I
would die dressed reasonably cool. I laughed to myself about how unbelievable the
night had been and how with each step it grew. 


The traveling was easy and I was thankful. The road was flat
underfoot, smooth and unlined, but was wide enough to maintain traffic moving
in both directions. Someone had gone to great effort and was continuing to keep
the road in working order in the remoteness that surrounded us as witnessed by
the heavy machinery we have subsequently passed.


My hunger would make it impossible to function or least it
felt like it should, but I fought through it and we kept moving until Veronica
and our guest stopped. 


I had been so preoccupied with scanning the sides of the
road and dealing with thoughts of my situation that I bumped into them both.
The blow sent me tumbling onto the pavement causing me to scrap open my hand,
the flesh peeled back in strips in four or five places. Dark red colored blood
flowed quickly, dripping onto the hard surface. It stung for seconds then
dissipated as the skin started to heal. The blood clotted and scabbed giving
way instantly to new flesh, regenerating before I had time to complain. 


Looking up, I noticed my companions were standing in place,
staring ahead into the quasi darkness. My positioning gave me little
perspective. Taking the initiative, I peeked between their legs toward our destination
which was shrouded in darkness. It was a fresh darkness. My eyes could still
see the glow of the lights that had been on previously. The halo of almost
invisible light soon fizzled into ether. Through the blackness, the Town could
still be seen in the distance, but in between was methodically going black. 


I knew the girls could see as well or better than I in the
dark, but something was making sure to take the advantage and test our
abilities. The orange glow of the still lit torches created a hellish motif
which within figures could barely be seen moving in our direction. Soon the
shadowy figures would be near enough to be displayed in the light if the light
didn't disappear. 


The group of whatever it was moved closer in a measured,
cautious clip. The metal torches clanked as they were roughly smashed into the
ground. The force that was approaching dispatched the torches faster than I
could determine how they were capable of doing it without being noticed.  


The girls did not speak. Our lurker nervously looked over
her shoulder at me then at Veronica, who had not moved. Her eyes franticly
searched for a way out. Veronica on the other hand kept her eyes straight
ahead, watching. The pair let go of one another's hand as both balled their
fists in anticipation of a fight. 


Grunts, unintelligible chatter and heavy breathing filled
the air. 


There was no need for silence; the things were closing
ground and would be on top of us in a couple minutes. Whispering into
Veronica's ear, "What the hell are those things, and why are we waiting to
be killed?"


She did not answer.


It was difficult, but I forced myself between the two
vampires. I looked down at our guest. "Will you please tell me what is
going on? By the way I would introduce myself, but I am having a little trouble
remembering my name."


"I am Darby." She smiled a small smile that
disappeared before I realized what had happened, her hand shaking left hand
clutching at a thin silver chain upon which hung a small matching crucifix. She
noticed my focused attention and quit fidgeting, striking a pose similar to
Veronica. 


"Darby, it was nice to meet you."


Veronica huffed. "That is enough with the sarcasm and
being afraid. I will take care of this. You two just be patient."


The sounds emanating from the blacked roadway had ceased.
The forms were standing inside the darkness thirty yards away studying us as
much as we were studying them. 


A medium statured solitary form of pinkish skin stumbled and
fell into the light screeching and bellowing as its skin sizzled from exposure.
One of the creature's long pointy ears dangled and flopped as it moved. The
grotesque beast was hunched with dull red eyes and a few human like teeth
except for a lone long fang that hung over the upper lip. Torn rotting flesh
hung loosely from all parts that were free of the tattered rags that were much
too big for the malnourished frame the remnants covered. As it rolled and
scrambled to fleet away back into the dark. The sound of its continued pained
cries could be heard throughout the field and woods as the calls resonated off
the far away abandoned homes and barns.


I asked quietly to anyone that would listen, "What the
fuck was that?"


Leaning in close an obviously flustered Darby whispered,
"This is what remains of a GV1. Most of them look that way now except a
couple of the more powerful later models that were created before the next
generation was let loose."


GV1? I asked myself. Scared, my heart beat rapidly.


Darby looked at my quizzical expression. "Generation
Vampire One."


"Hush!" Veronica quietly commanded as she moved
forward. 


I wanted to keep her doing something foolish, but Darby
grabbed my hand and I could not break free. I wasn't real sure I wanted to
break free. 


The beautiful young vampire was nearing the edge of where
the shadows covered as much of the road as the light. 


I looked at Darby, who was still holding my hand, to gauge
her reaction. Feeling her hand in mine, I realized she was shaking. Looking at
her cute impish face for reassurance, she gently nodded it was ok and I
relaxed. It was good to know I wasn't the only one afraid.


Turning my attention to Veronica, she hand her hands on her
hips, the long black cape pushed back, looking totally calm. 


It seemed the world was waiting to see what was about to
happen. The breeze that has been blowing since before I had been saved from
John by Veronica had stopped for the first time all night. The sounds of the
night including those made by the creatures that had flittered comfortably
around our trio, but just beyond our sight had stopped. The only sound I knew
for sure was the pounding inside my chest that was now reverberating in my
ears.


An imperceptible step back by Veronica alerted Darby and I
that something was about to happen.


Seconds ticked by as we all held our collective breath. A
rumble within the masses hidden in the darkness signaled our wait was over.
Soon the ugliest monstrosity I have ever seen stepped out to greet her. 






Chapter 9



 

Standing at a height similar to my own was what Darby
referred to as a GV1. I reckoned this one must be in some fashion the leader.
He was slender with grayish skin and long pointed ears and nose. There were
chunks of flesh stripped from the face and the gums were exposed. The face was
absent of lips to cover the teeth and fangs. The tongue and nose wiggled in the
air searching. 


A long, frail hand eased from the sleeve of the thread bare
brown robe as a thin skeletal wrist bent and raised the hand to allow a four
inch long nail to point at Veronica. 


Darby squeezed my hand hard, yanking me closer to her as she
spoke softly, "What do you think you are doing? Let her handle this."


Not sure what she was talking about I gave her a queer look
that must have sparked her quiet, but stern response.


"Look down!"


Doing as she requested, I noticed her shoes were scuffed and
covered in road dust from the pavement. How did that happen I questioned when I
realized Darby was no longer holding my hand? It was that moment that I realize
we shared a mutual fear. She was trying to keep me from ruining any attempt to
become better acquainted with Veronica. Unaware, I had dragged the petite
vampire ten feet taking us much closer to the GV1 than either of us would have
wanted otherwise.  


Veronica acted indifferent to the boney finger in her face.
"I am sorry Bayne that we are impeding your progress on the way home from
your feeding, but we mean no harm to you or members of your group. We are in
the process of rescuing a changeling who was under attack from a wolf. I beg
your forgiveness sire."


The red eyes of Bayne appeared hollow, lifeless as he looked
at me. His glare lingered as he looked me over from head to toe. He inhaled
much deeper than I cared. Finished with me, he proceeded to inspect Darby.
Quickly Bayne hissed as he spun and motioned to his legion to proceed. 


Squeezing Darby's hand twice to get her attention I bent to
ask her a question. "Why does he not get burned by the light like the
other GV1?"


Darby looked around as if she was keeping a great secret
before she spoke. "The ability was originally sporadic. When the others
found out he could tolerate the light, they made him their leader. He was the
only one in his generation that had the correct gene to allow him to tolerate
exposure, but even his ability is limited to a small concentration of light
from lesser objects including lights, sunlight is still deadly. The other GV1s
cannot even deal with the glow of a ten watt bulb without burning and scarring.
Hence the need to take out the lights as the group progresses on the trip back
home. The ones who have a semblance of immunity take them down to spare the
others from having to deal with the pain." 


Unsure how I should react to all the information, I focused
on the large writhing mass of GV1s who were beginning to make noise. The lights
on either side of the road nearest to where we were standing were tossed aside
casting us into the night. 


My eyes quickly adjusted to the lack of light. It surprised
me that my eyes actually worked better in the dark. The former outlined shapes
were becoming more distinctive; most were easily divided into one of three
groups. 


There were the two groups that had made an appearance
previously and a new much shorter, stockier vampire. The number of the shorter
was close to ten, though I did not take the time to count to be sure, an
estimate was enough. The shorter vampires were on average of less than five
foot two more or less with short pig snout noses. The sub group members were in
various state of undress. Many of the vampires were shirtless or in tattered
rags that were stained and covered in filth. The little guys were muscular with
light greenish flesh spread tightly across bulging arms and legs. The few that
opened a mouth showed empty, toothless voids with an occasional fang dangling
by the roots. The tiny hands of the vampire had thin, narrow claws extending
six inches past the tip of each finger.


A few were hobbled from bad injuries that never healed
properly with bones sticking from caked on blood covered old wounds. A couple
had large growths of calcified bone piled underneath the skin where elbows and
knees should have been. 


The remaining two groups numbered twenty or so for the
medium sized pinkish fleshed vampires and six of the grays. There were others
that remained out past the torches because of the vampires I had counted none
had ever left the pavement. My vision was limited to about sixty feet so
whatever was destroying the lamps along the path was past my visual limits.


I could hear their breathing, there were four at least. My
hearing was able to pick up a slight difference in variations of bodily
patterns allowing me to determine the type. The hidden extras were the shorter
pig style vampires.


An interesting fact I noticed was that all three groups were
devoid of females or anything resembling females in a since that I knew. The
GV1s were all males.


Jaws snapped and claws raked the pavement as the herd began
to shuffle past our positions. The stench was overwhelming. The smell of open
wounds, dried blood, bodily waste and other tainted sources of odor made Darby
begin to gag as the vampires were within inches of us. Several bumped one and
or all of us in passing. Most were silent, though a few antsy souls growled and
snapped as they passed Darby who was still slightly convulsing from the
horrific aroma. 


Veronica had not moved. I was concerned for her safety; she
seemed repulsed, but at ease. Darby on the other hand was nearing a panic. I
grabbed her and pulled her into my arms, sheltering her head in my chest. She
was gently sobbing as the stragglers crept past. 


One of the remaining tall GV1s stopped, sneered and stared
at the softly crying girl in my arms. This one was very similar to the leader,
Bayne, but had two large jagged tears in his skin below the left eye that
started at a slit on the bottom lid, finishing at two different intervals
spaced three inches apart at the base of the neck. 


The GV1 reached a long flesh bare finger that ended where
the first joint should have started toward a lock of Darby's golden hair. I
held Darby tighter. The finger inched into her hair, tracing up and down then
from side to side. The vampire used another finger to rub together strands of
the shiny hair between as if he was savoring the silky texture before yanking a
solitary cylinder loose from its place. 


Darby spun from my arms as she exclaimed, "Fuck! That
hurt asshole!"


No reaction except a creepy smirk as the vampire played with
the golden hair. He appeared mesmerized; unconcerned at the sudden attention he
was receiving.  


Pissed, Darby was clamoring for a confrontation. Her
demeanor swiftly changed. Quickly, I moved to cut her off as the vampire
smelled of the hair. 


My attention was diverted from my current situation when I
realized the other GV1s had stopped and were all trying to noisily jockey for
position to see how the event was going to unfold. The vampires were like
school boys waiting to see a fight. The growls being emitted were a cheer for
their own to take up the cause.


A rush of what I presumed was adrenaline was making my skin
hot. My senses were sharpening. I could feel my claws and fangs straining to be
unleashed. My mind was fumbling through the process of preparing for combat,
but my body was readying.


Unaware of her close proximity to me, Veronica flatly stated,
as she startled me with a ferocious grip on my shoulder, "Don't be
foolish, I know that look in your eye. Just because you can feel the vampire
within you struggling to be freed doesn't mean we can't die. Forget whatever
you think you know about our kind. We are outnumbered and you are still a
changeling. And least we never forget the GV1s are dangerously
unpredictable."


Bayne slid by dragging and walking as he past the three us.
He had taken in the whole affair. A crookedly broken smile framed his horrific
features. Upon his kindred, a violent shove to the chest of the vampire sent
the abomination struggling to stay upright. Spilling onto the ground, the hair
lover clawed the hard packed surface for traction then rose with the swiftness
befitting a large cat. Embarrassed, the vampire disappeared in a blur through
his friends, sending the others into frenzied stampede. Even the ones incapable
of rapid departure moved in a panic state toward the deserted farm houses,
dissolving into the remaining night. 


Bayne casually strolled off the pavement, slinking away from
my sight. Veronica removed her hand from my shoulder and turned toward town.


Darby hugged her then me. "Thank you both. Those guys
always give me the creeps."


Veronica made a sucking sound on an extended fang and
started walking. "New guy you have a lot to learn about this world. I hope
you are a quick learner because I would hate to see you deader."


Confused, I looked at Darby, who shrugged, smiled and locked
into step with my tour guide.


Motor-boating my lips, I thought for a second about my
choices when a roaring began deep within my ears. It was gradually getting
louder. Frozen by the searing pain, I was worried my brain was going to melt.
Seconds ticked away as I attempted to plug my ears to block out the sound.
Falling to my knees, I longed to call out, but couldn't manage a word or a
sound. 


Through tear filled eyes I searched for Veronica and Darby.
Both were walking toward the Town. Reaching for them briefly I gave up as the
noise settled into a less painful experience, turning into more of an
annoyance. Looking for the source of the annoyingly painful sound, I rose to my
knees. Eyes begging to find the origin of my most recent torment I turned to
the horizon in time to see the first vestiges of the sun's rays creating transparent
strips of orange and red in the sky.


 



 





Chapter 10



 

I still couldn't remember my name, yet I could remember
weird facts about Super Bowls and vampires. At the moment, I felt it was less
important to know who the hell Roger Staubach played
for and more important to know that vampires tend to combust when exposed to
sunlight. 


Waiting for my death, I hoped I was more similar to Bayne
and less similar to Dracula. 


Expecting any second to burst into flame, I decided to die
like a man. Taking to my feet as the sound continued to lessen, I admired the
beauty of this sunrise thinking it could be my last.


The sun shine warmed my cold, lifeless skin and had never
felt so alive.


Veronica called, "Hey! Are you coming sometime
today?"


A quarter mile away Veronica and Darby stared dumbfounded
back at me. Darby had the look I was sure was her signature grin on her face.
Veronica was a blank expression except for her eyes. Her eyes lied. They spoke
of a mischievous soul who was secretly laughing at a fledgling vampire. 


Jogging down the warming pavement to catch up again, I found
the pair waiting semi-patiently. "Sorry. I know you are already tired of
hearing it, but I am. The thoughts in my head don't match the reality I am
living."


Darby giggled. “It’s fine.” She giggled again. “I am
guessing your first question about the sunlight will be why you don’t
explode." 


Darby and Veronica burst out laughing. 


I wasn't real positive what was so damn funny, but I was
sure it was about another vampire myth debunked. "Bursting into flames was
my most pressing concern."


Veronica said in the tone of being a true tour guide,
"We are lucky. We are GV16s. Our generation is one of seven complete that
have a sun adaptation. Thankfully our creators found a solution to the variety
of offsets that were inherit in gene alteration. Our mutations are much more
subtle than some of the ones you may meet in Town."


Before I had time to digest the newest upload of
information, Veronica finished. "And don't stare."


Thinking of which question I should lead with as we walked,
I had forgotten the walking part. Veronica and Darby had begun the journey
without me again. From the agitated look upon Veronica's face as she checked on
my progress, I knew unless confronted by another monster we would not be stopping.


Closing the distance, I opened with a question. "So
what is our adaptation?"


Veronica and I paced in stride together, almost floating on
air, but something was off. She was distracted and far away, my question
floating away without an answer.


Darby made the trip more bearable. Her personality was
contagious. She was bubbly and upbeat. As we prodded along in unison, she
seemed to bounce and not glide in step. Obviously without our shared affliction
Darby would have been an incredibly desirable young woman. She still was.
Curious thoughts of my vampire life interweaved with a longing for Darby. Even
she eventually faded away.


My mind was wandering from the critical information I needed
to keep me from descending into madness. An unstoppable thought reverberated:
feed. The events with Bayne and the distraction of the sunrise had not
satisfied my hunger, but delayed it. The issue had fizzled into nothing more
than a hindrance. Now the hunger was scorching my stomach and throat. 


Veronica must have sensed my predicament. "The pain
will go away once you feed."


I was trembling as I wrapped my arms around my torso to see
if I could make the pain go away. "How did you know?"


"Your body chemistry is off, your eyes are blackening,
and you are shaking." Veronica rattled off.


Looking to Darby, the slight nod meant her friend must be
right. 


Dropping from their sides, following behind, my hands sought
my face especially my eyes, but it was of no use I could not feel a change.
Smelling of me, there was no unusual odor. Even inside I was fine or so I
believed. I knew I felt normal except for the worsening hunger. Maybe since they were fully formed vampires, and not a changeling,
their senses worked at a level much higher than mine. 


My thoughts were totally random. There would be a rational
thought which would then be followed by a thought about my hunger. The thoughts
battled back and forth. Rational. Hunger.
Rational. Hunger. Then hunger
began to dominate. For every rational thought, I began to have ten thoughts
about my hunger. A torrent of rational thought broke free squeezing out rapidly
before the hunger could dominate again. 


The thoughts were all related to a single fact, I am a
killer. At any moment I could rip out the throats of my new friends. I worried
it could end badly for us all. Still they walked and I followed. Surprisingly,
neither of my companions seemed appetizing. There was no need or want to
consume their blood.  


The girls were silent which left me even more alone with my
painful need to feed. 


A flash of movement from Veronica broke me from my
obsession. 


Veronica was securing her cape to cover her red bustier.
Modesty amongst vampires I contemplated until I looked further down the path.


The Town neared, less than a mile ahead. 


Hunger or no hunger blinding my judgment, I knew the crowd
of people standing at the end of a row of houses at the edge of town was no
welcoming committee.



 





Chapter 11



 

To our right, men dressed in black military fatigues were
using shovels to scrap up shards of bones and chunks of tissue from the
concrete floor inside an enclosure made of treated lumber. A lone man stood in
a corner using a hose to wash away dried blood and the smaller remaining bits
and pieces. 


There were five pens measuring in the vicinity of forty feet
by forty feet. Each of the pens was separated by approximately forty more feet.
The enclosures were marked with colored coded signs. The signs were red,
purple, blue, pink and green. This was of no meaning to me, but was something I
would definitely have to ask Darby or Veronica about later. 


Anxiously, I watched the armed guards who were posted
outside of the structure label with a two foot by two foot placard in the color
red. There were eight, two stationed at each corner, with another ten inside
working to clean up the mess.


Darby and Veronica marched straight ahead. Neither one paid
any attention to the cleanup operation though the guards shifted their weapons
swiftly from shoulders and into ready positions as we pulled even with the pen.


The scene was surreal and one I hoped I would soon forget. 


Past the pens were single story row houses all painted
white. Each house was well maintained, yard manicured, some had plants hanging
from the corner post, others did not. The houses were a few on the right and a
few on the left, no more than twenty total. Sounds of
foreign origin mingled with sounds of various television shows as we slowed.
The sun rose steadily revealing the detailing of each home as the shadows were
torn away.


Had it not been for the smell of gore lingering in the early
morning air, the scene would have been ideal.


Stopping at a house marked with the number fifteen, I jumped
when the hiss of a sprinkler kicked on beside my leg. I stepped from its half
rotation path in the nick of time, keeping my pants leg from getting soaked.
The ladies sidestepped the initial stream of water jetting from the sprinkler
head. Just as suddenly as the sprinkler started it disappeared back into the
grass. 


Darby faced me before I knew what was happening. "It
was great meeting you. Maybe next time you will have a name." 


I laughed uneasily not sure of what to say.


She hugged us both. Her tiny arms were strong and the hug
seemed of genuine warmth. The gesture was needed. It had been a long night and
the contact was greatly appreciated. I even thought she lingered a little long
during our hug, but it could be the over burden imagination playing tricks on
me. 


Veronica spoke, "See you at the meeting tonight. Darby,
please don't be late."


Darby fingered the cross around her neck between her thumb
and forefinger. She fiddled with the small silver cross on the chain, passing
it back and forth along the small diameter of shiny rope. 


I thought she appeared to be thinking of something to say
though she never did. A sudden frown broke free through her constant happiness.
Recovering quickly she smiled, shook her head in a knowing, playful gesture
then flipped her long golden hair around as she swiftly moved up the concrete
walkway behind her. In a couple of seconds she was gone within the house
leaving me alone with Veronica. 


Veronica tucked a few stray strands of her dark hair behind
her ear as we both nervously stood around killing time. She traced the ground
with her foot back and forth as she looked down, pushing a small stone along
the edge of the concrete.


I wasn't sure why we were just standing there. The silence
and awkwardness didn't help to deter my body from being ravished by hunger, but
it did allow me to take the opportunity of studying my tour guide further. 


Veronica was beautiful. For the first time since I had met
her a few hours ago, I was transfixed. As the sunlight fell across her face, I
realized her hair was a dark brown with auburn highlights and not the stunning
black I had perceived it to be last night. Veronica's skin was flawless, lips
full, cheekbones prominent. She was radiant, but something about her appeared
fragile, empty.


I wanted to say thank you to for her helping me. I hoped if
I started a conversation it would break up the awkwardness. The thank you would
be a gateway to asking more questions about my condition I reasoned. Mouth
open, I was about to start to say it when a commotion arose behind me. 


The noise seemed to be a conglomeration of angry voices and
growls. Afraid to know what was happening I froze. In my heart, if I still had
one, I knew the source of the anger was me. 






Chapter 12



 

Veronica's hair phased to black and
her eyes grew wide, then murky.


The sudden color change meant I hadn't been mistaken
earlier, her hair had been black. 


She grabbed my shirt with both hands, violently hurling me
out of the way with considerable force. The act was reckless, unplanned. 


The arc of my path through the air carried me into the
single column of Darby's porch. The wooded column exploded into splinters from
the impact. Slamming into the front of the house cracked the wood siding, but
stopped me from flying further.


I found myself lying on the small porch, crumpled beside the
aluminum door. The door had received a mortal blow when I had flown into it.
The ancient piece of craftsmanship was barely hanging on by a few now pulled
loose screws that were desperately clinging to the smashed door frame. The
concrete was cold and damp. I tried to catch my breath. The porch floor was
rapidly growing wet underneath. I could feel the moisture seeping through my
pants. 


The burning in my side told the truth. My hands hurriedly
searched my torso for the source of the brownish red blood soaking the ground
beneath. 


My torso was bruised and more than one bone was broken. The
exploration of my torso revealed that internally the devastation of Veronica's
attack was extensive. 


My ribs were crushed. I could feel jagged fractures floating
around inside of me. Maybe one had punctured through the skin I thought. 


A bout of coughing caused blood to be expelled from my
mouth, covering the bent and dented storm door I was facing. Half opened eyes
could discern the denting was caused by my face. The primary dent was in the
shape of my face. I had been lucky enough that most of the glass from the door
had dropped between the storm door and the wooden door behind though some
shattered specks had fallen onto the porch.


Shaking hands found a sharp fragment jutting from the right
small of my back. I could barely touch the sharp end; the tip was almost within
grasp. I attempted to roll over onto my side to get my arm free enough to pry
the embedded slither out. I was careful not to drive the piece any deeper.
Still I was unable to reach more than the tip which I could not grasp. My dilemma
was when I struggled to remove the wood from my body the motion moved it
further away. 


My bladder released allowing a small stream of urine to leak
from me. The trickle was lukewarm against my thigh. The strong smell was
nauseating.  


All sound stopped except for the sound of water rushing over
a falls. The sound was low, but loud enough to block all other sounds of the
surrounding world. 


Consumed with my injuries, I had forgotten about how I had
arrived at my situation. Snapping back to reality, I worked my head around to
find Veronica. What had happened with Veronica? She had thrown me onto the
porch when we had heard the voices approaching. All I could make out was a
large crowd of irate people and things circling and pacing around eyeing me.


I had to check on her. Trying to rise from the floor I found
myself too weak. Falling back down hard, the pain caused by the action was the
worst experience so for in my life as a changeling vampire. 


A long groan flew from me. 


The rushing water sound had begun to fade before my failed
attempt to rise, but was now louder than before. 


Looking up toward the opening in the door, where the window
had once been, I saw a very animated Darby pointing toward the yard. Her eyes
were brackish, fangs exposed. She was saying something, but the sound was still
obscured. I knew from her gesturing and shouting she was clearly upset about
the events unfolding behind me.


Veronica had protected me before and now it was my turn to
repay the favor. I had to get off the porch and help somehow. My mind was
racing. How could I get up? I was weak and on top that the hunger was
overriding. 


I looked to the cute little vampire standing in the broken
door for help.


Darby was still trying to tell me something. Even screaming
with the furrowed brow, fangs and the darkened eyes Darby was less than
menacing. She was getting frustrated. The young vampire who couldn't have been
more than fifteen or sixteen needed help for her friend. 


Glancing over my shoulder at the mixed crowd of humans and
monsters, Veronica was enveloped. The collective was tightening around her. 


The noise in my ears was no longer deafening just annoying.
The roar of the falls had dissipated to the sound of a dull lulling brook
during a drought. My hearing was improved and over the flowing could be heard
the shouting of Darby, Veronica and the others. Everything was jumbled and
distorted. Whatever was wrong was a big deal?


Though she had attacked me, Veronica had saved my ass twice
removed. She had to have had a reason to want me out of the way. I was about to
help see if I could return the favor or die trying. 


With as much force as I could muster, I flipped over onto my
back driving the slice of wood deeper into my flesh. The embedded wood pushed
through my side at an angle which allowed a shredded, mangled tip to burst
through my skin. The pain was agonizing. I tossed and turned trying to deal
with the pain.


Darby flung the dangling aluminum framed door open as she
rushed to my side, sending shredded glass airborne. 


The crowd had forgotten about us or either the group did not
care as evidenced by the lack of focus in our general direction. 


I clutched at the wood then jerked the broken splinter free
only to find the shard had split leaving it inside of me. 


"Oh god!" I screamed
through clenched teeth as the pain resonated throughout my broken body. 


Darby bent down and held my hand. "Be quiet. They are
preoccupied trying to figure out how to deal with you. Veronica is trying to
reason with them and make them give you a chance to live with us. The more you
remind them that you are here and badly hurt, the more incentive you give them
to take care of the problem quickly while you are an easy kill."


I nodded my understanding through the pain. I really didn't.
This world was bizarre, a nightmare. Why did they want me dead? 


Anger began to dig at my mind as I dealt with the pain.
Veronica was standing up for me and I didn't know her but a few hours. 


Pushing my hand deep inside the wound, I wrapped my left
hand around the wood inside of me, getting a firm grip. An uncontrolled loud
grunt escaped in a fit of rage as I grabbed the chunk in my side and discarded
it, flinging it haphazardly. The item hurled toward Darby, who dodged at the
precise second it should have hit her. 


My hands covered the wound as red clay colored ooze flooded
out. Soon I was covered in the blood. I looked down for a millisecond before
the hunger and the pain from all of my injuries took hold. My vision was
blurring. It wouldn't be long before the cloudiness gave way to complete
darkness. 


I kicked my feet, fighting the burning filling my body.
"Fuck it hurts!" 


My head was heavy. Veronica's name slipped quietly from my
lips.


Darby slipped her hand behind my head and cradled it,
positioning herself so my head would be in her lap. Reaching out, she found a
large section of broken glass with her right hand. Through my fog covered eyes,
I saw her turn her left palm up. In a single movement she cut diagonally
through the tissue of her hand from her thumb to her little finger. Dark,
maroon tinted blood flowed freely. Several drops spilled onto my forehead.
Cupping her hand tightly, Darby squeezed the gash, pressing her fingers hard
into her palm. Her hand and upper wrist was covered in fresh blood as she
allowed a few teasing drops to fall into my mouth.


I readily accepted the life she was offering. The taste
wasn't the salty blood I expected. The blood was warm and sweet with a flavor
similar to a lemony peach hybrid. The taste was subtle and not overpowering; it
was delicious. I wanted more. Seeing how I took to the blood, Darby lowered her
hand to my lips. At first she let me lap at the wound, my tongue licking at the
crevice. 


Darby let a soft whimper escape as I pulled her hand to my
mouth, sucking in the flowing blood. I was going delirious as the sweet nectar
drained down my throat. My body needed more, wanted more. Slowly my fangs
extended, sinking into her soft flesh.


She shuddered and gasped, "Oh. Oh. Oh! Oh!! Oh,
shit!!"


A throaty moan escaped past her lips before she could say
another word.


The taste of her blood was intoxicating. I felt drunk as the
world dissolved into a swirl of melted colors and sounds. Lost in a delirium, I
did not notice when Darby tried to break from our ecstatic bond. 


Darby wasn't tethered in as deeply as I. She remembered
Veronica needed us, needed me. She struggled to break our bond. 


I needed more blood to satiate my hunger so I sank my fangs
deeper as she struggled to force me to turn loose. 


"Let go. Damn it let go!” She cried. 


Taking hold of my hair with her free hand, Darby yanked as
hard as she could. The action tore out a small clump. "You have to stop!
Please stop, you are killing me!"


The feeding ended abruptly as her words hit me hard,
bringing me from my enchantment.


The connection broken, I snapped back to the harshness of my
injuries and the growing turmoil less than fifty feet away. Wiping away the
blood covering my face, I suddenly was straightened by a rush of adrenaline
pouring through my system. 


I stared at Darby hoping for her guidance, but she was too
distracted by the escalating ordeal beside us to notice. My head began to pound
then red and blue splotches danced before my eyes. 


To get her attention, I touched her face. Darby looked down
at me and smiled. 


A loud feminine scream was heard nearby as the world went black.
 






Chapter 13



 

I awoke to find myself sitting in a chair in a semi-circle
facing a solitary red leather chair surrounded by other 'people'. On either
side of me was Darby and Veronica; Veronica was no worse for wear. 


Both were well dressed. Veronica wore a much more restrained
mix of attire than her earlier black leather and red corset. This time around
she was wearing jeans and beige shoes. Her top was a loose fitting navy and
white diagonal striped silk top accented by dark brown hair with auburn
highlights. Veronica was strikingly lovely as she sat in a very feminine,
reserved pose.


Darby was her usual perky self with an outfit that bespoke
her contagious personality: a striped navy bubble dress with a corvette red
belt. I looked at her hand to find it healed. 


Neither acknowledged my new state of being awake as their
attentions were devoted to watching the door on the far side of a small, old
banquet hall. Including myself there was a total of twelve people, most
appeared to be between the ages of fourteen and early twenties. Everybody was
shifting and fidgeting in his or her seat. Talking did not seem to be
forbidden, but no one spoke. Even Darby was silent as she sat with a wide smile
upon her face.


The room had been well kept, but could have used new
carpeting to replace the worn low, brown shag on the floor. The walls had been
recently painted a sandy brown that bordered on yellow. Few items cluttered the
room other than the people and the mixed assortment of steel and wooden chairs
in which they sat. The dining room tables were part of a busted mess stacked
against the back wall of the room. The few windows that had not been recently
replaced with the modern self-tinting type were covered with black tar paper. 


The sounds of hammering and sawing permeated through the
thin walls. It was evident the room was undergoing a transformation.


Inspecting myself, I realized my clothes had been changed. I
was wearing fresh jeans, hemp loafers and a light blue t-shirt. The earlier
broken bones, nicks, scratches and lacerations were repaired. My body felt
electric and magnificent. Nothing of the morning's episode was present. The
attention toward the doorway never wavered.


Rubbing my arm, I felt the cool almost cold and soft to the
touch skin to which I had transformed. The flesh was marginally paler than
before. Underneath, I could feel the blood flowing, hear my own heart beating.


Veronica turned to me and winked seconds before the door to
the makeshift conference room was opened slowly.


Two humans in black military fatigues brandishing
semi-automatic M4A1s rifles stepped into the room, positioning themselves on
opposite sides of the door. I was ready for a huge reveal, but the event was
anticlimactic. Anticipating another surprise had given me hope that finally my
new life would be explained. 


The guards still stood on alert with guns at the ready. No
one followed and the other vampires ignored the entrance. 


There was cautiousness about the pair though they also
seemed relaxed. Both were human because the smell of the blood was different
than my new kindred. The vampires in the room had blood that had an odor that
was almost sickly sweet whereas the human fluid contained a coppery hint. There
was an urge to feed though it was not uncontrollable. 


The intrigue with the guards ended as the stoic pair
maintained the same boring posture as when they first entered. 


My roommates were just as lame and mind numbing. There was
hardly any movement and no interaction between the vampires. The majority were
in a daze with empty expressions on their face except for Darby who was staring
down the darkened hallway that had been exposed to us when the humans had
entered. 


Straining to see what the fuss was about, I became locked in
the same obsession as the others. The hall was only moderately dark when I
peered into it. The blackness wasn't absolute due to a single bulb hanging
above another door at the far end. Loose wiring and cracked ceiling surrounded
the light source. 


I was absorbed in thought as the bulb appeared so close one
second and so far away another. If I concentrated hard enough, I came to reason
that what I had thought was a trick of light was actually a reflexive action I
was controlling with my mind. Like a kid with a new toy, I played with the
gift. Occasionally, I would laugh out loud when the light bulb was altered in
my perception to be a couple inches from my face. The other vampires did not
concern themselves with the short, abbreviated outburst. They continued doing
as they were.


My concentration was disturbed when the door opened causing
the vampires to grow antsy. 


A stressed man dressed in a faded blue oxford dress shirt
which was in desperate need of a pressing, loose black pants and scuffed black
wing tips slowly progressed down the narrow hallway, clipboard in hand. His
blood was less coppery and had a higher salt percentage with a consistency of
recently consumed cheap alcohol.


The guards snapped to full attention when the man crossed
the threshold. 


"At ease," he barked before taking at seat in the
single leather chair.


"Good evening GV16s. For our new guest, I am Mr. Walter
Luke. Moving us along, I hope you all are prepared to take the next step which
I will be explaining in an expedient manner as possible. Questions are
unnecessary because the laws dictate your acceptable conduct when dealing with
humans. This is an honor and a privilege to be the first generation of your
kind to have been created for the sole purpose of complete interaction. Any violation
of the laws can result in death."


The disposition of the room took on a decidedly different
tone as the vampires sprang to life. The thousand mile stares were gone having
been replaced with directed intent listening on the edge of their seats. There
was an electric buzz; an excitement. The mood was infectious.


Personally, I was perplexed, but that had been my burden
since awakening in the forest in the middle of the night. 


Walter continued, "Johns and Avas,
I know each group has names that you go by here in the Town. You will be
allowed to maintain those identities off the facility for the duration of our
extended operation. We will be adding a last name to be paired with your chosen
name. Listen up."


Darby was brimming with nervous energy. Her right leg
bounced up and down in a blur. The smile had grown wider if possible. 


Consulting his clipboard, Walter read off the vampire names
with the added surnames Chadron had selected in no particular order,
"Avery Archer, Veronica Stace, Noah Acworth,
Logan Andrews, Liam Mansfield, Natalie Child, Chloe Garrett, Sophie Lovell,
Gavin Seymour, Darby, and Brayden Lynde.



Darby blurted out as she placed her hand on my thigh,
"You forgot the newest member of the GV16s sir."


Flipping back and forth through the pages in his hand,
Walter stopped on a page buried deep within the stack. "Yes. Our newest
guest has not had time to select a name. The protocol for such a situation
dictates the first auxiliary name on the list becomes the name of any GV16
without an appropriate title. So the name we will use for our John16 is Ethan
Castel. 


Finally, I had a name. However, admittedly, elation was
minimized by the constant standard of confusion under which I was presented by
my circumstances. 


Folding his hands over the clipboard in his lap, Walter
crossed his legs, sucked on a tooth briefly then spoke, "Tomorrow at seven
in the morning every one of you will need to be in front of your house dressed
appropriately for being a high school student. Remember the instruction we have
been providing to you over the past few months. That is especially true for you
Veronica."


Everybody snickered a little including me. I wasn't sure
about the totality of the inside joke, but if the previous evening's attire was
any indication then the muffled snickering was warranted. 


She never deviated from her indifferent expression. 


Undeterred by the snickering, the instructions resumed.
"Two buses from the base will arrive and carry you to your assignments.
The trip will take approximately thirty minutes to forty minutes to get to the
high schools to which you have been assigned. The twelve of you will be split
into two teams. The team listings, your class schedules, and needed books are
in your house along with details of your cover stories in your personal
portfolios. The advance team members from each group have accumulated enough
data to provide intelligence on danger areas. Those individual GV16s will be
the leaders. Also the leaders should, while in route to the schools, cover the
basic ins and outs of what it is like to be a high school student."


He paused to check our understanding, looked around the
group then restarted. "The overview scenario is as what we have discussed
during the previous instructional sessions. At all costs, except eliminating
humans from your site, you are to maintain cover of being the children of the
military and corporate professionals who make the base their home while
insuring blood desire integrity in order to learn to become integrated with
society and further our study. Any questions?" 


The request for questions was about finality and not a true
attempt to cover all of his bases which was demonstrated when he did not wait
for anyone to ask one. He quickly rose from his chair and headed toward the
exit.


Before I realized it was me speaking a statement and less of
a question, I shouted out at the departing Walter. "I have never been
trained and have no idea what is going on. I am sorry, but I need to know what
the hell is happening."


Walter stopped dead in his tracks, huffed and spun around.
"Ethan, you need to know our teams are based on six GV16s working in
cohort to insure safety of their identities and the overall safety of the
humans. We were short one field operative so we had an opportunity to create
another one with the right rare materials, but the afterlife change takes
several lengthy, complicated steps, and we were unable to get you processed in
time for your life adjustment training. The plans have been in place for years.
The world outside our fence and security does not know the new reality we have
invented here. To merge the two has cost millions and a delay is out of the
question, so unfortunately for you Ethan, you are on your own with you
teams."


I was as confused now as I had been, plus I could feel the eyes
of the others staring at me. 


Embarrassed as I was, I made another effort to find out
more. "Sir..."


He interrupted me. "Veronica, you took him from the
test zone screwing up early preliminaries we're running. He is now your
responsibility so if he fucks up and blows his cover then it is your head as
well as his that will grace the stakes in the yellow feed pen. Be sure of
it."


Veronica remained expressionless and calm. Her only reaction
was to adjust the shoulder strap on her top. 


Shaking my head at the threat from this stranger, I scanned
the room to find the other GV16s looking away to avoid eye contact. 


Walter, satisfied with his own answer, disappeared through
the door followed cautiously by the guards who backed out, the last one
shutting the door behind him. 






Chapter 14



 

The lot of the vampires I had met so far was not especially
friendly or the most talkative bunch. The group had disappeared wordlessly soon
after Walter had left leaving me alone with Darby and Veronica. No
acknowledgement, no hello, just cold shoulders and blank stares. 


So much for making a guy feel welcomed, I
lamented.


When the door shut after a rather permanently pissed off
acting female GV16 named Chloe left, I turned to Darby. "Do you mind
excusing us I think there are some things Veronica and I must discuss before
tomorrow morning?"


She looked hurt that I asked to be alone with her friend,
but she didn't hesitate to make it happen. Leaving her chair swiftly, Darby
bolted through the door, slamming it hard enough to crack the surrounding
wooden frame.


"Safe to say she is upset," Veronica quietly
stated.


Standing, I repositioned the chair in which I was sitting to
be in front of Veronica. 


I spun it around so I could straddle the chair. "That
could be an understatement."


Veronica uncrossed her legs. "Listen, I know your head
must be spinning and there has to be ten millions questions you would love to
ask. Before you ask any of those I do need to explain some of the basics which
should help erase at least part of your questions."


Inside there was a longing to let the questions flow, but I
bit my lower lip to keep me from opening my mouth and waited.


She seemed to sense I was ready to hear the whole truth.
"No interruptions?"


"Go ahead. I will not promise there will be no interruptions,
but I will try to restrain them to as few as possible." The attempt at
humor was missed.


The darkly sexy vampire was comfortable in who she was, but
could use some real work on her people skills. 


Leaning into my personal space, Veronica began. "Part
of this information is rumor and part is truth. Many of the older generations
are ignorant of the world outside the fences choosing instead to believe this
is the entire world. The humans they encounter are either food or our loyal
overly protective servants. Other generations know, but pretend theirs is a
kingdom in order to lord over the lesser beings within their dominions. All are
content in the roles within the framework that has been built over the many
years." 


From her head tilt she was concerned that I was keeping up
with her. 


Not worried about my comprehension, Veronica advanced the
story. "About forty years ago, the United States government began an endeavor
to construct a new weapons program called Generations. There were extreme
successes and colossal failures during the early days. The hardest part was the
technology needed was far behind the concept idea. Finally, the government
sought outside resources to carry the project forward."


Beleaguered and mentally drained I spoke before I could forget
my questions. "What was the basis for the project? You know, what was the
end product?"


"Ethan, the project was to use the monsters of the
different folklores of humanity to inflict terror upon their enemies. The U.S.
paired their researched design models with Chadron corporation’s genetic
modifiers. The implementation brought it to Fort Cooper, Alabama which was
called the Farm for short. Here the experiments could run free and train for
when the need arose to send the toys into foreign lands. Soon though, our
brothers and sisters were being hunted by the arrogant millionaires, or the
Monster Hunters club, that allowed wealthy elite to donate money to the
development of future warriors while providing true field data at somewhat less
risk than sending soldiers into battle."


I cracked off a smart ass retort. "Super
soldier Darby? Super soldier me? Super soldier you? We are kids. These
people must be insane."


Adjusting a smeared corner of her red lipstick, Veronica
then delicately yawned. 


Unimpressed, I bemused silently. 


"Our generation is the newest, the most ready. GV16s
are perfect killing machines. We have been designed to have a laundry list of
abilities at our disposal. These range from hyper sensitive hearing, smell and
vision to super speed and strength. Then we have the other qualities more
characteristic of our given virus parameter. So, since we are vampires, the
basics apply. The blood craving is real. We are cunning, charming, aggressive,
unrelenting and exotic. No one can resist the lures we possess when used to
effect humans."


Cringing about having to ask her another question, I paused
then proceeded. "Veronica how could this happen? How did I become a
vampire?"


"Explanations run much faster when they are allowed to
go on unimpaired instead of made burdensomely slow by obviously trivially
answered rabble," Veronica was running out of patience. 


Her words bothered me enough I wanted to explode.


However, my mouth stayed shut because I have to know as much
as she was willing to share. 


Walking to one of the tinted windows Veronica looked
conflicted as she spoke, "Nanotechnology. When they first started, the
government was using a virus developed by the Germans during WWII. This virus
mimicked the symptoms of being a vampire or whatever other creature they could
dream up using a conventional frame work such as a human or a wolf. This virus
wasn't perfect and the genetic modifiers that were at play so uncharted that
many of the first generations included deformities and uncontrollably
dispositions of almost pure evil."


The question I had wanted answered she had dodged thus far
with the long winded explanation of how we had arrived through science, but I
wanted to know about me personally. Time had to be given to see if she knew the
truth about my origin. Rubbing my chin, I listened intently as she explained.


"Chadron was brought in when the project stalled after
the first few cycles of creations were deemed failures. Dropping Bayne or his
brood would do short term damage in confined or limited use, but those
monstrosities standout and have inherit weaknesses that make them very limited.
Eventually, the threat would die down and life would stabilize. The government
wanted to ultimately have a monster that looked and acted like a human. The
evil they desired to create would appear to be like the average citizen of the
target country."


Joining Veronica at the window, our hands inadvertently
brushed. A shiver ran down my spine, not of fear, but of attraction. I shook it
off or tried, but damn it was hard because she was so fucking beautiful. Even
her smell of cinnamon was warm and disarming. I felt myself lingering on
thoughts of touching her exquisite face. Slowly, my hand inched without regard
for my commands until almost even with her shoulder, suddenly I stopped.
Deciding for safety and sanity, I needed to cool any thoughts about her. I
scanned the world on the other side of the glass. 


Pointing out the window at a series of muscular young men on
patrol, Veronica seemed different, older than when we were in the forest
together. "Once we were alive, living, like those
soldiers out there on the street. We were young men and women with
families and bright futures and in an instant, for whatever reason, were
suddenly and with finality gone. Ethan, we have been given a second chance at
life. We are all so very, fortunate. To be selected is so rare. Chadron only
uses the healthy and the young who have recently been deceased. We were
selected because of scarcity of our genes and made into something even more uniquely
beautiful with the chance of immortality."


Still looking out at the street long after the soldiers
passed, I drew a deep breath as I dealt with how the facts of my own demise
must be buried somewhere deep in my mind. 


Veronica could tell the thought must have been burdening me.
"You can't remember because your thoughts were stripped away. The ones
that make you remember who you were. And whoever you once were is a fractured
image that no longer works. The government and Chadron go to great lengths to make
you forget you were human. They say it makes you that much more lethal since
you can't sympathize with your assignments."


"Oh". My head felt so heavy.


Turning from the window, Veronica rested her back against
the frame. Briefly, I thought I saw a tear, but must have been mistaken. 


The nearby construction in the building had all but stopped
except for the random banging of a hammer. Left to the quiet, we had to deal
with the uneasiness of trying to forget the past as well as deal with our
resurrections. 


Already shaking, head bowed, I knew it was time to find out
the difficult answers. "Veronica, you may not want to tell me more, but I
have to know everything. Please don't deny me a chance to find out who I have
become."


"Ok," she said. 


She walked away toward a small card table to rearrange an
old deck that had long since been forgotten there. "Nanites are introduced
into the bloodstream. These tiny devices alter the DNA inside of us while
others provide a more efficient means to get the virus into our nervous system,
but more importantly the devices are used to control us. With a single flip of
a switch, we can all be rendered into dust. It provides them with a failsafe.
The older ones were controlled by brute force, but technology has made the
whole issue of death very subtle."


She paused speaking and shuffling then promptly started
again. "Others within the Town say it is there to remind us about who our
God should be and that we are their servants."


"Are we?" I asked.


"I don't know. I tend to believe we should be thankful
for what being alive. Normally, I tend to let others worry about such
nonsense." Veronica was still shuffling the cards with her back to me.


"So are we going to play cards now or what?" I
playfully quizzed her hoping to break up the solemn mood the conversation had
undertaken. 


There was a light, airy laugh from the sultry female
vampire.


"Is that a no?" I asked as I moved toward her
position.


She did not answer directly. 


Peering out the window Veronica became monetarily
preoccupied then in a rushed manner tried to progress my movement into becoming
a vampire. "The next few days are going to be fierce with our going to
high school, you having to deal with adjusting to life here and becoming a
vampire, plus you first official feed will be soon. If you survive, then
everything should be fine. It is getting near night time and there is still a
lot of information in your folder for you to process and memorize. There is a
secondary folder in your house. That folder contains your basic information
about assimilation into vampire culture here on the Farm."


I knew that it was going to be a long night of reading and
pondering my new life. Sighing, I returned to my seat.


"Ethan, we need to go before the feeding time for the
red zone. It begins in a while and they ask us to be inside when it takes
place. No matter what you hear tonight, do not open your door."


She tossed me a key. "Thanks, but which house is
mine?"


I couldn't help, but stare as she moved closer to me almost
as if she was circling her prey. The move was imperceptible, but it had
occurred I was sure of it. 


She faced me then glided through the door. "Come on, we
must get you settled before the Town is sealed off for tonight."


Heeding her beckoning, I followed suit. Calling up to her,
"Before it is forgotten, I guess a thank you is in store for getting me
out of harm's way. I really didn't understand, but I am sure you had your
reasons. What did that mob want?"


Half turning as she walked she answered, "You were left
to die or survive in the woods on your own. The group you saw was upset because
they knew I had intervened breaking up what they consider the natural cycle of
events, but no one had ever been dropped off that far in the forest before. So,
I had to do something. Most of the recoveries are made in or near the town
under traditionally calm settings, if you can call our little world here calm.
I am still at a loss as to why you were placed in the middle of the wolves'
zone."


Confused, I wanted to make sure my mind wasn't over reaching.
"It sounds to me like I was left to die."


Opening the door to exit the building, Veronica turned the
knob as she explained. "I agree."






Chapter 15 



 

The inside of my new home was unsurprisingly retro. 


Veronica had said the 'Town' was a very small town when the
U.S. bought the property in the 1970s. Named Weber, the town was so small it
wasn't included on the majority of the original local maps. A single main
street lined with brick and wooden buildings stretched for a few blocks with a
few other structures hidden around the peripheries down sunless alleyways.  


The houses occupied by the vampires were built later at the
edge of the forgotten stores. The original intent was for housing scientists
and officials back before the different types of beasts were allowed to roam
freely. 


The housing was dated and appeared aged as the last remnants
of sunlight fought through the cracks in the wooden blinds covering the room in
a color very similar to orange marmalade.


Dust covered the entire small living room and attached
kitchen. The hardwood floor was in decent shape and bore a series of foot
prints tracking between the living room, kitchen and through a door beside the
kitchen that must have been a bedroom. 


My curiosity led me to follow the path into the kitchen.
Without deviation, the footprints moved to a recently new refrigerator. Opening
the door left me to experience a feeling too incredible for words as I beheld
white plastic bins containing clear plastic athletic looking water bottles with
easy open tops filled with a dark red substance that I knew from the aroma was
fresh blood.


The image shocked me at first. After the image sank in, I
thought about what I was and how I had to think of surviving in my new role. 


Still it was all new to me and things were always a learning
experience. "I guess vampires don't need real food."


Each bin was labeled by blood type or species with dates of
donation and expiration. The bins filled three shelves. 


There was a thirst and a need to take one out, but I
resisted. 


Scanning through the top two shelves, I noticed that the
bottles with human blood displayed labels that denoted these did not have a
long shelf life if I wanted optimal taste and flavor. The types were O and A of
various degree. 


The lowest shelf contained blood from deer, foxes and
rabbits. The slight smell permeating through the plastic was not unpleasant nor
was it as intoxicating as the containers of human blood. 


Shutting the door, I stepped around the bar and to the door
I presumed contained my bedroom. The presumption was correct. 


The tiny room housed a separate bathroom with a small tub
and shower combo, toilet, sink and a fragment of a mirror. Stepping into the
room, I thought about looking to see if I could see my new self, but wasn't
sure that was my best course of action. 


Exiting, I admired the bedroom. There was a sliding glass
door covered with new modern vertical blinds to the left of the bed. The blinds
did not mesh well with an interior that had not been updated in over forty
years. The dark real wood paneling and the stark white were an odd mix
together. 


Recently, the bedspread and linens had been replaced with a
modern twist on 1970s decor which didn't help make the lightly stained wooden
bed appear in better shape. 


Finishing the room were a couple small tables and a matching
chest of drawers.


Daring to peek behind the accordion style doors guarding the
contents of the closet, I was pleasantly greeted with a selection of new shoes
and clothes reminiscent of the position I would be playing for the better part
of considerable future. Trendy t-shirts, jeans, khakis and polo shirts filled
the expanse with the occasional Oxford mixed in for good measure, all of which
were hung in order by color. Then to complete my wardrobe at the far right side
of the closet hung an assortment of ties, belts and accessories. 


"At least they are trying hard," I laughingly
mumbled.


Moving to the chest of drawers, I found socks bound and
sorted by color and boxer briefs folded and pressed. Each pair was stacked neatly
with the labels facing in the same direction. 


Satisfied with at least part of my new lot in the world, I
proceeded to the living room to find the packet Walter and Veronica had spoken
about earlier in the day. 


The living room consisted of a moderately worn, though
useable, floral print couch with wooded accents, green leather chair, two dark
bronze lamps sporting multicolored glass shades, and two dark walnut tables all
coated with inches of dust. 


"I know where the priorities were in the planning or my
arrival," I quipped as I wiped two inches of dust from the back of the
chair.


Taking a seat in the green chair, I grabbed a white plastic
wrapped binder labeled orientation from the table nearest the chair. Ripping
into the covering, I tore the binder from the protective sheath easily. Placing
the binder upon my lap, I thumbed through the pages without reading any
particular item. Scrolling back to the beginning of the information, I decided
to begin what I hoped was a definitive guide about how to be a vampire, the
abridged version. 


The guide wasn't voluminous in any means. The document read
like an owner’s manual and wasn't more than thirty pages in length. A large
percentage of the content had already been explained or I had witnessed firsthand.



Skimming through the content, there was new information
which made me want to explode with anger and some that was fantastical which
made me smile. 


The reading passed swiftly. 


Arriving at the last page, I found a hand written scribble
across the typeface from Darby, "Don't believe it all. There is so much
more to our world than the humans will ever know."


Studying the words from Darby, I knew I would find this out
whether I wanted to or not and sooner than I would ever be ready. 


Finishing the information in the binder, I felt better armed
to survive a few more hours. I needed to read the cover information for my
placement at a local high school, but the hour was early and there was a lot
running through my mind. 


Time crawled and what I dreamed was an hour was actually a
matter of minutes. Then ten more joined the crawl. 


Soon, a thirst was building inside of me. This thirst was
different than the other one. The one before I was a vampire. 


I could detect the blood in the fridge as my hunger grew.
The thought of consuming the blood was revolting, yet I knew I had to have it
to survive. 


I blinked. 


Looking around, I found myself standing before the open
fridge staring at the containers of blood. I couldn't remember how I had gotten
to the kitchen or how I had opened the fridge. Glancing at the clock on the
wall in the hallway, I realized said two hours had surpassed. 


The field guide had stated that vampires, until gaining
control over the desire for blood, could experience lapses in time. It was
disturbing to know that my body was no longer my own. Shutting the door, I
sighed before making my way back to the chair. 


The binder was shredded. 


Undoubtedly rage was another issue. 


My bout with confusion was interrupted by a loud lonesome
howl. The howl was followed by a chorus of similar calls interspersed with
growls, barks and laughter.  


The low calls of upset cattle snorting quickly became loud
thunderous bellowing. The bellowing grew louder and louder until it was
rendered into high pitched cries of distress from animals in great pain. The
sounds echoed through the thin walls of my new home.


Against my better judgment, I made my way to the curtain
covering the door to catch a glimpse. Hesitant to sneak a peek at the night's
happenings, I stood behind the flimsy protection of the wooden door listening. 


Snarls, snaps and the occasional sounds of quarreling
canines popped about the small town as the sounds echoed off the solid frames
of the old structures. 


The cows were now silent. 


Drawing back the curtain on the door slightly, I watched
three wolves devour the carcass of a fallen animal. There must have been twenty
in all. Each of the wolves was gorging itself on the large bovines. The
creatures were either tearing at a fallen beast or lazily gnawing on a snatched
away limb. Body parts were scattered about the feeding pen with a few having
been thrown thirty feet outside of the structure. Blood dripped from the
sections of fence and the muzzles of the large wolves. Several lapped at the
entrails and spilled liquid flowing across the concrete. 


The feasting continued for a half hour. Bellies distended,
many of the wolves laid down to rest. Others cleaned themselves, savoring the
cleaning of bits and scraps clinging to wet fur. 


The feeding was both disgusting and fascinating. Lead by my
own hunger, I too had my fill of the carnage. The ghastly feeding was a
necessity among us. Rationalizing the need to consume the flesh of another
being was status quo to make it through the strange new world which had
accepted me. Returning to the fridge, I was about to open the door when there
was a loud smack at my door.


Darting to the door, I peeled back the curtain again to find
the stripped of flesh fore leg of a cow lying on the floor of the porch guarded
by a black wolf with a long silver of blond.


The animal knew I was there. Outstretched, the wolf panted
and watched me. Blood was thick around the muzzle with a chunk of flesh that
was stuck in between the upper jaw teeth of the jaw. 


Finally, the wolf tired of our game of staring. The brash
canine urinated on the gift of desiccated meat before walking around the house
into the night.


Befuddled with what had transpired, the night was swirling
around in my head. The last two nights were in fact dancing inside my noggin. I
decided a drink was needed, and since I had recently learned that I didn't
drink anything for any purpose except blood, then blood would have to suffice.
Alcohol would not quench thirst. Alcohol would not erase the thoughts since my
militarily created metabolism would require gallons just to get a buzz.
Fortunately, there was plenty of blood in the fridge. Blood I would need if I
were to live forever like the pages in the binder implied. 


Grabbing a bottle of O negative, I hesitated then popped the
top opening. The smell, the aroma was maddeningly delicious. Frantic compulsion
filled my mind. My body acted without regard to my guidance which was becoming
an occurrence for which I needed to find a remedy.


The directions implied the special designed container would
make the blood taste better if warmed for five to eight seconds. 


Throwing the bottle in the device, I pushed six seconds and
waited. The warming blood wafted into my nostrils driving me insane with
desire. Ripping the door open, I grabbed the bottle and poured the liquid into
my mouth. 


The sensation of the dark red blood reacting with my taste
buds left me tingling from head to toe. The bottle was empty before I knew I
had consumed the entire contents.


My head felt light. Dizziness followed. Steadying myself
against the countertop, I waited for the feeling to pass. Feeling better took a
while longer than I anticipated, but I recovered enough to know that I had to
read the briefing for tomorrow and get some rest. 


Sliding across the room toward the bedroom, I feel a sudden
uncontrollable need to lie down. Like any other teenager with an assignment due
on short notice, I decided I would rise early enough to read through the
paperwork then get ready for my first day of high school. I laughed silently to
myself when my decision sank into the large cycle of thoughts, clogging my
wearisome brain.


A stray macabre thought did stand out as I removed my shirt.
I couldn't help but to burst into convulsive laughter. Something I strangely
reconciled to silliness. I wondered if while at school it would be ok to eat
one of my classmates. I knew, of course, that it would at least be frowned upon
by the school administration. 


 






Chapter 16



 

Sleeping was not an issue for my generation of vampire. 


Many on the Farm had to hibernate during the day in an
abandoned building or in a hole somewhere and roam at night. Some were the
Hollywood style vampires that were created to live in coffins emulating
vampires from the golden age of the silver screen which went into a canonic
state while entombed. These were scattered within two zones as were others of
different linage and stock. Many of the other generations, I had learned
through reading, lived together in communal homes either in the red or pink
zone. An entire generation may live together under the command of a single
leader. 


The last three generations before me lived according to
self-selected means and not the predetermined movie style nonsense that was
meant to strike fear in the hearts and minds of the enemies of the U.S. These vampires
had adapted to sleeping to recharge while positioned in beds like the humans we
were to resemble. This approach brought us closer to the human aspect of our
former selves thus maintaining a semblance of cover reality. 


Sleeping was the word loosely associated with the act of
lying in a bed at night, though a vampire could go for weeks without a proper
rest as long as blood was readily available for consumption. The pages from the
night before had directed that each night I try to maintain regular habits of
sleeping and eating to ensure my sanity. I had to accomplish fooling the humans
to believing I was one of them and irregular habits might cause a break which
could propel me to become vicious and inclined to feed upon weaker creatures. I
knew the phrase weaker creature referred to the human teenagers I would be
around every day. In retrospect, this was sound advice, especially since I was
a newbie to controlling blood lust. 


The sleep was unlike sleep, but closer aligned with a waking
coma. In the coma, I was aware of self and dreamed vividly of my days as a
member of the undead, but there was a detachment that made the organic world,
from whence I was a part of, a construct of fantasy and imagination. In a
single word, the coma was relaxing. 


The buzzing of an alarm clock, that I did not remember
setting, awoke me from a repeated loop of the previous day’s events. I was
surprised that the dreams would not be prone to drive a vampire insane. A
tortured hell so to speak, but the guide had listed this as item fifty-seven of
one hundred sixty-eight. The imagining of past events was a safe guard to help
maintain vampire identity and to be honest it was only an annoyance rather than
the hell it should have been. Again it was calming. 


There was a lot to being a vampire I had yet to understand
and was sure it would be a while before I learned enough to not be a danger to
myself. The thought was redirected when a familiar smell brought me fully from
the last vestiges of my rest. The smell was of limes. The limes were part of a
recent memory. Where did I know that smell was the question fracturing my mind
with possibilities? The question tugged at me. Somewhere in my scattered
thoughts, I finally miraculously placed the origin of that fragrance: Darby?


Eyes wide staring at the ceiling, I could detect there was
another shape in the bed with me. Before I could turn my head to verify her
presence, the form pushed the sheets back and stood, stretching toward the
ceiling a couple of feet beside the bed. Daring to look, I sheepishly inched my
head in her direction. 


She was standing with her back to me, her golden blonde hair
loosely hanging down her bare back. Her seminude form was wearing only a pair
of pink boy short cut panties, which accentuated her shapely and surprisingly
muscular body. 


I tried to look away especially when I caught her casually
watching me in return. The staring was hard to resist. Darby was delicate, yet
alluring in ways I had never seen in a human.


A small smile spread on her face when embarrassedly I
diverted my eyes. I found myself wanting to look again, but chose to stop when
primal stirrings began within me. I knew those urges would become more
externalized if I did not stop the thoughts of how badly I wanted to feel her
against me. Especially how it would feel to pull her back to the bed and have
her body writhing against mine.


Periodically, I would sneak a small peek that would become a
leer even though it was never my intention. She dressed provocatively,
teasingly at first. Darby slid her ruffled skirt up as deliberately and as
agonizingly slow as she could. This was an elaborate
game of seduction, and I appeared to be the prize she was seeking.


I rolled over to face the sliding doors which I now noticed
were slightly ajar allowing in a cool summer breeze. 


Whispering to myself, "So that is how she got in."


She tilted her head to gauge my reaction or hear my
mumblings, but maintained the same pacing. 


Then sped up to a blur, once she realized we were running
late as broadcast by Veronica's voice echoing from the living room that the bus
would arrive in the next fifteen minutes.


In an instant she was gone. 


The sliding glass door was fully shut. Relieved that the
unbelievable situation was over, I flopped over on my back. I was hoping Veronica
would give me a moment to relax and catch my breath, but she didn't.


"We need to talk. Are you dressed?" Veronica
inquired as she knocked.


Not waiting for an answer, the vampire pushed the door open
as if I had invited her into the room.


She stood in the doorway allowing me time to adequately
cover myself. 


Veronica was dressed in a reserved manner in a pretty red
and pink dress. Her hair was a lighter brown today, pulled into a pony tail.
She had accomplished the look of average girl next door except she still
maintained a ravishing quality that Darby would never achieve.


Veronica broke the silence, "I see Darby didn't waste
any time in trying to get to know you or in leaving."


I wasn't surprised that she knew because I could still
detect the lingering scent too.


"Nothing happened. I mean I woke up and she was here
beside me. I don...,” I stammered before she cut me off.


"I know that too. Darby is a great friend to me and
will be to you too after we get her past this association, this bond that has
been created between the two of you. She is naive enough to believe there is
love after what happened. I have tried countless times to explain to her that
there cannot be love between any of our kind. Unfortunately the innate
qualities that were part of us as humans are maintained to a certain extent
after reanimation and Darby seems to have been either a confused teen or a
hopeless romantic. Neither one of those will help keep her alive during an
assignment."


I shifted uneasily in the bed as I spoke, "I never thought
that I led her on. If niceness and civility are not allowed without being
misconstrued here in bizarro world, then I guess I
will never fit into the mold of heartless vampire."


The words must have stung because Veronica remained without
a response as she opened the closet and shuffled through the garments. The
search she was conducting didn't take long to complete because soon she threw
down a white and red polo and plaid shorts upon the foot of the bed. Then she
pitched a pair of brown sandals onto the floor at the end of the bed.


Facing me, Veronica's skin looked hard as stone as the
direct sunlight pouring through the sliding door shone onto her face. 


Sensing my discomfort at the realization of what we must
look like when the sun exposed our truth, Veronica stepped around the bed to
avoid further exposure. "I think you misunderstood my comments about
Darby. There was no accusation of wrong doing."


She paused as if in deep thought about what to say next.


I allowed her to gather her thoughts by sitting silently in
my bed.


Sitting down at my feet Veronica said, "You were
Darby's first at two major events in her life and it means a lot to her that
she try to continue her relationship she now sees with you."


My few hours since I had been a vampire had been full of
mystery, questions and growing danger, both perceived and real, so I should
have known more than I had when I first started, but still I was a novice. I
was tired of being full of questions and having to rely on myself appointed
guide for everything which undoubtedly now included spelling out what she meant
when she opened her mouth and picking out my clothes for school.


With a huff, I asked in a perturbed manner, "What
relationship? I didn't ask her to get in my bed and again I have never tried anything
with her. Is she crazy?" 


Veronica was patient and did not resort to raising her voice
though what she said next was very sternly presented. "Vampires in our
world can neither sire others to become like us nor need to be sired in order
to finish the process from changeling to vampire. The virus must be in place
within a subject and allowed time to take the person to the next level. It
reanimates then shifts the body from the human realm into the realm of the
undead. Darby thought you would die without blood and offered you her blood
which you readily accepted. The vampire blood prompted you to finish becoming
your new self. Thus she has a perceived psychic bond with you that is unheard
of so far in our generation, but I guess is possible that you two are now
connected for eternity."


Dumbfounded all I could squeeze out was a weak,
"Oh."


Veronica slapped my sheet covered leg hard then stood.
"You need to get dressed. We still have some time."


Sitting up and rubbing my leg I said, "I thought we
only had a few minutes before we had to leave."


She smiled before she spoke, "I lied to get Darby out
of here without hurting her feelings. I just want you to continue to be
yourself around her and hopefully the attachment might fade or lessen
especially after I talk to her about her conduct this morning."


I shook my head up and down to indicate I understood the
need for the deception.


To allow me to get dressed, she turned to leave. I called
out to stop her, "You said there were two things and you mentioned only one.
What was the other?"


Veronica started walking away as she responded with a hint
of laughter. "Her first orgasm." 



 


 


 


 


 





Chapter 17



 

We watched the other bus depart before Veronica's team
bordered the one to take us to our new high school. 


The team consisted of three female GV16s: Veronica Stace, Darby Clark, and Chloe Garrett, a willowy redhead
who was about as friendly as a pissed off cobra. I determined quickly Chloe's
disposition when I attempted to say a simple hello and she shot me an evil
glare.


The other half of the team including myself was all male.
The other two were Logan Andrews, a skinny, weary looking kid who did not look
old enough to shave, and Liam Mansfield, who was a huge mountain of a man with
bulging biceps and who played the strong silent type to the hilt. Neither
acknowledged I even existed as I took a position between the girls in the front
of the bus and the boys in the back.


The seating I had chosen was out of necessity on two fronts.
One was to allow or separation from Darby and hope that Veronica was right and
her feelings would dissipate. The second was to sit nearer the males in the
unit in order to get to know them without hurting Darby.


I didn't want to cause a rift in my new friendship with the
girls because I privately worried that if I had to count on anybody except
Darby and Veronica I would be in big trouble. So remaining close to the two
could be critical for survival. The thoughts would make me worry and less
believable so I fought to squelch the doubt. 


I passed the time of leaving the base by studying the
changing environment of the Farm. We passed by the seemingly abandoned
buildings that were home to Bayne and his vampires, then unkempt fields covered
in tall weeds and grass, kept fields of freshly planted crops and the woods in
which Veronica had rescued me. Clearing the last of the woods, a shape
flickered along the edge of the tree line, but was gone before I could
determine the nature of the being.


The remaining base topography was similar to what I had
already seen and for the next twenty minutes I considered the possibility of it
was a test until another town of dilapidated buildings inhabited by many
varieties of impatiently roaming wolves put us all on alert as we rolled down
the main street.


The wolves ignored us for the most part except for a lone
howl from a monstrously huge grey wolf standing beside a windowless general
store. The wolf seemed to issue a call that settled down the yelping and
frantic pacing. A multitude of the wolves sat down on the sidewalks and the
roadway to watch us drive through the town. Twenty or more scattered to hide in
the shadows of hulled out buildings and alleyways to be given away by their
glowing eyes.  


The event was tense for a few fleeting moments then the town
was far behind. 


Soon the military facility was before us. The expanse of the
base was not measured in blocks, but in miles. Pods of buildings and barracks
stretched as far as even I could see. The active facilities were easily given
away by the numerous guards surrounding each and the barriers within barriers
with additional observation posts as compared to the less active ones which sat
without the additional protections.


The gate before us was a mish mash of long concrete shapes
and armed guards. The bus driver stopped the bus a quarter mile from the gate
and allowed a human soldier to gain admittance. The first passed the manifest
and id through the open door to a rather stocky bald soldier who was standing
outside matching the information to the data on his clipboard. 


The young soldier on board with us was sweating and nervous,
his hand inching ever closer to his sidearm. 


His actions made everyone on edge, including our very human
driver who talked to the man calmly, "These students are just kids and
mean no one any harm so we need to relax."


The advice feel on deaf ears as the guard continued to
fidget with his right hand until finally Veronica spoke, "If I were you
Scott, I would realize that we are also trained soldiers such as yourself who
are being sent on a mission. We are all on the same side here."


Again the words did not have the desired effects as the man
spoke, "You are a waste. You are not soldiers, but killers who are lucky
to have survived this long."


Veronica smiled then turned cold when she answered, "Listen
dick, if you want to die today, try to draw your gun. Before it cleared the
holster, you and your buddy would be dead."


The clipboard toting soldier stepped onto the bus before the
younger man could be react to Veronica. Pushing the upset man from his way, the
guard passed the information to the driver, thanked him then shoved the other
man in fatigues from the bus. The rough action caused the man to stumble and
almost fall onto the pavement before the soldier righted himself.


From my vantage point as the base was shrinking from view, I
witnessed the bald soldier strike the younger man several times violently, the
last blow knocking him to the ground. The fallen man was surrounded and dragged
from the pavement by men wearing military police insignias into a nearby
hummer.


Veronica stood and beckoned the collective to the front of
the bus with a few subtle gestures. 


Joining her, we huddled around awaiting our instructions. 


While we waited as she thumbed through the folder in her
hand, I realized that I noticed little nuisances thanks to my heightened
senses. 


I could hear the blood coursing through the driver's body,
even detect the fact that he was in the final stages of cancer. Additionally, I
could hear the slight skip of his heart. Even smell the beginning traces of
perspiration of his feet which I found nauseating.


My vampire colleagues were different. The blood did not
course as roughly, but like a trickle through their veins. The hearts mostly
lumbered inside the bodies of the others in my group instead of a normal
rhythmic beating of which I was accustomed to hearing with humans. I could even
determine the last blood type or source of blood consumed. We all had odors
that were pleasant and were really modifications created as lures to draw in humans.


The powers of my senses were amazing and I could have spent
hours determining how far I could carry each if not for the distraction of an
obvious connection that bonded use all: uniqueness.


Each of us carried a specific ability which was briefly discussed
within the binder, but not the specific of each vampire. Veronica could change
her hair color, but how or why would be a matter of further investigation
though it was something I had noticed already. Chloe had the unique ability to
change her eye color which apparently she used to match her outfits.


Darby, Liam, Logan and I were a mystery. So far nothing had
presented itself, but I was hopeful we each were as gifted. Picking up the
abilities of the others in our unit would be fun. I decided to use the rest of
the ride to help take my mind off of the anxiety of my first day of high school
with the local humans.


My study of the GV16s was broken when Veronica closed the
folder alerting us that she was ready to speak." I hope everyone has read
through the information given to you in your portfolio. Once we arrive on
campus at Butler County, we will have a few classes together, but besides lunch
we will be on our own. Remember, we are interacting to a point to make our
cover viable. This is training. If you need assistance that can be provided by
another member of our group then each of you will find a class schedule in the
notes app on your phone which will guide you to the one you are seeking.
However, if you find yourself needing help from Chadron personnel then in your
favorite's menu there is a speed dial listing for Walter."


Liam spoke up, "According to the folder, we are not
allowed to play sports or join clubs, but that is such bullshit. How can blend
in if we are not allowed to participate like the rest of the population?"


Chloe and Logan nodded in agreement.


Veronica was not rattled as she came nose to nose with the
hulking vampire. "If you want to answer to Mathias about why you think his
protocols are not good enough, then be my guest. If not, then you will shut the
hell up and do as you are told. So which will it be?"


Liam hung his head as he answered, "I will do as I am
told I guess."


Incensed Veronica snatched up his head, bringing him eye to
eye. "You guess?!"


Liam was scared of the fiery Veronica and it showed as he
replied weakly, "I will do as I am told."


Roughly Veronica flung his head away before addressing the
rest of us. Her eyes were aflame. "Anybody else got a problem that we need
to discuss?!"


Everybody was quiet and avoided making eye contact with her.



She continued, "Avoid sunlight as much as possible
because we all know that over exposure limits our abilities and hardens our
flesh making us appear vastly different than the appearance of the
humans."


We were all temporarily distracted including Veronica when
we heard the squirt of a nearly empty bottle.


Darby felt the sting of our stares. Looking up, she never
missed a beat when she exclaimed, "It is sun screen. Y'all have heard of
it right."


We were waiting for Veronica to say something, but she just
glared at Darby for the interruption.


Uncomfortable with the attention, Darby began to rub the
lotion into her skin. "It works you know. The lotion helps to cut down on
the grayness. Plus you never know if we can get cancer or not."


Everybody swung the focus back to Veronica, who scooped some
from her friend's hand and began to apply to her own face. Aghast at her
actions, the group sat not knowing what to think. Finally Logan laughed,
lightening the mood. 


Veronica talked as she rubbed in the lotion. "The
phones are monitored so let’s be careful about what we say to each other and
avoid any individual time with humans. Stay with the masses. This will help
eliminate the tendency to allow any cravings get the better of you. If you do
become hungry, contact your safety people immediately who will help get you
onsite aid. Additionally, the pairings mimic those of teenage human male and
female relationships. This will give us the appearance of being taken and thus
we will not be burdened when our natural lures create want among the student
population."


Handing the closed folder in the seat to Darby, Veronica
asked, "Will you read the safety assignments from the top of page
five?"


Opening the folder, Darby swiftly found the page of which
Veronica spoke and began to read aloud the pairings. "Chloe and Liam are
group 1. Darby and Logan are group 2. Veronica and Ethan are group 3."


Darby was obviously dejected, and I believed that had been
part of Veronica's plan when she had asked the younger vampire to read the
details aloud. The whole time Darby read she smiled through any pain she was
feeling, maintaining her infectious glow. Sadness filled my heart that it had
to be this way, but I knew this was probably for the best. It was best for her,
best for me and best for the group.


Veronica took the folder from her friend. "Any
questions? If not, then remember - if stuck or being hounded for
personnel information, always allow yourself a moment of reflection to try and
answer with the basics first then the more elaborate details if needed. Well,
we still have about ten minutes before we arrive. Enjoy what little free time
you have."


Everybody except Veronica settled back into his or her seat
for some quiet time as the last few miles blurred outside the window. She
stored the folder in a hidden compartment in the bus seat. Veronica then
reached inside her purse. Rummaging through the handbag, she retrieved a
plastic gallon sized freezer bag containing cell phones. Deftly, she passed out
the phones with much effort. Done, I noticed she seemed to sigh very gently
when she finished. 


Apparently the day was weighing on her too.


Closing my eyes, I almost felt like I was falling. It seemed
that I was about to slip into a deep sleep which I knew wasn't possible, but with
the bright morning sky bearing down through the slightly tinted windows I was
amazingly at ease. 


The stopping of the bus forced me to depart my attempt at
real rest. Opening my eyes, I was greeted with the delightful face of Darby
peering over the seat at me.


"We can't be late for our first day of school
ever," she cheerfully chimed.


Though, I was sure since at one time we had been alive, we
technically we had been to some sort of school before, but I did not have it in
me to tell her anything different and break her heart. 


Not sharing her enthusiasm, I begrudgingly rose from my seat
and followed the rest of my made family into the scariest environment on earth;
high school.



 

 






Chapter 18



 

Since I had nothing to gauge high school on except weird
facts that would randomly pop into my head, I surmised that my first day was
going pretty well. 


Veronica had handed me a class schedule and personal
information reminder as I got off the bus. 


I was the son of fictional parents named Willard and
Jennifer Castel, a contractor and housewife from Pensacola, Florida. Since I
didn't know a single fact about where I was from, I planned on telling anybody
that wanted to know that I had moved young and had since grown up on the base. 


Also the paper listed my grade as the eleventh with a full
schedule of four classes including English (1st Block), Spanish (4th Block),
Chemistry (2nd Block) and Trigonometry (3rd Block). 


Being the second day of the fall semester, I wasn't as
worried about my academic standing though the thought of flunking and being
restricted to the military base did cross my mind.  


The school was large enough that the halls were spacious and
the students were plentiful enough it was simple to blend in with the herd as I
wandered purposefully from one place to another.


Sporadically throughout the morning I would see the other
children of the base around the school, but only Veronica had been in my first
two classes. We had opted to sit together in English, but were separated during
Chemistry due to a predetermined seating arrangement. In homeroom, I was
greeted by an excited Darby who had saved me a seat. 


Through divine intervention, if God would do that for a
vampire or not was inconsequential so I hedged my bets and said thank you, the
teacher had to read announcements and collect paperwork which meant we were
asked to be respectful and refrain from talking. 


Darby was like a tiger waiting to spring as she patiently
waited for the teacher to finish. I could see the restraint was killing her
slowly.


Another student asked her a question which created a
momentary distraction that allowed me to escape to my class, or so I concluded,
until rounding a corner where I ran smack dab into her. 


I have got to figure out how she moves so damn fast, I
reconciled.


Darby was giggly. "Trying to get away?"


Uncomfortable at being caught, I responded, "No, I...I
just didn't want to be late and since you were busy..."


She cut me off, "No it is ok. I am only messing with
you. How is your day going? Mine has been so cool. I have even made some new
friends."


Studying her as she spoke, I noticed she bounced up and down
as she talked. Why did she seem to bounce up and down as she talked I wondered?


The five minutes between classes was shrinking fast, and I
wasn't sure where my next class was, so it was no longer a matter of escaping
from my unique friend for the sake of escaping, but in order to get to class.
"Hey, I am not sure where my next class is so I need to get going so I am
not late."


Darby grinned then spoke, "Sure, see you at lunch. I
will save you a seat."


Before I could respond, she was already slipping past other
students who were trying hard to get to class on time. 


At a human pace, I just arrived in time have the bell ring
and door shut in my face. The teacher, Mr. Aarons, mouthed and pointed toward
the office before he turned to address the class.


"Shit, first day of school and already I get to go to
the office," I said to myself.


Looking through the small glass window in the door I could
see Veronica and Liam inside. Both were in different states of disapproval.
Veronica showed hers with a small shaking of her jet black hair and Liam by
flipping me the finger. 


Dejected, I plodded four doors down to the office.


Instead of being motioned to take a seat with the rest of
the rejects who couldn't seem to fit getting to class on time, I was silently
directed through a door into a smaller office by the student assistant behind
the counter. The sign on the door was marked Counseling.  


I closed my eyes and opened the door knowing a hassle from a
human was not what I needed today.


Inside I was shocked to know the figure seating behind the
student assistant's desk in the outer office. 


Chloe, another member of our group, was scribbling away at a
piece of paper as I approached. 


"How did you get this job?" I asked.


The bitchy vampire tore the note from the pad and handed me
a note that I realized was an excuse for being late.


Looking into her face, I witnessed her eye color changed
from a mild green to a dark, rich, vibrant blue that couldn't have existed in
nature. "Do you really believe anybody, especially a male, human or
otherwise, could refuse me of anything that I would want?"


Something about her eyes tugged at my brain, made it hurt,
not allowing me to look away. I felt drawn into her. Aware of what was
happening, but unable to look away. The longer I looked into her eyes the more
I was powerless to resist. I didn't even want to fight it because the sensation
was numbing my entire body.


Her eyes flickered back to a hazel tint, releasing me from
her control.


I no longer needed an answer. I knew how she got the job;
her uniqueness was mind control.


"Hell of a power, but damn that hurt," I meekly
blurted out as my brain reacted to the sudden regained control.


She looked back down at the fashion magazine spread across
her desk without answering, casually flipping through the latest fall fashions.


Chloe did not have an allegiance to Veronica or Darby
because she had a disdain for everybody. This would be a perfect time to find
out what really happened after I blacked out on Darby's porch. There was
something there I was sure I wasn't supposed to find out about, and something
my friends would never tell me.


Knowing she was doing her best to ignore me hoping I would
go away, I chose to pose a question to her since I knew she would not gain
anything by lying to me.


"Chloe, I have a question."


The vampire looked up flashing dark red eyes at me. 


Realizing the attempt at intimidation did not have the
desired effect, she blinked, returning her eyes to a human coloring before she
growled a growl that was less menace and more of a moan. "What do you want
now?"


"Do you know what happened that day when I first came
into Town?"


Uninterested, she returned to turning the pages of her
magazine. "Is that all? She made a foolish mistake rescuing you. Now she
must be punished by our law and not that of the humans we behold as our
creators. She was sentenced to the run through the zones. There is enough of an
answer for you Ethan or at least all you will get from me. If you want to know
more, you shouldn't be afraid to ask Veronica since it is her life she is
willing to sacrifice for yours."


Turning from the cold hearted teammate, I stumbled back into
the lobby dwelling on the news that was given to me. 


Mind racing, I was in a fog of worry and regret as I exited
into the hallway. Dazed and feeling powerlessly, caught in between two worlds
to which neither I seemed to belong, I bumped into something.


Shaking off my confusion, I was thrust into the reality of
the situation. The something I had bumped into was not a something after all,
but a someone, and from the scroll work on the pink
binder that had fallen upon my feet, her name was Sunnie.




 





Chapter 19



 

Squatting to pick up the binder on my foot, I heard a
repeated throat clearing sound. Peeking, I was greeted by the sight of a very
upset school mate. In my preoccupation with dealing with the recent news, I had
inadvertently knocked down a young lady about my age. She had been thrown
several feet back from me when we had collided. The teenager was sprawled on
the floor momentarily startled before hustling to return all of the spilt items
back to her purse. 


Taking the binder in my hands, I closed the distance between
the two of us. From my position I offered her my hand, but the very agitated
young blonde waved me off as she finished fishing for her personal items. 


Grabbing her scattered books I insisted. "Please, I am
so sorry. Please allow me to help you up. I feel awful for being so absent
minded and not watching where I was going."


Her expression was noncommittal, though she did take my hand
this time. Easily, I stood us both up at a pace that was almost too fast to be
humanly possible. Clearly she had been lifted off her feet before I sat her
down which did not register until prepared to sit her back upright. I gathered
how unnatural that must have been from her now puzzled expression.


Quickly, I apologized again to get her talking and not
thinking about my own inability to control my attributes. "Are you ok? I
am really sorry for being such an idiot and not watching where I was
going."


Handing her books back to her, I waited for her to say
something, but she chose to edge by me cautiously, disappearing into the girl's
bathroom nearby.


Walking back to class, the issues with Veronica all came
flooding back. She and I had to talk. There was no way she was going to have to
die for me. Something had to be done. 


Touching the door handle, a new, overwhelming rush took
control of my senses. There was a single scent. Then a thousand scents. All of
which came rushing in to fill up my mind. Next, a thousand sounds joined the
bombardment. My head was spinning; my teeth were starting to hurt. Finally, an
overpowering need to flee or suffer watching myself tear out the throats of all
the people in the classroom before me took hold.


The urge to kill was coming over me and was beating back
whatever part of me was still human. 


The door handle was made of a thin steel, but it gave a
little then a little again until I knew it was about to sheer.


Instantly, I snapped back to a world in which I did not want
to kill and feed on my classmates. I could deal, maybe. Bumbling around in the
hallway as my head screamed with a million thoughts, I ran into the boy's
bathroom to get my bearings. 


The last stall furthest from the door seemed a safe haven. I
jumped out of my skin when the bathroom door was violently ripped open and
steps started running toward my stall. 


"Sorry for the intrusion, but I saw you staggering
around outside of class so I asked permission to go to the bathroom. So are you
ok?"


It was Veronica. There was clearly a twinge of concern in
her voice. I wondered if it was for me or for the mission. Casting aside
doubts, I knew if this girl, vampire or not, was willing to put her life on the
line to rescue me, there was some amount of importance in regard to how she
felt. 


I managed a reply, "I am not sure. It is not hunger or
thirst as you call it. My senses are working overtime, and I cannot shut them
off. Everything is loud and about a gazillion miles
per hour. My teeth are aching and I don't know what the hell that is
about?  Images of blood
all over the pace, death. Then there is an urge to...to kill
everybody."


Veronica was standing outside the stall door. "Shit, this
just got real for you. You are being exposed to your senses in bulk. Sometimes
it is natural or sometimes it takes a trigger. All of our kind has to deal with
this after we are first exposed to humans, but none of us have been exposed to
this many at one time. Our true nature takes over. Call it sensory overload for
beings that are already ultra-sensitive. In the past, we had to fight through
the urges or give in. Eventually, it would work itself out... "


I gave a fake laugh before she could finish. She obviously
sensed that her presentation of the situation wasn't helping me.


"Long story short, don't worry, we have a temporary
cure. Open the door so I can remedy the situation."


The feeling was addictive. I lost myself again in my
thoughts. Complicating the matter was all of the wicked imagery that was
running rampant in my head. There was insatiable desire to feed. I wanted to
taste the flesh of the humans sitting idly in the classrooms. Like cattle, the
humans sat in the rooms waiting to be taken. I had a need to dispose of the
bored to tears or too cool to be burdened to care students. The spoiled, lazy
and damned were all begging for me to end their wretched existences. My
hesitation was my undoing and salvation. 


With a bravado usually reserved for a movie action hero,
Veronica forced open the flimsy door of the stall. Taking me by the throat, I
was hoisted a couple of inches from the floor as she twisted my neck to one
side with a single hand. Her other hand contained a collection of pills which
she attempted to force down my throat. Righting my head, she forced my jaws
open within her crushing grip. I knew she wanted to help me, though she had
other responsibilities besides babysitting me twenty-four hours a day. Still I
struggled and spat. The smell of sweet coppery goodness was making me more
manic by the second. I needed a taste. One taste then this would all stop. A single taste. Even a droplet of the smooth and salty
liquid would do, I convinced myself.


She knew that a taste would be all of our undoing.
Patiently, she worked my mouth open repeatedly as I fought to maintain the
state of denial. 


I fought her by lashing out with my flailing arms and
kicking feet. A few random strikes hit the intended target, including a partial
knee to her face which tore her lip. She never wavered and never responded. She
just maintained her grip and control through all of my efforts for freedom.


Fangs were bared, both hers and mine.


Anger and hatred welled inside of me. 


She hissed and cursed under her breath as another errant
blow struck her.


Finally, she caved to frustration. Punching me in the face
with the hand containing the medicine rendered me woozy enough for her to take
an advantage. The five green tablets were forced down my throat. 


Veronica let go of my face. Pissed at my reaction, she
hatefully discarded me. This allowed me to drop onto the toilet with enough
velocity to partially crack the porcelain bowl and destroy the cheap
replacement seat when my backside made contact. 


The concoction set fire to my soul as it erased the
thoughts, sounds, smells, and my conviction. Inside there was a tiny churning.
I felt broken, but sane. 


Veronica towered over me to gauge if the drugs were working.



The ole noggin was aching, but my body was working to repair
itself. So was hers. The bloody lip she incurred was wiped away through a
casual lick of the tongue. The small wound healed thereafter. In dismay, I
watched her dark locks soften to a rich mahogany.


As quickly as it all began, it had ended. 


Checking her nails, Veronica asked, "How do you feel
now?"


I thought I detected a bit of her trying to be a smart ass.


My retort seemed better in my head than when it was spoken,
"Less than human, but still alive."


She smiled, then giggled.


Thinking through what I had said for a moment, I picked up
on what she thought was funny. 


In defense of the misstatement I said, "You know
exactly what I mean."


Veronica adjusted her clothes and dusted off a couple of the
footprints from my pitiful attack. "I do, but it is still cute to hear you
say. Let me warn you there are a couple of minor side effects to the Syntype Inhibitor."


"As long as I don't sprout big ass bat ears or
anything, I think I can deal."


Clumsily, she tried and failed to reattach the door to the
broken hinge as I did my best to gather myself. "They are minor, but
potentially serious. First is irritability. The second is the insatiable need
for sex.”


My jaw dropped open I was sure of it.


Veronica smiled widely then contained herself for a
millisecond before bursting into laughter. "Sorry I had to. I really
couldn't help myself. There is only the one which is the irritability. The
other was to screw with you metaphorically." She began laughing even
harder.


I could see the humor, but really couldn't appreciate it
since she was definitely taking advantage of my nativity to poke fun.  At least it appeared to be good natured and
not malicious, so even I let a little chuckle slip out.


Striking a tone more reminiscent of the vampire I knew as
she helped me up, she explained the nature of the medicine. "The Inhibitor
uses the nanites in our blood to block the first initial feelings that develop
from mass exposure to humans for the first time. They can also be highly
addictive hence why they are carefully regulated by Walter and his superiors. I
was given a small handful to aid you during the mission's beginnings since you
didn't receive the immersion therapy that we are initially required to take in
preparation." 


She lightly took hold of my face to inspect if she had done
any semi-permanent damage. "A few amongst our clan crave the drug
especially those that were part of the older groups. They have no need for the
Inhibitor, but the surge in irritability makes them more aggressive which means
they become more dangerous. They live for the rush. Others have attempted to
adapt their own versions for the trade and services black market within the
zones. In the vampire world, as in the human world, there is always a struggle
for power."


Before she could explain anymore, the bell to change class
rang signaling an end to a class I did not get to attend. We both looked to
each other for an answer. How could we explain away a girl in the boys’
bathroom?


The bell had been followed by the approach of footsteps
nearing the door. 


Veronica suddenly embraced me by placing her arms around the
small of my back. She pulled me close, snug against her body which was hard and
muscular. 


I wasn't sure what exactly was happening, but I wouldn't
complain. To my surprise, her lips met mine as the bathroom door was opened by
a single guy who was followed two seconds later by another. 


Both guys stopped cold when they saw us making out. 


I wasn't about to stop what was happening. The guys could
watch for all I cared.


Her lips were electric against mine. Passionate and playful
were her kisses with an occasional nibble of my lower lip or the tip of her
tongue pushing gently into my mouth, exploring. 


Veronica no longer felt like an alpha predator. In my arms,
she was only a woman. Her firm breasts pressing into my chest. The hard veneer
had broken away to reveal a softer being made of flesh. Suddenly she seemed
human with all the emotional trappings that were part of that encumbrance.    


A rogue hand wandered across the small of her back, pulling
her tighter into me. She didn't seem to be bothered. In fact, she reacted in
kind, bringing her hand to my face and neck in a lovers embrace; forcefully she
pulled me deeper into our passionate kiss.


The guys laughed and nudged each other before bursting into
laughter again as they exited without using the facilities.


Our embrace did not stop. The kissing became more frantic,
impassioned. Impassioned turned immediately to nothing as Veronica broke our
connection. She looked at the floor trying to avoid eye contact. I actually did
the same after checking on her. 


Her hair had become a golden brown but it quickly darkened
as she adjusted the corners of her lips in the mirror. I didn't notice her
quick departure to the bathroom mirror.  


"We need to go. We will be late for another class. A
second time today will bring too much unwanted attention to a new student, so
we need to get moving," she said.


Damn, I thought. My heart was still racing, blood coursing
in a torrent through my veins. I knew that it was part of our cover to maintain
the appearance of a relationship and the kiss was needed to keep from getting
us in trouble; a trouble that I created. 


Veronica was already moving through the door before I had
started walking. The time for reflection and want was over.         



 


 





Chapter 20



 

The last two class blocks of my first day of high school
were much smoother. Both of the classes contained Veronica who acted like
nothing changed from before the incident in the bathroom. 


The thoughts of her kiss flashed before my eyes for the
first forty five minutes of third block, erasing completely what happened in
the class. During lunch as we sat and talked with the other GV16s, the images
were occasional. Talking was not exactly right since we mainly sat and surveyed
the humans who conversed around us. We each fingered at our food and a few
bites were taken to do our best to appear normal as suggested, though it was
obvious we didn't like human food. The food I had been given by the bitchy
lunch room lady was insufferable. It was after my initial bite of human food, a
piece of burnt hamburger steak, I discovered there was a reason it was
recommend that we bring our simulated food. The simulated product from the base
was at least edible and my body got blood nourishment in the process, but it
was worse than the refrigerated blood and didn't satisfy any thirst. The GVs
had a noticeable flaw in our design, an aversion to processed food. So far,
there was no way to make the food consumed by the humans appetizing. I was sure, however, there was no way to make the crap being
served here palatable even to humans. 


Thankfully lunch ended quickly, and I discarded my uneaten
food. I drifted away from the crowd to allow my mind to settle. 


Finally the thoughts of our kiss had begun to fade
completely as fourth block closed to an end. 


As we exited the last class of the day, a familiar odor
arrived in the hallway. The odor was something from the Farm, but it was not
the fragrant, pleasant smell carried in the pheromones of a vampire. The odor
was musky, heady with a hint of earthy.


Veronica seemed unaware or uncaring to the new scent. To
think she was unaware was a mistake because she was a GV16 like me, and besides
she was always aware. The odor was on top of us, but in the clusters of all the
students massing in the hall, I had been unable with my new senses to place the
source. It drew nearer. The odor was stronger with each deep inhale. Multiple
sources were evident. There were at least three. Wait, maybe four.


Turning to scan in the other direction, I was greeted with a
rough shoulder throw. The blow was extremely accurate and well placed by a
purveyor of the smell. The nature of the attack was malicious. My shoulder was
dislocated and the pain was excruciating. 


Clutching my injured arm, and without regard to my cover, I
spun to retaliate. "Hey! Hey!"


I tried to move, but Veronica and Liam held me tightly in
place by either arm. Liam was not exactly gentle in handling my displaced
shoulder. Still I fought through the pain. I wanted revenge, and I wanted it
now, but no matter how much I struggled they refused to let me go after my
attacker. 


The halls were clearing. Cutting across the hallway into the
next were three boys the same age as me. One was larger than me, but not as
formidable as Liam. Another was about my size in regard to height, though he
was considerably heavier. The smallest was tiny even compared to Logan. The
smallest began to walk backward for a moment. The moment was full of intent and
forethought which was apparent when he used both hands to flip me off before he
disappeared around the corner with his pack. 


Veronica tried to soothe me. "This is not the place to
take this up. Those assholes are part of the program too unfortunately."


"Were those the ....," I asked, finally
determining the source of the smell.


"Yep.  Dogs." Liam
snarled, as he repositioned himself tighter around me.


After a reasonable time passed with no struggling, both let
go of me. 


My shoulder pain was ending as the healing process was
already well under way, but not my pride. 


The scent had made me aware of the danger, but I hadn't been
able to place the origin. 


I knew I needed to improve as a vampire or I was nothing
more than a weak human. I had been singled out because I was new and they were
testing me to gauge my reaction, though I wasn't sure if I had passed or
failed. Considering the reaction from the smaller wolf, I took myself as being
viewed as nothing more than a chump. I tried to shake it off, but the anger was
only getting worse inside of me. Obviously, a side effect of those damn pills. 


Remnants of the foul aroma still hung in the air.


Trying to regain my composure as the anger flooded through
my very being, I lowly growled, "Wolves. Damn, ugly ass
wolves."


       






Chapter 21



 

My shoulder was healed by the time our bus pulled up to
carry us home. The injury was sore, but my shoulder was again in place and
useable. 


I was ready for the bus ride. I think everybody was tired
since not a solitary word was spoken. It truly had been a long stressful day.
The day had not been all bad and the kiss with Veronica was a pleasant
surprise. The issue with the wolves was something of a different matter. 


Why hadn't we been informed of the wolf team? The question
was nagging at me. It bothered me more than any fallout that was to occur from
the kiss with her. Lingering on the issue of the wolves being on the same
school site gave me time to reflect on my own stupidity. Neither Liam nor
Veronica had acted out of character when the group was sensed. For all I knew
the information was in our packet or even in the training I was missing. There
were definitely more drawbacks to not having been involved in the total
process.  


I reassured myself that given time, everything would work
out in the end, plus there was only one more day of school this week. During
the weekend I was going to see if one of the guys would help me get acclimated.
Asking either Veronica or Darby for help was best, but given the current
climate with both, that seemed less than ideal.


Darby. Thinking of her reminded me to do one simple task
tonight; lock the doors and windows so we didn't suffer a repeat from last
night.


Having been lost in my own thoughts, I didn't realize how
tiring dealing with the duplicity of being a vampire in a human school could be
for us all. Looking around the bus, I realized that most of the group, except
for Veronica, was in the sleep state. She looked to be lost in deep thought, so
I opted not to bother her. Besides, the gentle, peaceful rocking of the bus
back and forth on the rural roads leading to the base made me relaxed, so I
decided to get some rest myself.


I closed my eyes. My thoughts were calm and peaceful as I
felt myself inch deeper into my sleep state. The relaxation allowed my mind to
become clear as I drifted along. The last image in my mind was of the cute
blonde girl I had knocked down in the hallway at school.


The bus had stopped moving and Veronica was standing beside
me. "Ethan, we are home. Ethan...Ethan wake
up."


My eyes sprang open at the last call of my name. "We
are to the base already?"


We were the only ones on the bus except the driver.


She looked annoyed. "I am going to go through the list
one last time if you would pay attention. The feeding is tomorrow night and it
is optional, though I do think you should come get to know everybody better and
see how we co-exist. While I am thinking about it, make sure you pick up some
Inhibitor from me tomorrow morning before school, but be sure to do so in
private so that the others don't want to take a sample for themselves. It will
be the same departure time in the am. Now, let me think if there is anything
else."


Veronica stared at the ceiling and counted out details on
her fingers as if she was consulting a checklist in her mind. "Get some
rest. Walter is requesting we all go straight to our homes this afternoon to
get recharged and ready for tomorrow. He has imposed a curfew on school nights
at 10:00 pm until week three, then we are on our own.
There will be GZ13 sentinels used to guard our doors and windows until then. Be
sure to let your guard smell your hand before you enter the house that way we
can insure and imprint with your particular guard. The guard is already on
station."


She tried to turn, but instinctively I took her hand in
mine.


"Can we talk about the encounter today with the other
group?" I tried to be cautious about what I asked about around the driver.
"I know I should have reacted better to his act of intimidation, and I am
sorry that I didn't."


Veronica tilted her head, thought for a second then motioned
for the driver to step off the bus. "The wolves are a bunch of jerks. Especially Haley, the one that bumped into you. Tristan is
the short one who flipped you off. The big one is the worst. He even still goes
by the name John. Avoid dealing with them at school at all costs. If there is a
problem and it becomes personal, then save it for the Farm. Agreed?"


"Agreed."


I stood up as she began walking down the stairs out of the
bus. "About the other thing..."


Veronica cut me off. "It’s ok. I actually enjoyed
it."


I was going to discuss the manic state I had entered and
leave the make out session alone, but I was glad she had said what she did. In
fact it made me grin a little. Hell, a lot.


We walked separately to our houses. I watched her disappear
into the house before I tentatively approached the front porch of my own abode.



Along the sides of the house were two roaming decomposing
figures of death, each of who were chained to the wall with a very large, thick
metal chain. The chain must have weighed at least thirty pounds easily. The
heavy burden did not seem to deter as the figures shambled back and forth along
the narrow pathways along either side of the house.


The afternoon sun cast my door guardian in shadows which
made it indistinguishable to determine its nature until stepping fully onto the
porch with the figure. The figure paused his patrolling of the small enclosure
to watch my approach. I had read about the other creatures on the Farm, and
from their descriptions this thing on my porch was a zombie. The zombie was
exceedingly thin with a very gaunt face. The Z, as stitched on its uniform, was
in heavy decomposition with a very agitated disposition as I approached.


The creature lunged for me as I reached for the door handle.
I caught the zombie in mid attack and held him back by its fragile neck. The
undead guard was no stronger than a human, but possessed a tenacity and resolve
unlike anything I had encountered so far on the Farm. Despite its inability to
bite me, it countered with constantly snapping jaws of razor sharp metal teeth
and lethal finger nail tips of metal.  


"Shit, who makes a freaking super zombie with stainless
steel teeth," I quipped before I realized it was the same people who made
herds of wolves and vampires, which included me.


My smart-aleck remark was not well thought through, but I
recovered nicely and proceeded to prolong the battle with the zombie until I
could formulate a plan.


Carefully, I tried to combat the zombie without getting
myself ripped to shreds. I had to dodge swat after swat as well as barge after
barge of attempts to wound me by biting with the steel mandibles.


The fight could have ended fast had I chosen to break the
neck of the zombie, but the poor thing was doing the job it was designed for
which was the protection of my house. 


Thinking fast about how to react, I slammed the unyielding
zombie against the wood frame of the door. The hardness at which the sentinel
struck the house should have ended or slowed down the onslaught, yet the
attacker rose slowly then sped to continue with the job at hand.


As the zombie jogged toward me, I stepped aside to snatch
him around the neck, shielding myself from any harm. Shoving my arm under his
head I forced the jaws closed then placed my other hand under the nose of the
predator. I held my hand in place until there appeared to be something
resembling recognition, which in this case was when the zombie's struggling
stopped. Letting go, I stepped back. The zombie disregarded me and began pacing
back and forth along the small concrete floor of the porch. 


As I entered my house I muttered. "What a day." 


    



 





Chapter 22



 

The dull droning coming from the zombies passing back and
forth along the sides of my house kept me awake most of the night, but by early
morning I had grown accustomed to the shallow, wheezing of one and the raspy,
hollow tenor of the other. The rattling of the chains was a mere afterthought
once one dealt with the sounds being emitted from both. Oddly, I could not
recall whether or not the zombie from the porch made a single sound during our
encounter.


For hours, I lay awake and watched the one I privately named
Chuck through the sliding door of my bedroom, but he never paid any mind to me
or what I was doing. The gray, spent eyes were constantly empty and soulless.
Eventually, I closed my eyes. 


It was what wasn't there and not what was that had awoken me
from my slumber. Somewhere around five in the morning the sounds of chains and
moans had stopped quietly enough, but the lack of noise alerted me to the change
as the sounds got further and further away. Trudging to the door, I peeked to
see yellowed eyed humanoids leading the zombies away deeper into the Town. 


Sitting in the chair in the living room, I cracked open the
cover of the e-reader from school and started scrolling through the story we
had been assigned to read. Pages in, I began to tire and dozed off as much as a
vampire can.


The rest of the morning was uneventful. No Darby in my bed.
No Veronica sounding an alarm or picking out my clothes. The house felt empty
as I readied myself for another day of high school.  


I wasn't hungry, and I knew I could go days without feeding,
but I took two bags of type A blood from the fridge. I
warmed both to knock off the chill. The taste still wasn't like when I was
feeding on Darby, but it filled me with strength and renewed energy. Another
day was now certainly doable. 


Everybody was gathered in front of his or her respective
house. We all had our own ways to pass the time. A few had headphones,
a couple had their phone in hand, or like Liam, was simply staring into space. 


Waving at Darby to say hello across our respective lawns,
she noticed my attentions then started reading from the e-reader in her hand
without acknowledgement.  


I caught Veronica’s attention.


Our leader rolled her eyes then smiled a pained smile.


Veronica must have said something to Darby was the reason
she wasn't talking to me. 


I huffed, and then joined the group in a version of the
quiet game until the bus arrived.


Even the bus trip was quiet. The group passed the time
sleeping or doing the same things as before the trip. If this was an indication
of how the day was going to be then it was going to be boring.


Veronica slipped me two Inhibitor pills as we got off the
bus together. 


Taking them, I denied myself the feeling of having to deal
with the noise of the crowd. I didn't feel like it was going to be a day I
should try to handle without the added boost. 



A couple hours ticked off the clock then another. Soon, we
would be in lunch then the home stretch, with Spanish class to finish the day.
I was sure it was going to be a wild weekend and was ready to get it started
when the whole day went to hell.


The U.S. had gone to great pains to put operatives in the
field for training and did not want territorial problems either at school or on
the Farm. The wolves and the vampires were kept separated by busses, class
schedules and hall assignments. The plan, except for the small hiccup the
previous day, had been flawless. 


Lunch was the same as the previous day, though this time
with even less talking and without Darby's trademark smile. Something was up
besides school, besides Darby and me, besides...and it hit me. This had to do
with Veronica's punishment for helping me. It had to be about that because what
else could make even the normally bitchy Chloe act downright sadly and even a
tad bit with real emotional depth.


Veronica was upbeat, but quiet.


We all sat together human watching, as we called it. 


I wondered if anybody found it weird that none of our clan
ate anything. The wonder stopped when I heard a commotion on the far said of
the expansive lunchroom. The commotion would have registered as a small grumble
to the humans that surrounded us, but to my enclave of vampires it was almost
riotous.


Scanning the room, I locked in on the source not by sight at
first, but by smell. The wolves were involved in causing an issue. There were
too many students blocking my view so I stood up to only have Darby tug at my
shirt trying to get me to sit down.


Darby loudly whispered, "Don't make a scene. We have a
job to do. Sit down. Now."


She tugged harder. The threads of my shirt could be heard
starting to tear. "We need to talk anyway and this will give us a chance
to iron things out since I think you have the wrong impression of me."


I looked to Veronica for guidance, but she and the rest of
our group was already headed for the cafeteria exit.  


Gently I removed Darby's hand from my shirt as I continued
to scope out what was the source of the problem occurring across the room.
"I know we need to talk and we will, but those wolves need an attitude
adjustment."


She sighed and read me the riot act in a very an understated
way. "Suddenly you think you are man enough to give it to them? This is
not the place for a fight, plus there are three of them and you are still
fresh, untested. Getting your ass kicked at school may not be the best way to
stay low key and stay in the program."


In my heart I knew she was right on all accounts, and had
resigned myself to letting the issue drop. Sitting back down at the table, I
was ready to talk until the sound of a very audible slap reverberated
throughout the student population. The room grew silent and still as everyone
waited to see what happened. 


Without the din of the chatter of students and clanking of
plastic trays, two voices were distinct, though I did not know either.


A female voice spat out, "You deserved that and if you
put your hands on me again, I can promise that a slap is the least of your
worries."


The male voice was filled with anger, "Little girl, you
don't know who you are messing with. I allowed you that much because I enjoy
it, but no more. I will put my hands on you whenever and however I
choose."


Several people had risen from their seats and were blocking
my view. Even the few remaining teachers had risen, but none attempted to
diffuse the situation that was erupting before their eyes.


The fire in the girl's voice was crumbling into fear as she
attempted to back away from the standoff. "You are a jerk! You come near
me again and you...you...will regret it..."


I could see who had been on the receiving end of her ire:
John.


A lump leapt into my throat as I decided something had to be
done to prevent this from becoming much worse. 


Darby issued a soft comment under her breath, "Let's go
before we get involved and blow our cover."


Again she tugged at my shirt, but this time with the force
of a vampire and not the teen she appeared to be outwardly. 


My shirt tail was torn as I pulled away without thought to
the ramifications.


John erupted as he took three large steps in order to cut
off her retreat as the other two member of his groups stood guard nearby,
"Such insolence from you. I wanted you before, but now I just want to
prove my point. Know your place woman!" 


He seized her roughly by the arm.


Darting past his companions, but trying to remain as close
to humanly fast as I could, I grabbed his arm, wrenching his wrist before he
could react. There was a crunch of bone breaking as I rotated it completely around
until he let go her wrist. The pain drove him to one knee. The girl stumbled
hard, knocking a garbage can over on herself. She appeared to be ok for the
most part.


I had other problems to worry about. Approaching fast were
his constant companions. Whirling him around by his broken wrist, I kept
twisting as my other hand squeezed the elbow hard. Using the pain to steer him
in the direction I needed, his body became a shield. Both circled John and I
looking for an opportunity to strike. This ballet lasted only seconds as the
school resource officers arrived before the altercation became one of claws and
teeth. 


John knew he had to maintain some cover discipline or this
could become worse than it was, so he relented to being taken into custody. He
motioned for his friends to scatter, which they did without hesitation. On his
way out, Tristan pegged me with a hotdog, coating my shirt in ketchup as he
disappeared out a rear entrance with another group of students.


The officers wanted to detain me, but Mrs. Patterson intervened
on my behalf and explained the series of events. She then pointed skyward at
the rotating black discs in the ceilings. They knew she was right; the camera
never lies. 


Before she walked away, she pulled my close as if to hug me.
It was not a hug but a stern warning disguised as a smile, “The government did
not bring you here boy to be a damn hero, so you better mind your place or I
will make sure you are taken care of, even if I have to do it myself."


Stunned, I watched the hefty, older woman wander out into
the hallway, then begin yelling at some students before she too was gone.


In all the events that unfolded, no one had thought to help
the girl up from the trash. Offering my hand, she brushed off several pieces of
lettuce, a couple of croutons and a half eaten hot dog bun. After she made sure
she was partially presentable, she accepted my hand. Helping her from the
floor, I got my first real glance of the lady whose honor I was defending. We
had met the previous day during another floor episode. This was the same young
lady who had refused my apology.


In the blur of yesterday and added embarrassment of knocking
her down, I had failed to notice how magnificently gorgeous the young blonde
had been. Her name escaped me at the moment. Studying her as she brushed
herself clean, I could see why John had been smitten with her. 


Her hair was a combination of pumped-up, textured tresses
with resplendent brown eyes framed in the smoky eye shadow that was so popular
with the girls in the school. Clothing was eclectic, but reasonably more
fashionable than even the girls that tried the hardest to be trendy. The outfit
she wore was as close to the edge of allowable fashion as it would get within
this small town, and she had an appearance that did not bespeak of her current
circumstance.


As she inspected herself I took the opportunity to strike up
a conversation as I ran my hand nervously through my hair. "It is funny
how we have met the last two days. Somehow it always seems that when we meet I
always finish on top of you."


The girl gave me a queer sideways glance as she picked off
an errant tomato fragment from her pants.


As we both stood there, the comment I had just completed
bounced around in my head. What a dumb ass I must be. 


Wiping a small amount of ketchup from my own shirt I tried
again. "That didn't come out right just a second ago. I meant it seems
like I am always bumping into you at the worst times. By the way, I am
Ethan."


Her hand shot to her hips. "Ethan, I had everything
under control until you got involved, now look at me."


I was conflicted between wanting to fire back at her and
understanding that the spectacle had to be a hot topic across the school by now
and would only grow as it spread. To make matters worse, she was going to have
to spend the day covered in used food stains.      


Standing my ground, I replied sternly, "Well, it sure
did look like it was under your control. That animal would have killed you if
he got his hands on you and may still. John is not the most agreeable ape I
have ever seen."


Her voice was still harsh and judgmental. "So you know
him? That figures. I am sure you must be the best of friends."


The comment lacked bite. She was angry, but it was obvious
it was not at me.


She needed to vent, and I decided I could fill that role for
the moment. "If you are going to be pissed at me then at least do me the
decency of allowing me to know your name!"


She cracked a grin and a softer stance after hearing my
heated, but innocent response. "My name is Sunnie.
And thank you."


Returning the friendly tone, I spoke in a more peaceful
resonance than my previous statement. "Nice to meet you too and you are
welcome."


We both laughed and walked out of the lunchroom together
before we parted to go our separate ways.






Chapter 23



 

The fallout was not as bad as I expected, though it was bad
enough.


Veronica was friendly during the rest of the block on a
level par with the other few days that I had known her.


When the bell rang, she disappeared. 


I dwelled on the abrupt departure as I made my way to my
locker.


Darby smiled timidly at me a couple times as we met at our
lockers. Unfortunately for one of us, the lockers happened to be side by side.
Whatever Veronica had said to her must have sunk in because she was the same,
but different.


I briefly mulled over whether I missed being unwanted by her
or receiving the attention she wanted to provide as she proceeded to ramble on
and on. The rambling was about how absurd the teachers all seemed to act and
how she didn't know whether are not she should shoot for the honor roll or
hover around in the good solid average student land.


"Average student," I mumbled, before sliding it
the blob of students scooting to class.


"Bye. See you on the bus," Darby hollered.


I waved over my head at her and moved on down the hall to
last block.  


Veronica wasn't there beside me. Where could she have gone,
I wondered? I knew it must have been an issue regarding the screw up in her life
- me.


The class went smoothly enough as the teacher showed us a
film about his trip to Spain to round out the day. This was after a mind
numbing thirty eight minute, nineteen second dissertation
about why he loved to learn new languages. The bell could not have sounded soon
enough.


I swept my book off the desk, and sauntered out the
door.  In the hall, I bumped into Liam
and Logan. 


"What's up guys?" I queried, in low key fashion.


Both smiled warmly as Liam pulled me into him with one of
his gigantic arms.


I thought for an instant I was about to be crushed by his
brute force. 


He laughed and smiled as he ribbed at me with phantom
punches to the ribs. "Next time don't pick out the biggest wolf in school
to go head to head with before getting some back up."


Logan chimed in as Liam squeezed me tighter. "You may
be in hot water with V, but you are okay in our book. Isn’t that right,
Liam?"


"Kid you got some balls, and if you ever need help we
have got your back all the way except with Ronnie. She is major league pissed
at you for endangering our mission. Veronica even got called to a meeting where
the base sent a private car to carry her home," Logan stated.


"But it is cool Bro. If anybody can talk you out of
this it is her. She will take care of the problem so don't sweat it,"
Logan added.


If it hadn't been for Liam holding me up I might have
collapsed. "I know Veronica will, but I am not sure she will want to since
she warned me to keep all of our troubles to the Farm. I let her down."


The other guys got quiet as we all arrived at our lockers. 


Darby was blocking mine, but of course. "Don't forget
we need to talk after the feeding tonight. You are coming right?"


I looked to the guys for help and they were nodding in
unison at the guys. "Yes, you know I will."


Logan walked up to us. "Tonight is going to be killer!
I can't wait for a taste of fresh. It has been so long."


Liam muscled in on us as he threw his arm around me again.
"It’s going to be sweet! We get to see our baby boy, Ethan, here sink his
fangs into some strange."


They all laughed.


He and Logan issued weird imaginary high fives.


I wasn't sure about how I was supposed to feel about all of
this feeding business, but since they were so enthused I decided to let it
spread to me. A sheepish grin fixed across my face as we began to head to the
bus a different group than this morning. Unfortunately, trouble arrived in the
form of Chloe. 


Chloe made sure the campus was mostly deserted before
attacking. She had waited until we cleared the school doors to pounce. Chloe
sprung with the assuredness of a jungle cat. Strong and fluidly she divided our
group by knocking down Darby and Logan, who was on either side, forcing me into
a nearby fountain with her momentum. She held me down as I struggled to get up.
The forceful vampire pushed and pushed down on my head. Closer to the water I
became as I struggled.


Liam snatched her up by her hair from behind allowing me
time to get my feet under me. 


The bus door opened as he placed her under one arm and
proceeded to jog onto our vessel. Both Darby and Logan helped me to my feet and
my date with one pissed off vampire.


Stepping onto the bus, I was greeted with Chloe sitting in
Liam's lap in the back of the bus, mouth covered as he held her still. 


Approaching the two cautiously as the bus departed from the
school, I contemplated what do next. Without Veronica to hold us together, this
situation was capable of becoming more than two individuals having a
disagreement. Ultimately, I was afraid it could become a blood bath, but if I
continued to allow Chloe to push me around, then the group could possibly lose
any new found respect that I had earned.


"Let her go," I said.


Liam turned her loose before the words were completely from
my mouth.


The low ceiling of the bus kept her in check as she half
leapt and half ran at me. Chloe was fully turned. Her eyes were a soulless
black, fang filled mouth agape with her nails ripping through the tops of the
seat as she neared. 


Two seconds were all I had to determine how to react.
Steadying myself with my back against the edge of the seat corner, I waited.
When she was on top of me I turned giving her a smaller target. Chloe's
calculations had been based on me not moving, but when I did at the last
second, she flew past, clawing at my face as she did. 


Using her momentum as my ally, I pushed her airborne legs
hard enough sending her somersaulting into both sides of the bus. Her legs
became trapped on one side as her torso was a row forward on the other side.


The whole group watched for movement. Turning to the others
for help, I checked their reactions to see what my next move should be. 


Logan motioned and mouthed, "Go check on her."


He was right. Sliding forward, I peered over the row where
her upper body had been wedged when she had suddenly stopped. Tentatively, I
inched close enough to determine she was still alive. Her face was awash in
blood from a couple of parallel, horizontal cuts that started at her eye and
finished near her mouth. From the appearance of the wound and the flesh under
her nails, she must have accidentally clawed herself. Chloe looked to be in a
peaceful slumber. I wasn't sure if we could be knocked fully unconscious, but
Chloe seemed to be out.  


Taking off my shirt, I reached down, to wipe away the blood
on her face just in time to hear Darby cry, "Don't!" 


Chloe sprang from her fraudulent sleep swinging wildly. 


The tips of her nails, long as a knife blade and just as
sharp, barely skimmed the surface of my bare chest. The move opened three long,
tightly aligned cuts that refused to bleed until I started to move. The wounds
spread open as I flipped back over the seat behind to get away from her wrath. 


She crawled over the seat as I righted myself in the aisle.
Chloe was smiling as she feasted upon her own blood that was running down her
face and into her open mouth. No matter how long I will be a vampire, I will never
get use to that. 


Backing up, I knew I had to end this game before I got
really hurt.  


Taking to the aisle with me, Chloe cleaned my blood from her
nails. Reveling in the taste, she seemed crazed as she taunted me with her
provocative licking of the sharp extensions. Cutting her own tongue
accidentally only seemed to make her more incensed.


Darby begged Chloe, "Stop it Chloe. Why are you so mad
at Ethan?! Please stop before one of you gets hurts!"


Finishing with her taunting, she paused and returned to her
human appearance. "Darby shut it! He put us in jeopardy. He put our chance
to be outside the fence at risk and for that he must pay. I will not be a
captive to the base because Ethan wants to do the right thing or worse gets a
hard-on for some random girl. Don't worry Darby, I am
only going to hurt him a little. There will plenty of him left for you to play
with when I am through."


Darby crossed her arms, made a sour face then plopped down
hard on the seat.


Logan worked his way toward her from behind. 


Chloe whirled on him. "If you want to play too then
come on, but this is not about you. This is about him learning how things work
in our world and why it is so important that he doesn't screw things up."


Logan stopped. I think in his heart he knew she was possibly
correct.


Running out of space as I neared Liam, who had been silent
the whole time, I knew it was time to go on the offensive. Glancing over my
shoulder, I noticed Liam with his hands behind his head, feet in the seat
across the aisle. He was enjoying the spectacle. I was sure he even thought it
was funny.


Focusing, I watched her approach again. She neared quickly,
reverting to her other form to fight. 


I felt myself phase as she drew within reach. It was an
automatic process that was nearly painless. Ready as I was ever going to be I
swung with force and a speed I did not know was capable. I missed which allowed
her to connect with a couple nails, driving one deep into my shoulder as she
pivoted then rolled across my back to dodge the punch.  


There was a burning sensation and the smell of fresh blood,
but I did not slow. Collapsing into the seat where I had landed, as did she
into her own seat, we faced each other.


Without giving away her moment of attack, Chloe lashed out.
She was on me before I could prepare myself. Quick thinking was my saving grace
as I caught her squarely with a kick to the chin which drove her hard into the
bus wall, denting the side. 


She tried in vain to shake out the cobwebs that must have
been flooding her head. Chloe started wobbling then fell into the floor. 


Leaning over in agony as my shoulder began to throb, I
dragged her from the wedged position between the seat and the rear of the other
seat and into the aisle. 


Her eyes and features were once again human, but her eyes
were constantly shifting from one color to another. Often each eye contained a
different color than the other eye. This lasted for about fifteen seconds then
she blinked awake, acted startled, then attempted to
slide away. 


Grabbing her nearest arm, I held her in place. "Oh, no
you don't. I am not giving you another chance today."


Looking up at me from the floor, her eyes focused to a
golden green combination before she spoke, "You have won the right to be
unencumbered with having to worry about me. I will let it drop."


She knew she was beaten, but I didn't trust her. 


Slinging her down the aisle toward the now seated Logan so I
could keep an eye on her, I spoke, "Damn right you will or next time you
might not live to make it back to the real world."


Chloe raised the floor on her elbows, looked alarmed at my
threat then settled back to the floor.


I found my shirt in the floor and used it to help clean the
blood from my body. The wounds were healing slowly and most of the blood had
stopped flowing. 


My threat had been real, but I hoped that Chloe thought I
could carry it out because I wasn't sure if I was capable of doing it.


Resting, but ever vigilant not to take my eyes from Chloe
lying in the floor, my mind turned to Veronica.   


  



 


 





Chapter 24



 

I knew there would be hell to pay with someone for all that
transpired during the day so I made a promise to myself to take it in stride.
When the bus finally stopped at our houses, I half expected an armed military
detachment waiting to arrest me, but nothing, not even Veronica. I remained
seated until Chloe, Darby and Logan had exited the bus. 


Liam strolled to my seat, stopping to speak. "Don't
forget tonight is the feeding. It is going to be epic."


Staring up at him I asked, "Which pen is ours again and
what time?"


He laughed, "Dude, the doggies get fed at the pen. We
are Gods among the mortals. We dine in style. You will see. Be at the Tortured
Rabbit around nine."


Having not been able to venture into town much I wasn't sure
what the hell he was talking about in regard to the location. "The Tortured Rabbit?"


Liam looked confused which was possible, but of course he
did look confused a lot. 


You could tell he was thinking about what to say next.


Shit, I broke him was all I could think. 


Finally Liam responded to my question. "Stay on Main
Street until you get to almost the end then on your right will be an old pet
store. It still has the old sign hanging up, but someone decided to paint the
bunny red years ago as a joke. We just call it the Tortured Rabbit as a
nickname. Get it?"


I shook my head yes and Liam moved on. I didn't want to get
off the bus and might have stayed had it not been for the bus driver.


"Hey kid," he called.


I didn't bother answering.


"Hey kid. I need to get going sometime this year so if
you don't mind."


I replied, "And if I do?"


"Then I might have to have my men do really unpleasant
things to you until I get tired of hearing you scream."


The voice was not that of the bus driver, whom I had still
not taken the time to learn his name, but another man.


Opening my eyes slowly, the scene inside the bus had
changed. The driver was gone and standing in the aisle was a rather upset
Walter.


Strange, he sounded different today.


Before I could answer, he began to rant harshly. "Do
you know how much damn trouble you caused today? Any idea at all what could
have happened if John and his unit decided to make the fight a less than human
one? Can you fathom the possible carnage that could have occurred if a human
had an injury that bled in the presence of any of you? All I need is just one
vampire or damn wolf to get bloodlust and wipe out the whole entire school
population."


I had no response. I knew he was right. It was time to take
my punishment.


Continuing as he agitatedly scratched at his chin, he delivered
news of John's termination from the program. "You are so lucky that you
are so green or so help me God I would wash you from the program like that
asshole wolf. There won't be many more chances boy."


He shifted tones. Walter seemed to be less pissed, but more
calloused as he talked. "We generally don't get involved in events that
are part of your world, but your elders have asked for us to come watch the run
tomorrow night and at my suggestion they have graciously made the decision to
include you as a teammate to Veronica."


I still didn't know what the run was, but I was sure it was
bad, very, very bad.


He waved his hand and the bus was no longer surrounded by
guards. "If you survive, consider yourself still in the program, but of
course if you don't then...well."


Walter laughed under his breath then departed the bus.


Getting up from my seat, I knew this was a second chance and
one I wasn't going to waste by dying.


Standing in the afternoon sun felt good, though my skin did
harden and gray. The warmth of the sun kept the chill of being dead away.
Basking in the light, I noticed a truck pulling away from down the street. I
was curious about it being in the Town, but not enough to investigate further
so I proceeded down the street to my house.



 





Chapter 25



 

The night seemed to come so fast. There was no homework, no
television, no phone ringing and no radio. No distractions to quiet my mind. I
found myself at peace with everything. I was going to make it a night to
remember because in fact it could be my last one.


Redressing after an attempted sleep, I found a vintage
t-shirt and jeans that fit my mood. Sitting on the edge of the bed putting on
my shoes, I realized I missed Chuck. Since there were no Zs
on the weekends guarding us, it would be Monday before I saw him again. It
wasn't like I was fond of him. It was more or less about knowing he was there
as a distraction.


Veronica yelled out, "You dressed?"


I was happy to hear her voice, but all I could think about
was that I really needed better door locks. "Yeah."


She replied, "Good, now hurry up because we don't need
to be late if we want the best ones."


Walking into the combined living space, I tried to
apologize. "About today..."


I stopped speaking when I saw here outfit. Veronica was
dressed in another corset. This one was pink with darker pink accents.
Completing her look was tight leather pants and black boots that laced up to
her knees. This was all cover by a long leather jacket of black. Even her hair
matched. It was loose and black. 


The outfit was over the top, and I could now understand why
we had to be talked to about dressing appropriately. That kind of attire
definitely won't work at school though I was sure all the boys would think she
was hot as did I.


She was a vision of sexiness. Veronica was almost too
beautiful to look at without staring. 


I told myself that I had to find out why she dressed that
way if we survived tomorrow night. 


Veronica returned my stare as a sly grin was exposed.
"Cat has your tongue I suppose?"


She knew why I was speechless. Damn tease.


I managed, "I feel like all I have done is apologize
for screwing up since I was created."


Veronica was kind, but honest. "You did the right thing
at the school. It is just, as I know the others have explained as well, there
are laws of both the human world and ours we must obey. Tomorrow night we have
a chance to repair the damage we have done and move forward. Fortunately, the
human world is much more forgiving as long as they think we are like them, but
when we attempt to cross that line, like you did today, then
we run the risk of being exposed. The price we pay for exposure is extreme, and
I do not really want to die anytime soon. So, stop apologizing and move on
because tonight we feed."        


With a turn, she proceeded to the door and into the street.
Shutting off the lights, I followed obediently.


The street scene was amazing. It was my first real adventure
into life in the Town. Even though I had been confined to the assigned
governmental housing, what was happening before my eyes seemed strangely
familiar.      


There were creatures from all of the remaining generations
of vampires. Not all seemed to be anything close to resembling the GV16s that
were my family. The world was so new to me still and the generations, with the
exception of my own and that of the GV1s, were foreign to me.


Bayne and a small cadre of the GV1s were gathered outside of
the pens barely outside of the lights. The others were probably near though I
couldn't determine how close. There was more noise further away from the light.



Other GVs huddled together in their own familiar groups. 


There were GVs that were short with the features of their
faces making each appear to resemble bats. Some were missing body parts such an
arm or a leg, possibly something as small as a hand or a foot. A few had facial
deformities. These had faces that were short eyes, ears, faces that sloped to a
side or bones that jutted outward. A few had exposed bones or overly large
hands, eyes, ears, fangs. Most of these were not scary, some were down right
comical.  


The scary vampires were the ones that were close to
mimicking the humans, but lacked a critical detail. This critical detail was
subtle with the GV15s. The GV15s had no conscience. It was not that a vampire
does, but these were unique. Later, I would find out these were called upon to
be assassins. The 15s could not be allowed around humans because if one was
hungry enough, the vampire would feed without regard for safety or situation.
The zone in which they lived was one of the few zones where the handbook had
expressly said needed to be avoided because they were indiscriminate about
killing anything in their immediate vicinity including vampires. Only a few
were allowed into the town at any given time as a measure to keep them in line.
If too many were allowed to congregate, the fear of mass murder was a
possibility or civil unrest as groups would retaliate for loss of their
own.                             


I stuck to my side of the street, close to the heels of
Veronica to avoid them.  


The GV13s were cunning and monstrous in size compared to the
other vampires on the street. Bulging muscles and exposed veins belayed the
rage within each of these killers. Devilishly friendly smiles were flashed my
way as I plodded past. 


The Tortured Rabbit could not come into view fast enough.
Interlocking my pace with hers, we were sure to arrive in a couple of minutes. 


A loud audible tone chimed in the distance followed by an
abundance of street lights going dark. At the sound, the other GVs moved in
unison in a common direction down a darkened side street guarded by soldiers.


"Veronica," I quietly called then I repeated.
"Veronica.”


She knew what I wanted to know. "Sometimes you are
better off not knowing. We are here."


Looking up, I realized she was right. She held the door open
as I entered the deserted front room of a disheveled pet store. Broken
aquariums and bent cages littered the floor and the shelves that remained. The
odor of death was long vacant. The room was odd. It almost appeared staged with
all the strewn glass and pet supplies lining the shelves in a tousled symmetric
fashion. It was as though a person with OCD was told to trash the place. It was
also obvious the building was much bigger than the room indicated. 


Snaking through the scattered fragments, I continued
trusting my guide. She paused at a rear door to allow me to catch up. 


Her hand on the knob she said, "Behind this door is how
we survive. I know you realize we need blood because I can smell the old
refrigerated type you have consumed on your breath this long after, but
vampires need fresh, live blood or we will slowly go insane. We have two
choices. Choice number one is easy if you enjoy hunting and killing animals,
but there is no way that is what we were created to need that kind of prey. The
other can be hard if the human side of your brain rationalizes that your
preferred food is human. Do not see yourself as one of their kind or you will
starve. These people in here are picked to be fed upon, but we do not kill and they
do not remember. Take only a little from each one then move on or risk killing
the subject. Always remember, we do not drink from the dead or the abominations
that we encounter here. To do so may kill us."


I swallowed hard. "Have we lost our kind to that?"


Veronica was surprised at my question. "Ah...yeah...no,
there have been no reported deaths in our generation or since the use of the
nanites to introduce the virus at the cellular level, however, past generations
suffered greatly for such folly and disrespecting our makers."


"So it is not toxic?"


Veronica ran her tongue underneath the bottom of her top
teeth, shook her head the answered. "It will make you sick enough you will
want to die and the base will make sure that you do."


We were killers and created for that purpose. The efficiency
and hunger for live victims would be diminished if vampires could exist off the
dead flesh. Vampires had to kill constantly to stay alive and thus safe guards
were introduced and reinforced. 


Veronica smiled and opened the door. "I hope you are
ready for a night that you will never want to forget."


                        






Chapter 26



 

The interior of the back room of the Tortured Rabbit was
filled with two rows of empty metal hospital operating tables which bisected the
room. Along the outer walls were doors, five each side. Across the back wall
were plush chairs and couches upon which sat the rest of the members of my
team. Each of which were looking very relaxed. In the shadows to the right
stood an armed guard dressed in black and toting a Robinson XCR assault rifle,
to the left the same. Both were on edge as evidenced from their profuse
sweating and rapid heartbeats. A lesser concerned pair of gentlemen sat at a
table a few feet in front of Veronica and me. 


Veronica led me to the table. She presented her right
forearm. "Veronica Stace and Ethan Castel are
here to check in."


The eldest of the two soldiers at the table removed a needle
containing a vividly yellow substance from a small metal case. The needle was
inserted into Veronica's arm injecting her with the liquid.


Discarding the needle to his partner, who placed it into a
heavy looking yellow box at his feet; he reached into the case and presented
another as he motioned for my arm. 


Instinctively, I withdrew my arm. The room got tense as the
two soldiers on guard both charged their rifles alerting me to my mistake.


Delivering my arm to the soldier, the man hurriedly finished
his duty. He passed off the empty syringe to his colleague then produced a
small silver box covered with three buttons: red, yellow, and green. 


The shot was painless, but the concern was overwhelming.
"What the hell did you just do to me?"


There was no response as he continued about his duties. We
were dismissed with a wave of his hand. He pressed the green, button on the
metal panel as we walked away. The button triggered the unlocking of the doors
to either side of us with a chorus of clicks.


I joined hands with Veronica as we walked to the back of the
room. "What just happened?"


She spoke softly, "There is now a tracking node inside
of you that allows them to detonate the nanites in your blood if things were to
get out of hand. It is a precaution. Consider it the final and ultimate
failsafe."


I looked at my forearm as a tiny light blinked momentarily
then dissolved beneath the skin. "Shit."


Veronica unclenched my hand as we got closer to the others.
"Don't worry that is normal. The diode is active for the next four hours
as we feed. After that time period, the transmitter dies then at hour six your
body will absorb the remaining organics."


The group looked hungry, but was in great spirits. Logan and
Darby were already in character with fangs and eyes transformed. 


Chloe was sitting on a couch removed from the group with a
pouty expression upon her face. Any injuries she may have incurred from our
tussle in the afternoon were healed as were mine.  


Liam greeted Veronica and me with a big hug for each.
"So glad you came. Man do we have a special treat for you Ethan. Come
on."


He pulled me from Veronica toward a door marked with the
number four. "This is going to be epic. Be sure to drink plenty because
you will need it all tomorrow night."


Why did you have to remind me about that, I wanted to ask?
He shoved me through the door into the small room followed closely by the
metallic sound of a bolt being reset within the door. 


The room was sparse of decorative details and smelled of
honeysuckle. There was a lone purple leather recliner, bare grey walls and a
single, occupied metal table. On the wall behind me was an intercom that worked
by pushing a talk button. In the center of the room was another table, but this
one was covered in a stark white sheet. Under the sheet was to be my first
taste of something live, my first human.


I walked to the opposite end of the table to the covered
head of the victim. A box was embedded into the table top to monitor the vitals
of the individual lying on the bed. I scanned the body continuously for several
minutes as I waited to see if there was movement. My time and effort was
greeted with the steady rise and fall of regular breathing, but no other signs
of life. The form underneath was obviously female from the contours of the
body. 


My mouth was becoming dry and my pulse quickening as I
became acclimated to the task before me. A soft classical song began to play
through a speaker in the ceiling. I was unsure of the next step. 


So I began. The visual stimulation of watching the
repetitive nature of the breathing gave way to the sounds of her heart beating
in dull resonance. The sound was distant then would drown out all other in the
room then fade. I knew it was my mind and the situation playing tricks with me.



It was the simplest of things that were bothering me as I
delayed. It was the solitude of the cell which was what I thought of it though
it had only been minutes. Had it been only minutes? 


I thought the closing of the door had been recent until a
robotic voice rattled through the intercom. "Two hours remained."


The beating was loud again. It was rhythmic and patient as
if playing a song to me. The sound was the perfect accompaniment to the sounds
of piano streaming into the room. The music was soothing at one with the beat
of the blood coursing through the body. Then the beat and rushing of her blood
was maddening as the tempo would change. 


My mind was warping from the stress, I told myself. This did
nothing to relive my state of nervousness as I methodically turned down the
sheet to shoulder level. My methodical approach turned to desperation as I came
face to face with my intended meal. 


The face was all too familiar. The girl I had saved today
was to become my nourishment tonight.


Now I knew what Liam was so jovial about. He had managed to
get Sunnie to the base for the feeding. I knew he
meant well, but I had been apprehensive before I knew who would be quenching my
thirst. 


I looked away then back. I had hoped when my eyes fell upon
her again that it was a case of mistaken identity. Maybe I had identified with Sunnie so strongly today that I was projecting her face
onto the poor soul before me. Studying her intently, I came to one conclusion I
didn't want to acknowledge. It was definitely her. 


I tried again as I ran my hand across her face. Her eyes
were closed so I couldn't determine eye color, but her smile was fresh in my
mind still. The smoky eye makeup was gone and there was no lipstick, but it was
her. The pumped up hair was not as meticulously placed and the textured tresses
not as sharp, but it was her. Damn, it was her. 


The piano refrain tinkled in the air as I traced my
fingertips across her lips. Closing my eyes, I found myself stroking her cheek.
At least thirty more minutes had passed. 


Sunnie was so peaceful and
beautiful lying on the table. 


My thirst was building the more I touched her. Soon I was
shaking. My fangs started growing without me having to think them into place.
The animal in me was in control. I wanted her more than I needed her blood.


I seemed removed from my actions as I cradled her head in my
hands. Sweeping her hair away, slowly I lowered my mouth to her shoulder
touching the delicate white skin with my mouth. Opening partially, the flesh
parted as the fangs pressed into her. She never acknowledged any pain nor did
she wake. There was a moderate change in the subtle sounds coming from the
monitor. It eventually stabilized as her heart rate leveled back into a resting
rate. 


Blood started filling my mouth in drops then a flowing
stream rolled across my tongue into my throat. Deliciously, the rate of flow
increased bathing my mouth and face in warm, wet blood. A little escaped,
falling onto the table. The taste was stirringly salty and coppery with a hint
of metallic aftertaste, but it was the smell that was exhilarating. 


Sunnie's was a mix of aromatic
scents backed with the smell of pomegranate. Inhaling deeply as I drank, it hit
me. The smell in the room wasn't cleaner or piped in atmosphere. The Inhibitor
was no longer working which was fueling my desire for her.


Through the speakers another time reminder from the robotic
chimed. "One hour remaining."


I was no longer thirsty though I continued to consume her as
I stroked the skin of her neck and shoulder. The touching had become automatic
as I drank. The added sensation was exquisite. 


I had to stop. Sunnie's vitals
were fine, but I wasn't sure how much more I could take from her without
injuring her.


Disconnection wasn't as easy as I expected. My mind moved
back and forth between the rational thought that I was bleeding her dry and the
need for survival. The thought that I needed to stay was possessive. The blood
was calling to me. She was calling to me. Further into her I fell, I realized I
was unable to stop.  


A heavy thud at the door saved her life. 


Liam slurred, "Dude, come on now. We are almost out of
time. Shit, I need some more. Give me some more."


Another voice I wasn't sure of responded, "I think you
have had enough. You have to leave some for us."


I heard him and others giggling as I disengaged. Rising
partially from her shoulder, I admired her slumbering. Intuitively, I lapped at
a single rolling drop of blood as it fell down her shoulder, catching it before
it slipped onto the table. The blood was starting to cool, but still the faint
scent of honeysuckle was present. It took all of my self-control to not drink
from her again.


My hands were covered in blood and there was a surety my
face was as well. Looking around I noticed a basin of water and stack of hand
towels on the second level. Taking a towel, I used the water to cleanse my face
and hands.


When I had finished, I turned to Sunnie.
The wounds I had inflicted on her shoulder were already closed. Blood was dried
to her skin which I gently scrubbed away. Tenderly, I repositioned the hair and
began to recover her face when a new feeling took hold of my heart. There was a
new bond between us that was unexplainable. 


There was another lighter knock on the door.


The taste of her blood still upon my lips, I contemplated a
possible new future, but as I smoothed the skin of her face one last time I
knew the truth. Knowing the monster I had become, I knew that might never get
the opportunity again to be with her. I bent to feel her lips against mine. I
tried to step away, but I stumbled. The blood had made me drunk though not as
bad as when I had drunk from Darby. Regaining my composure, I recovered her
face before turning to the door.


Staring at her, I realized the weekend was going to be
incredibly long. 


Adjusting my clothing and checking to see if I had missed
any blood during the cleanup, I mumbled, "Liam was right. This night has
been epic, though I hope he was wrong about tomorrow night." 



 

 



 


 


 

   


 


   



 





Chapter 27



 

The Running had begun violently as four rather nasty looking
wolves in human form roused me from my bed. It was explained to me what was
happening and that I must do as I was told. I was permitted to dress, but not
allowed to drink any blood. When I was dressed, I was taken outside into the
middle of the street to be alongside Veronica, who was a few steps ahead of me.



She too was escorted by wolves. Arriving at the center of
the street, and without a fight, Veronica turned and allowed herself to be tied
a metal post that had been bolted to the pavement.


The leader of my escort wolves did not speak, but insisted I
take up the same position at another recently erected pole. A wolf bound my
hands behind my back as other GV16s gathered around to watch the spectacle. 


A wolf from the group that had bound Veronica read from a
piece of paper. "These two have violated laws that were put in place by
the elders of the many tribes that inhabit the Farm under the protection and
guidance of the United States government. The violations are deemed egregious
and harmful to our existence. Hereby, the two known by the human names of Ethan
Castel and Veronica Stace shall remain here without
aid or comfort until selected punishment is dealt with at the severity of the
choosing by the elders of the tribes. Therefore these two are sentenced to The
Running tonight one hour after dusk."


The voice of the GV16 known as Braden Lynde
shouted, "What about your kind? What about the John that started the
altercation to begin with?"


The other GV16s joined in grumbling loudly about equal
treatment and the definition of justice.


The wolf spoke with fire and conviction about his brethren
in order to silence the growing unrest. "It is not your concern what the
council of elders, and in this case the humans deal as punishment, but I will
nonetheless answer your concerns. At the meeting last night, the leaders
decried that his sentence is executable at once. His punishment was twenty five
lashes with a silver tipped whip.


The answer did not quell the voices.


Avery Archer yelled out, "They could die for their
indiscretions and he gets off easily. That is preposterous!"


Chloe echoed her sentiment as she looked past him and onto
me, "How can we expect to live under rules that are so arbitrary? He
should be here with our friends. The John should be sharing in the
responsibility for what they all have done!"


A round of applause began immediately.


I wasn't sure about what was going to happen tonight, but I
was proud of my Generations.  


As quickly as the applause began, it ended when a black
Humvee arrived from down the street and it was soon followed by another.


The passenger door opened and out stepped an aged man I had
never seen before. He was human from his heart rate and smell, but he commanded
obedience from all as he approached even though he walked feebly. The man was
casually dressed in a red polo, beige baseball cap and chinos with a pair of
dark, wire sunglasses obscuring his eyes.


Taking up residence between Veronica and me, he spoke,
"Tonight we will be having an event here that has only happened two other
times in base history. This event should not serve as punishment nor as
entertainment, but as a lesson about our true purpose and how we can jeopardize
our intent. Tonight should be a celebration of how far we have strived and how
far our creations have come. Now I understand that Nathaniel was assigned to
read aloud the instructions and secure the participants, and a fine job he has
appeared to have done. So what is the issue for which I was taken away from my
golf match to deal with?


My mouth opened without my knowledge, "How did you know
there was a problem here?"


The man glanced at me then at the others. "Actually, I
was about to depart when the call came about your squabble. I know you and your
friends cannot be naive enough to think Chadron and the U.S., who have so much
time and research, and least we forget money invested, not to constantly be
monitoring the animals in this zoo. We always know."


Everyone was silent as they contemplated the ramifications
of what was said until Darby raised her hand.


The man recognized her, "Yes Darby, what is your
question?"


Darby paused then asked, "Mr. Jericho, sir, we feel the
punishment is two severe to fit the deeds. That is the issue that is causing
the unrest."


Mr. Jericho replied with a gentle yet firm answer,
"Thank you for your honesty, Darby, but by rule, the council and the base
officials have decided this is in the best interest of you all. Now you must
all return to your homes and await tonight."


Noah responded, "We appreciate the discourse, but what
if we don't want to stay in our homes until The Running."


Mr. Jericho shoved his hands in his pockets then said,
"I am afraid you do not get a choice."


Down the street could be heard the moans of the GZs as they
were being lead down the road leading into town behind a Humvee. The GZs were
in three columns. Each chained together and gnashing implanted metal teeth as
the procession neared the city.


Mr. Jericho made a swirling signal and the Humvee he was
riding in started anew. "Get to your homes or suffer the same fate as your
friends, or possibly even something much worse."


The GV16s were discouraged as each made his or her way back
home.


The wolves stayed on location to help the humans oversee the
placement of GZs at each house and lamppost along the street. Soon the sound of
moans and deep, lumbering screams echoed from one end of the street to the other.


Veronica smiled at me. "It is going to be fine. The
best thing we can do in the immediate future is get some rest."


I wanted to believe that was true. Who wouldn't want to
believe everything was going to be alright, but when surrounded by snarling
zombies, the ability to embrace positivity gets excised.


Veronica picked up on my bad vibes. "The sun will get
hotter as it gets later in the day and the longer we are exposed to the sun we
will get weaker. You need to save your strength. Concentrate on going to sleep.
Block out all of the things around us and you will nod off."


Closing my eyes I said, "Thank you."


Surprisingly upbeat she quizzed, "For what?"


Veronica had been right.


I imagined myself with Sunnie
again as the early tingling sensations of my sleep state started. "For everything."   






Chapter 28



 

Veronica awoke me with a shout, "Time to get up. Ethan.
Ethan wake up."


My eyes flickered open. Night had come and the Town was
abuzz with GVs lining the street in anticipation of The Running. The GZs were
gone as well as the wolves. Several of the buildings that were normally dark
were filled with light.


The smell gave away the locations of armed human sentries
stationed atop the buildings. More soldiers guarded the entry ways of the Main
Street General Store. I determined it housed the elder council which was made
from different generations and species. The number of individuals inside
included humans. The humans were possibly the leaders of the base.


Humans also manned camera and audio equipment on platforms
at various locations underneath the glare of large lights mounted on back of
Humvees. 


This was no mere undertaking. 


Gavin and Sophie undid Veronica and I as Walter silenced the
crowd with a few gestures. He then mounted the rear of a Humvee via a ladder. 


Standing on top of the vehicle, Walter was handed a
microphone. "The tribes have been alerted to the time of the hour to which
the two before you shall undertake The Running. The rules are simple. Each
tribe will forsake the rules under which we live from the start of this event
until any survivors make it back into the safety of this location."


I whispered to Veronica, "What keeps us from just
hiding for a few hours then returning to town?"


Veronica swallowed hard and pointed toward an Armored Personnel
Carrier sitting past the feeding pens. "Those."


From the opened rear access hatch stepped four very pissed
off sounding human zombies with bright yellow eyes. 


"To make things interesting, we are doing prototype
testing of our next generation Z". Walter informed the vampires.


A warning horn sounded on Walter's command. "That is
the two minute warning. When the horn sounds again The Running will
begin."


My partner began jogging away prompting me to start.
"No matter what you do or happens, you must stay on
the roadway, specifically in the middle and out of the woods. This is more to
scare everyone to stay in line and not kill us. Think about it. There are
millions invested in research dollars in each GV16. We are too important to the
end game. Chadron is too close to the final testing to be expendable."


We were nearing the houses as she finished talking. "I
have read old documents stating that the tribes are bound not set foot on the
road's surface, but if we are forced off or divert off on our own then we are
fair game."


The second horn sounded.


The zombies were let loose as we ran past. One of the males
with blonde hair cut in a buzz cut issued a blood curling scream as the
monsters started pursuing. The prototypes did not possess anything more than
human speed. The adaptation was never tiring or needing to rest. The pursuit
would not end until the zombie was ordered to stop or was destroyed.


"Veronica, we could just stop and fight the zombies.
When they are destroyed, we have one less thing to worry about as we try to get
back to the Town," I tried.


She did not respond. Bad idea, I guess. We kept running. 


As we passed through the zone that I knew belonged to Bayne,
I expected anything to happen except what did which was nothing. Then the next
zone nothing happened. When we passed through the next zone, we received more
of the same. 


The sounds of the zombies could be heard echoing against the
trees in zone four as we passed through zone seven. 


My partner slowed and then stopped after we sped through
zone eight.


"What's wrong?" I asked.


"The Running is a huge event, and we are constantly
under surveillance during the duration so that the elders and the humans can
view the proceedings, but we have not seen, smelled or heard a single sound
from any of the zones," Veronica stated tersely.


Walking around in a circle to help me think I replied,
"I've noticed. In my opinion the zombies behind us are a distraction to
keep us focused on constantly moving. There is something more than The Running
happening here, but what I do not know."


We stood still and listened to the night. 


Hunger and fatigue was becoming an issue as the day exposed
to the sun had done more than grayed our skin. It had greatly reduced our
endurance and strength. My muscles were fatigued from lack of blood within my
system. I was closer to dead than undead. Veronica wasn't far behind.


Out of character, Veronica did not offer a plan.  


The previous days had been hectic and the strain showed on
Veronica's face. This twist had been the final nail. She was about to
break.  


I needed to take the lead. "Let's keep moving and see
what happens. Pushing toward the finishing line was our initial plan, and
nothing had changed except the issues we expected to find had not materialized.
If we are presented with a problem, we will deal with it as best we can."


She agreed by starting to run again. I allowed her to set
the pace which was about half the speed as before our break. 


Moans and gurgling grunts of such veracity were becoming
clearer and less muddled though they were still a couple miles behind. The
zombies were too far away to be a threat. 


Veronica heard the cries too. "There are twelve zones
total which also include the sub-zones. Once we clear the last zone, there will
be about three miles of forest before the Town. We will need to take the road
to the right before we get to the other town or we will be forced to go through
wolf central. Then another few miles we are home." 


I kept running. We both did until our bodies were barely
moving and still the zombies gained ground. The two of us were comparatively
stronger and faster than the newest generation of zombies, though that
advantage shrunk with every step. 


More zones fell beneath our feet until zone twelve
disappeared far behind. The gap between us and our attackers was less than a
mile now and the pace had fallen to a fast humanly walk. The shrill shrieks and
calls of the small contingent of hungry zombies pursuing us were incensed as we
were now in their constant view on a long stretch of road. 


Talk had stopped two zones prior due to real worry about
survival. I did not know if I was allowed to tire to this extent. There had to
be another cause. Vampires of lore from which we had been created were
fictionalized to have strength, speed and endurance among other attributes. We
were burdened also with several of the weaknesses and weakness meant death. And
death seemed real. 


I took appraisal of the flaws in our design and knew there
were limitations. The issues with our design could be witnessed within the
variety of the generations. The flaws had to be the answer. Though our
situation was disintegrating as the zombies relentlessly gained ground, I was
proud of myself. Maybe I was onto a reason.


The new life that was flowing within me was washed away when
the master plan of this edition of The Running took shape in the form of
Tristan, John and Haley, the three wolves from school, and they were pissed.


Veronica and I both stopped. 


Two hundred yards. Two hundred
yards separated us from the zombies. Two hundred yards separated us from the
three wolves. 


Together in the middle of the road, Veronica and I watched
as four screaming zombies and three grinning assholes converged on our
position. 


"A plan would be great right now," Veronica calmly
stated, but she was rattled and past the point where tired became exhaustion. 


"I was waiting for you," I smiled.


My action made her smile. "Well, do you have one?"


"Nope, but I'm not going to be anything's easy
target," I said as I began to use my last bit of remaining energy to
sprint toward the snapping zombies. 


Veronica yelled as she ran. "What's the plan?"


The zombies were within fifty yards. 


I took a peek over my shoulder to see if the pursuit had
begun. "When we get to the zombies dart into the woods to whichever side
you want. On flat open ground we don't stand a chance.


The wolves took minimum time transforming before giving
chase, but the wolves possessed superior speed. The distance was seventy five
yards and disappearing fast.


Screaming growls and the sound of heavy paw falls were
nearing at an incredible clip behind us. 


The zombies were the more immediate threat; in two steps, I
would be within the killing reach of their implanted razor sharp claws. 


Veronica passed me then exploded through the nearest two zombies,
taking off the head of one with a forearm to the chin and sending the other
sprawling into a service ditch on the side of the room. She sprinted into the
woods to the left with Tristan and Haley trailing close behind. The two could
have closed the distance easily, but the fire of hatred didn't burn as bright
without the leader of the pack with them. 


The zombie head that Veronica dislodged was still biting at
the air as it spun around on the pavement. 



She would be fine or at least I hoped she would. The two
wolves pursuing her were no match for her if she was at full strength. She was
weakened and near collapse, but Veronica was smart and tough, traits that
neither of the wolves possessed. 


I had unfinished business with John and something to prove
to everybody watching. Exhausted as I was, it was time for me to make a stand. 


The first zombie lurched at me as I leapt sideways to allow
John to sail past. The wolf nipped at me as I barreled into the off balance
zombie at full speed, smashing the zombie onto the ground. The weight of the
wolf stepping onto the body of the zombie tore loose an arm, while at the same
time sent John tumbling. The wolf screamed a very loud human scream. The scream
was one of immense, mortal pain.


I had fallen when trying to avoid the attack of both
creatures. Using my own momentum to carry me away from the battle zone, I had
rolled across the pavement to an area of momentary safety. Too tired to spring
into a standing position from my roll, I watched from a kneeling position
twenty or so feet away as John writhed in pain. 


The fallen zombie was still viable, but was having
difficulty getting off the ground.


His colleague was already within my comfort zone. Damn, I
need more time, I thought. I moved at the instant the male zombie swung.
Fortunately, I caught the outstretched arm of the zombie as I dodged the
attack. The move allowed me to get behind the slower monster for the fraction
of a second that I needed to dislodge the head. I avoided the metal mandibles,
which the zombie was intent on using to take out a significant chunk of my arm.
Wrapping my free arm around the neck of the zombie, I
wretched free the head.   


The liquid spurting from the dead adversary was not blood in
a traditional sense, it was thick and heavy with the stretch of acid as it flew
from the body. Several drops landed on my shirt burning holes through the
cotton material quickly. Dropping the zombie head to the ground, I ripped off
my shirt and began to wipe the acid from my skin.


John was busy rubbing his once thickly fur coated body on
the pavement to relieve the torture the viscous liquid was inflicting upon him.



I needed to finish him while he was dealing with his wounds,
but had become distracted with a GVZ instead. Confident I had removed the acid
from my own skin, I turned my attention to a rather loud moan. Looking up, the
zombie had picked himself off the ground and was charging at full speed toward
me. Reaching down, I ripped free an arm from the dead GVZ at my feet. The
approaching zombie would be on me in a second. Using the arm as a spear and the
claws as the razor sharp tip, I flung the makeshift weapon. The zombie was
driven back on contact. The claws of the spear penetrated the forehead. The
velocity of the spear drove deep into what I assumed was still a brain,
dropping the zombie in his tracks.  


John was no longer tending to his wounds. He was standing
though favoring greatly his right front shoulder. The wolf circled me with the
gash out of sight, but the limp was an evident sign of the extent of his
injuries. The acidic yellow blood spilt around me burned my nostrils as I
inhaled. The smell of the zombie acid masked the stinking wolf blood that could
be seen pooling onto the blacktop. 


Tired to the point of being unable to stand, I made an
attempt at diplomacy as my wobbly legs fought to maintain my balance.
"John, no one has to die here. We can end this and walk away. There
doesn't have to be a winner."


John stalked closer. "This is not about winning and
losing. This is about the vampires treating us like scum for all the years.
Treating us as if we don't exist, how dare you! How dare you insult me? In the
world outside of this base, we are ruled by another, but inside this kingdom we
are Gods. We are Lord and Master. Bow before me and allow me to begin what will
begin the elimination of your kind. We will prove ourselves worthy and the
government will no longer need the dirt dwellers that you really are."


He was buying time to allow his healing factor to begin
working, but so was I. I had to risk seeing if I could defeat him before his
strength returned. Already the tide of blood falling from his wound was
beginning to ebb. 


John was larger and now due to my weakened condition faster.
I had to find the advantage that could keep me alive.


Underestimating how fast John could heal, I was taken aback
when his slow stalk had become a jogging circle that tightened with every pass.



I would swing to the full length of my arm's reach whenever
he ventured too close to widen his circle again. 


John was becoming more aggressive as he moved closer to the
kill. Cautiously, he looked for an opening. The gnarling and laughing was as
much psychological as part of a physical attack. 


Every time I thought he would try to take a chunk of flesh
or snag a piece of loosely hanging fabric, I would escape unscathed. Then he
would laugh. The laugh was different than the human form of laughter. It was
hyena in nature though a tad colder, crueler than the maniacal chatter heard
throughout the African Savannah.      


The tense situation had to reach a conclusion soon because
we were both weary and worn. Finally John opted for a fight rather than
continuing his game. The circling stopped and he lunged aggressively. I swatted
him off of me as I stepped away. The defensive maneuver and the game moved on.
Five minutes lapsed as we danced again. He circled, then nipped then circled
then he would swing. He tried again. This time I was feeling capable of
enacting vengeance.


John extended his huge form in a dive at my legs. He calculated
that I would lean away from the attack and had adjusted his body to make sure
he inflicted damage by going for my sluggish legs. Unfortunately for John, he
guessed wrong. I exploded vertically as he dove. It became a race to adjust
faster. I won. I clawed at air as I somersaulted in midair in an effort to come
down on top of the wolf. The tail was not my indented target, but the
fingernails of my right hand found the furry appendage. Grabbing the tail
allowed me to stop John from turning to retaliate at his pace and react at the
one I dictated to him. 


He was ferocious as he bent around to snatch at the arm
connected to his tail.  Instead, he was
met with a snout full of dead zombie arm. I had let go when I had got the
desired result. The shock and force of the strike stunned the massive creature.
John crumpled drunkenly sideways to the pavement, howling under the immense
pain of the acid in his eyes and face. 


My enemy struggled to breathe as he labored to get off the
hard surface. This was my opportunity to finish him if I desired, and I
desired. This was my chance to create a place within the society for me. 


John turned in my direction as his senses dictated. He knew
that if he couldn't rise, this could spell the end. The spirit was willing, but
the body was currently too damaged to stand. His next tactic was unexpected. He
phased back to human to see if he could recover or influence me, but in doing
so sealed his fate as he lost the added protection of being a massive beast to
his state as a fragile human. His body bore witness to the smashed face with
the broken bones already swollen and black. The skin was split along his arm in
a deep gash that displayed a huge bright red scar that appeared infected as
yellow pus bled rapidly from the wound. 


He struggled to make words as his breathing was too rapid to
speak fluently. "Plea...se do...nt... k...k...kil...l m...e."


I circled him as he tried to phase back to the wolf
unsuccessfully. 


I lifted a dead zombie from the pavement and stood over him
as he uttered a final interrupted plea. "Ple...as..."


The body felt light. Resurgence flowed through me as I
brought the full weight of the GVZ onto John. He screamed initially then
stopped when what remained of the zombie was hammered into his human frame time
and time again. The yellow fluid poured onto him in copious amounts, burning
the body as large swaths were coated in the acidic blood. Sections of his skin
slid off his frame onto the pavement exposing muscle and then bone.


Gagging at the putrid smell of wolf blood, urine, melting
flesh and acid, I continued my onslaught. The zombie body was breaking apart
from the repetitive pounding. Soon I was left with only a portion of the torso
attached. The arm I had used had long since broken off. I had already been
burned a hundred times over from the spray of the blood flying from the zombie.
Still, I took the torso in hand and brought the remainder against the unbroken
parts of his flesh. My wounds would heal, I lamented with each agonizing groan
caused by the acid burrowing through my skin. 


John's eyes were open, but they hadn't blinked in minutes.
They hadn't moved since his body had shuddered and trembled violently after my
attack had completed.


I knew he was dead, but I kept taking my frustrations out on
the former wolf. Reaching through his exposed shoulder into the cavity of his
body, I found what I was seeking. Extracting the still heart was effortless.
Though filled with blood, I had no desire to eat or even drink from the organ
since the odor was foul. Instead, I closed my hand around the red muscle until
it burst. I held the heart in my hand until all of the blood drained out.
Wiping the waste from my hands onto my pants, I admired my fallen foe. In the
distance, I heard a wolf bay in the direction in which Veronica had taken.


Certain John was dead, I eased into the woods primarily with
the hope I would find Veronica alive because at the moment I was a complete
waste of a vampire. Weak and slow wasn't going to help her. I struggled to
cross into the ditch to gain access to the road. Scrambling up the far bank of
the ditch another scream was heard, this time a female voice. Whatever I had
left was what I was about to give to save the one who had so many times saved
me.




 

Chapter 29
 

My muscles were strained, and I worried a couple of times
when I leapt over fallen trees or sped through openings one of my muscles would
tear, but none ever gave away. My running was at best intermittent. I would go
from human speed to a burst of vampire speed then start over. 


I paused deep in the forest as I listened for a sign of
where the three might have headed. Trying to catch a scent in the wind, I grew
concerned when all I could smell was wolf.


Before me I detected movement, and the smell grew stronger
as a shadow before me slithered behind trees and brush as I waited. There was
more movement. This time it was more direct and at least a hundred yards away.
Any eye shine would be diminished on the cloudy night. A branch snapped the
quiet. I listened. Something was strange as footfalls sounded in the forest.
The sound was of two wolves approaching and the scent denoted one. 


Daring not to move forward I watched, smelled and listened.
The wolf crept a little more. A per chance misstep by the wolf gave away the
fact that there were two who attempting to deceive me to gain an advantage. 


As they drew nearer, I detected the nature of the wolves.
They were part of the hunting pack that had chased Veronica; they were Haley
and Tristan.


If they are here, then where the hell is she, I whispered to
myself?  


A wolf screamed like a woman then laughed less like John the
hyena and more like a sinister human. The scream was a way of luring someone in
to save the damsel only to find that he was indeed the one needing to be saved.
I had fallen for the bit, and now I was close to becoming the one that needed
saving. 


To taunt me, he replayed the soundtrack of the afraid
female. He hastened my need to determine if Veronica was safe.


Neither was as large as John, though both possessed speed
and strength when I was drained of both. In a straight fight, I thought I could
survive against one, but certainly not two, and since there were no fresh
zombies around, then I would have to find another way to improve my odds. 


He screamed and laughed. The wolf was Tristan. The cocky
wolf stated, "Her death was easy, but yours won't be. It will be fun to
rip you apart vampire and feast on your undead bones."


Haley joined with a crazy laugh. 


The two separated and moved closer.  


I needed to think. "Neither of you could have killed
her. You should have heard the screams of that bitch John as I beat him to
death. He begged for mercy and he got none. What do you think I will do to you
to pathetic excuses for wolves?"


Haley spoke as he crawled over a deep tree that had fallen.
"You couldn't have killed him. You are unworthy to say you did."


They two bared their huge fangs in disapproval.


I laughed then smirked as I remarked, "The answer you
need stands before you dogs. I stand here to bear witness to the fact that his
crumpled body lies dead in his own piss back on the road." 


Neither of the two wolves knew how to handle the fact that
their leader had been killed. Tristan and Haley turned their attention to each
other for guidance. There was a power void that had to be filled before the
pair could move forward. Haley gnashed his teeth at Tristan to get him to bow
to his leadership while the other stood his ground without regard to the
snapping teeth. 


Tristan drew nearer to Haley, nudging him hard with his
head. This enraged Haley who in turn rammed his friend and pack mate. The need
for power was driving them both. The two snapped their jaws and swatted at each
other with their giant paws.


My plan had been to create more time for my body to try to
heal and think about a way to defeat both of the wolves at once. In my
admission of guilt, I had triggered a fight for control which did not involve
me. 


Tristan and Haley were preoccupied with each other which
allowed me to slip away undetected. Soon the sounds of the two wolves fighting
violently filled the sounds of the night.


Veronica was nowhere to be found.


Making my way through the woods and back onto the roadway, I
walked until I reached the other Town on the Farm. The Town was devoid of
light, life or the slightest sound. The shining lights overhead offered little
comfort. The entire time I walked between the temporarily deserted buildings
was unnerving. I would have thought there would have been a comfort in the
light, a certain security, but the Town made me nervous. Crossing past the set
of row houses that were very similar to our own, I settled into the possible
fact that Veronica could be dead and suddenly the darkness of night was my
friend. 


Trudging the final distance to my town, I felt the tears
begin to flow until there was a torrent pouring from my eyes. Veronica had been
my friend and protector. I had not lived up to my end on either account. 


There was a cracking of a tree limb and the rustle of leaves
to my right. No smell was in the air. Truthfully, any of my fellow monsters
could have been hunting me and I would not have cared because I had failed her.
If the beast mirroring my approach wanted to fight, then I would give whatever
it was one hell of a fight. I was going to go into the darkness to defend myself.
Taking the offensive approach to battle took heart and mine was gone with her
death. 


She was dead wasn't she? If not, then where the hell was
Veronica? 


Another sound. Crack


"If you want to fight then come on!" I yelled
while facing the tree line.


A form stepped from the protection of the shadows of the
trees with its hands on its shapely hips.


"Haven't you had enough of that tonight?" The form
asked.


The voice was one I already knew well.  


I was happier than I needed to let her know. 


Wiping at my eyes casually I said, "You know it, but in
case you want one too, I am ready."


Veronica was flirty, "What kind of fight are you
wanting."


The comment was tempting. It deserved a flirtatious response
which I was capable of returning and wanted to say, though I over thought the
situation. 


Instead the question scurried out. "Where have you
been?"


"Worried?" She laughed.


Moving closer to the ditch, I extended a hand to help her
across. "Last time I had saw you, the idiot twins were chasing you into
the woods. When I finished with John I entered to help you, but all I found
were Tristan and Haley saying you were dead. There was a little concern to be
totally honest."


Veronica swiped at the dirt covering her boots. I think she
was embarrassed. 


Knocking the last of the red clay from the dark boots, she
solemnly asked, "So John is dead then I guess?"


"Yeah, he died back on the road where we encountered
the GVZs," I answered as I reached across the ditch.


She took my hand, and with a light skip Veronica bounded
onto the pavement. Using her surprisingly feminine hand, I helped to pull her
across. She landed gracefully as I pulled her into my arms. It was time I
showed her how much I missed her.  


Earnestly, she lowered her head onto my chest as I squeezed
her to me. The question of her feelings for me was no longer in doubt, and I
believed she knew exactly how I felt. 


She looked up into my eyes mournfully as I held her.
"What about Tristan and Haley? Did you kill them too?"


I wanted to feel her lips against mine and should have
waited to answer. "They decided that control of the pack was more
important than killing me. I slipped away as the two began to fight. Where were
you? I couldn't smell a trace of you."


The sounds and aroma of something unknown to me was heard in
the not so far distance, stomping through the brush. Large limbs could be heard
cracking and being knocked to the ground. 


I was too caught up in staring into her gorgeous eyes to
care. Thank the Lord one of us had the sense to get back to focusing on our task.



Veronica unexpectedly broke our embrace, though she did take
my hand. "We need to get moving and finish what we started. I will tell
you as we walk."


Another loud crash about a hundred yards away in the pines
sent us both bumping the final few miles in a trot. Holding hands disappeared
when we had heard the last thud of a large tree limb smacking the ground.


"What the hell is that?" I asked, as I looked back
over my shoulder.


"I think it is a new toy the government is dying to see
how it works. Keep moving and hope it adheres to the rules of engagement,"
Veronica said.


Tree tops swayed as the newest U.S. government and Chadron
project struggled to keep pace.


Clutching her hand tighter, I stated, "Rules of
engagement went out the window when the wolves and zombies were used to see if
we could survive. Let’s take nothing for granted. Run faster."


As we ran, the monster in the trees paralleled our pace. The
beast seemed huge and gave off an odorous stench of freshly rotting meat and
human waste. We never saw the horrible smelling creature. Somehow the large
creation stayed out of sight, but we could hear and see the results. We didn't
talk; we ran. 


With a single touch, a fifty foot tall loblolly pine tree
rocked back and forth. Every so often, a low lying limb or smaller tree would
get in the way of its progress. The obstacle would be splintered and discarded
easily. 


I imagined the darkness protected the truth that raged
behind. The terror was another thing that went bump in the night. It was not
another nightmare such as the zombies, wolves or vampires. It was much worse. 


As the lights of the Town drew nearer the beast began to
slow. The last twisted and broken limb was far behind denoted by a singular
moan that shook the green leaves from the trees.  


A crowd had gathered, formed by a menagerie of the creations
that inhabited the Farm. There were wolves in human form, wolves in their
unnatural phase state, misshaped and deformed wolves with limbs that were bent
and malformed. There were some caught between phase consisting of fur and skin,
half faces of wolf and man. There were zombies of human form that would have
been easy to mistaken for the real thing had it not been for the masks and
yellow eyes. There were other walking dead monstrosities that were quickly
rotting away. More were bastardized versions of part human, part dead with
metal protrusions and teeth. The dispositions ranged the gambit from docile
servant to berserker who had to be chained and guarded with heavily armed
soldiers. There were vampires, glorious vampires. The remaining generations
were all represented. All of the friends I had met over my short time and the
acquaintances were there. Emotionless were the vampires except for our group:
Liam, Logan, Darby, especially Darby, and Chloe, well maybe not Chloe, were
ecstatic. They all watched as we crossed the threshold of the city limits.


Walter stepped to the center of the street from the
entranceway of a building. He clapped as we began to walk down the street that
was lined with others of our kind. At his behest, the masses joined. A few were
actually sincere while others clapped with disregard.


Stopping at Walter's position, we waited for the
pronouncement of our success. He eased forward as he was delivered a
microphone. Checking to see if the microphone was on, Walter tapped the end.
The sound startled a few of the antsy members of the wolves who howled in
response.


Walter spoke with a steady, booming voice, "Congrats to
the survivors of The Running." 


There was a loud cheer that went up from the crowd as he
lifted our joined hands. 


Veronica and I embraced in a hug as we were crushed by the
loving arms of our family.






Chapter 30



 

The night raged on for a few hours, dragging its self into
the morning hours. Tales of the fantastic flowed from our mouths until any
false parts became fact. We all parted company. The last two nights and the
battles of the mind and of the body had long since taken their toll on me.


Soon Darby, Veronica and I were left alone and all I wanted
to do was get a couple bags of blood before going into my sleep state. I wasn't
the only one. 


Veronica looked beat. "Darby, I think it is time we all
adjourn to our houses and get a little rest. Monday and school will be here
before we know it."


Looping her arm around Darby's, Veronica dragged her chatty
friend toward their respective houses with me in tow.


Delivering Darby to her home, Veronica ushered her inside
then turned to me. "You did a great job tonight Ethan. Thank you for being
so concerned, and thank for being a great friend. There are very few of our
kind that I would trust with my life. I knew there was something special about
you when I found you."


I leaned to kiss her on the cheek. As my lips touched her
skin, I heard the clattering of window blinds being hurriedly closed. The kiss
ended as soon as it had begun as we both noticed the lights go out in Darby's
living room then the blinds were carefully opened again.


Veronica shook her head in knowing disbelief, "Darby
will not go to bed until we do. Goodnight, I will see you later today."


She brushed her hand against mine in a manner that bespoke
of a less than veiled attempt to make an on purpose touch look accidental. 


Standing in Darby's yard until Veronica disappeared into the
darkness of her unlit porch, I waited until I heard the door open and shut.


The blinds shuffled again.


I said, "Goodnight Darby."


From inside Darby's voice echoed the sentiment,
"Goodnight Ethan."


 






Chapter 31



 

Sunday was foggy. I awoke at eleven am then promptly went
back to sleep until around three pm because of hunger. After tasting the real
thing Friday night from Sunnie, I wasn't sure the
rewarmed stuff would suffice. Sure it had worked when I was beyond hunger,
beyond tire the previous extreme early morning, but now?


The cold plastic bag seemed slimy and fake. Warming the
blood a smidgen filled the house with the scent of blood. My hunger no longer
cared where the blood came from as the aroma wafted about my kitchen. Taking
the blood directly from the bag through the nozzle, I could feel myself growing
stronger and alert. If one bag could do this then another two couldn't hurt, I
reasoned. Soon three bags of blood lay in the trash. The power spread through
my body, and I began to become myself again. Two more bags were poured into me
before I felt aware of everything around me. This had to the ultimate state of
begin that a vampire could achieve. This was incredible. I vowed to myself that
I would never again be the weak and struggling man as I was last night. The
human side was fragile and easily broken. That side of me had to be destroyed
if I was to be the vampire.


A quick shower and the thoughts of the last night went away
down the drain with the dried blood and dead skin. It was refreshing, but the
bed seemed to call my name before I was through. Drying off, I checked the
clock on my cellphone. I had spent over two hours in the shower yet it had been
just a blink of the eye. This was only one of several times I lost chunks of
time. There had to be a reason. It seemed that all I did was ask questions
these days. 


Dressing for bed in only a pair of boxer briefs, I slid
under the covers with the sun fading over the horizon. The rays, though
scattered by the blinds of the sliding glass door, warmed the room enough to
help me fall into my rest state with much effort. I was almost completely
involved in the process when Sunnie popped into my
mind. She was on the metal table, half naked and beautiful. The image was
sweet. It would have been the only thing on my mind had it not been for a soft
moan and chain rattling of Chuck as he patrolled outside my door. 



 





Chapter 32



 

I didn't dread school. I dreaded the awkwardness of seeing Sunnie and Veronica.


I hadn't seen Veronica since we had parted Sunday morning
and there had been fairly intimate moments shared by the two of us during our
struggles. The moments were real enough. What if it had been the stress of the
situation driving us together? The shared heightened emotions had forged a
bond. My questions would be answered in moments. The crew stood around without
talking.


Darby waved. Chloe nodded. Both were listening to music.


Liam and Logan both issued ghost fist bumps in my direction
then resumed talking to one another. 


Veronica's side walk was empty.


I didn't have time to dwell as the bus pulled down the
street toward us. 


The door opened and from her seat Veronica motioned for the
group to get on. 


Veronica greeted everyone as they passed, but never made eye
contact with anybody. "Liam, Logan, Chloe, Darby, Ethan."


The bus started moving before I was seated. 


Settling into my seat, I joined the others in what had
become our morning routines. It was becoming predictable. Our repertoire was
limited to reading, riding, listening to music and sleeping. Then my favorite
was staring outside, though sleeping was a close second. Honestly, my second
favorite was watching the others take part in their daily activities. 


The school was abuzz with school spirit week activities. Club
presidents placed signs all over the school advertising their benefits, while
coaches roamed the halls sizing up students for recruiting. The day was
uneventful until after second block when we were allowed to tour the booths of
the various organizations and clubs in the high school. While walking around, I
caught the scent of the wolves Tristan and Haley. Then there were a couple more
that I had never smelt before, but it dissipated as Veronica, Logan and I
silently gazed upon things we could never do.   



We were separated at a booth about the various athletics on
campus. Logan went in one direction and Veronica another while I turned the
pages of a photo album of the previous school year's sports teams. Momentarily,
I got a glimpse of Sunnie through the glass wall of
the auditorium sitting outside reading a book sitting on a bench. I lost her as
a group of students decided to congregate in front of the bank of windows. 


"So much for admiring from afar," I uttered to
myself as I pushed my way through the students until I reached the door.


The August Alabama heat was already brutal for this time of
morning. The brisk, warm breeze blowing through the courtyard did little to
help. Sunnie sat lazily reading her book while
sitting under the cover of the awning. She was oblivious to my presence. 


Her eclectic style was evident as ever in her mix of purple
sundress and cowboy boots with a hint of a double strand of hair freshly
colored to match. Sunnie's perfume mixed with the
honeysuckle scent of her blood drew me in further. There was no resisting her.


"Hey Sunnie."
Speaking to her caused her to jump and drop her book. 


She covered her face with both hands at first from
embarrassment then broke into infectious laughter.


I nervously joined her in laughter then apologized as I
picked her book up from the concrete. "I hope I didn't scare you. I just
wanted to say hi and see if you were wearing any food today."


That was so lame, I thought. 


Her expression showed that my joke had been recognized, and
she was polite enough to issue a minor smile. 


She moved her feet from the bench to the ground. "No
food today. I am glad you stopped by. Have a seat."


I sat down and shyly kept my eyes averted.


Sunnie rolled her foot over a
small pebble as she looked down. "No activities for you?"


"Not really my thing. There is so much more to life
than high school stuff. I try not to get so caught up with all the drama,"
I answered.


The speech had been stolen from one I had heard a human
inside say minutes before as he espoused the multitude of reasons that all
ended in the either he was too cool or above everything involving school. 


Sunnie was impressed, or at least
that was the impression she gave. "Yeah me too.
Been at this school long?"


I couldn’t believe that bullshit worked.


"Nah. This is my first year
here. I went to school on the base until this year."


She continued to use the tip of her boot to mess around with
the pebble. "I am new here too."


Our conversation was strained and awkward and great.


Sunnie was different than the
vampires. There was no plan. There was no struggle for control. No fight for my
life or the possibility of having to kill her in a maddening game of survival.
This was just two kids trying to figure the other one out.


The conversation waned as I became distracted by the scent
of her blood. I had not been given any Inhibitors today and any natural
resistance was wearing thin. The sound of her blood being pumped through her
made me want to close my eyes and listen. 


I knew I had to keep talking or risk finding my fangs within
her neck as she withered in my arms. "Ah...uh...What do you do for fun? I
mean...Never mind. That is too personal I guess. Heck, I just realized I don't
even know your last name."


Sunnie giggled and looked
flattered that I was babbling like an idiot. "My last name is Vass."


Silence ensued again. Surprisingly, we were both comfortable
in the normally uncomfortable.


She pulled her hair up into a ponytail, but did not restrain
the hair. Instead she chose to fan herself with her tattered copy of To Kill a
Mockingbird. "This Alabama heat is awful. A girl could melt out here."


Her exposed neck brought back flashes of seeing her lie in
front of me at the Tortured Rabbit. The beauty of her exposed slender neck
filled me with a craving to taste her sweetness. It was sheer agony to be
confronted with something you wanted so badly. 


Sunnie got up to move around as
she continued to fan. "Not even the damn wind here is cold."


I stuck to the shadow created by the angle of the awning and
the rear wall of the building. "The summers here are miserable. Don't
worry. In time you will get used to the heat."


She walked and fanned. "I am not so sure about that.
How could anyone get used to this? I mean it is bad enough that they have to
torment us with this rabble they call an education. They expect us to learn
with the air conditioners ramped up to max trying to fight back this
oven."


Sunnie wiped away the sweat
forming on her neck. The sticky sweetness oozing from her pores made me want to
lick the tiny droplets from her supple body. My mouth was excessively dry as I
watched her dry her moist hand on the hem of her dress. My tongue flinched
inside my mouth as the particle was wasted. 


The longer she stayed in the sun the longer and more
profusely she would sweat, driving me further into a frenzy of want. Seeing her
skin glistening in the sun did nothing to abate the memories of the other
night. 


She had to feel me staring at her body and think me a
pervert, but she didn't seem to mind or care that she was doing the bulk of the
talking. I was at a loss about anything other than feeling the softness of her
neck being forgiving against my fangs. The remembered sensation resonated
through my fangs tips that began to grow within my mouth.  


"Screw fanning, I need to get back in the shade. Slide
over some," Sunnie said as she bumped me further
down the bench.


Swallowing hard, I complied though said nothing in order to
hide my fangs, which at the moment had a mind of their own. 


The flesh and sweat of her body brushed against mine.
Fighting back a desire to lunge at her by thinking hard about why I was
imbedded in the school to begin with and how I could jeopardize it all, I was
able to stave off the passion I was feeling. It was no longer about needing her
blood, it was becoming about needing her. 


The shade was dark enough that I hoped if I did have any
features showing they were masked.


I could hear, see and smell every drop of sweat on her body
as easily as I could hear her heart beat, see the blood coursing under the skin
and smell every coppery and salty, honeysuckle infused pint.


Sunnie leaned in close. Much
closer than I thought she should have and said, "I have a couple or three
things on my mind. Ok?"


Helplessly, I bit my lip before I said, "Go for
it."


There was a relaxed, yet frustrated look on her face.
"You don't talk much do you?"


This deserved an answer. A great answer if I wanted to see
where this could go. So far, I had been less like the suave vampire found in
the culture of the age. I searched my brain to channel the fictionalized side
of being a creature that could potentially live forever.  


My answer wasn't slow forthcoming though she was anxious to
hear my response. 


I taxed my wits trying to think of anything that wasn't
completely devoid of emotion and also not too over the top. 


So I began, "Sunnie, you may
find this difficult to understand, so let me finish before you go running away
laughing your head off."


She didn't leave though she did inch away a small amount
most humans would never have recognized. The great thing about being a vampire
was that when everything was in the proper order inside of me, the world
outside was amazing. Even the smallest detail was perceivable. Body language
was a great gauge of whether or not a vampire had control and was becoming an
important part in my understanding of the differences between the worlds in
which I coexisted.


I continued, "I think you and I have an opportunity to
be friends. There is a possibility we could be more than friends if we both are
honest about what we want and feel. There are chances in your life sometimes
that you want to take but are afraid to take. There are chances in your life
sometimes that you take and shouldn't have. I don't want this to be a chance
that we didn't take because I will never think this is something that shouldn't
have happened."


Sunnie thought before she spoke,
"Well, when you do speak you say a lot. I don't know where to start except
to say that I am willing to give it a shot, but there is something I need to
know before I allow myself to get any deeper into this and suffer having my
heart broken."


"Shoot," I said. 


"You have a female friend that is currently giving me a
go to hell look through the glass. She has been staring at us for a while.
Where does she fit into all of this?" She casually motioned in the
direction of the door into the courtyard. 


Caught up in Sunnie, I had failed
to notice Veronica watching us. 


Time had come for a half lie. "We were assigned female
counterparts to ease the transition in the civilian school since none of the
base kids had ever been allowed to attend school outside of the confines of the
fence. The plan was to act as if we were a couple."


Perplexed, Sunnie harshly
retorted, "That sounds like a loud of crap. Do you expect me to by that? I
have had guys lie to me before." Her demeanor changed as she moved further
away.


I thought fast, "You know how damn good you
smell?"


Pausing, she faced the door.


I thought for a minute she was going to bolt until I
realized she was sizing up Veronica. 


Sunnie said, "I want to
believe your story. I really, really do."


She peered over her shoulder to gauge my reaction.


Veronica walked away.


"Then believe it," I said as I touched her hand. 


The bell rang signifying that the class was over and lunch
period was about to begin. "Ethan, I need to get to the library to check
out a couple of books for my English class during lunch. If
you are serious then how about a date before we devote our lives to each
other." She smirked


We both laughed.


"What do you suggest?" I asked.


I was afraid to admit that I had no clue were to begin or
even if there was a chance that we could do more than flirt at school.


Sunnie held out her hand then
gestured for her book back as we walked into the building. "Well, there is
this back to school bash in three weeks. I am thinking we kind of get to know
each other first then the dance can be our first official date. You know if
things work out."


We entered the school, though I held the book for ransom.
Lightly kissing her cheek, I was prepared to bid her goodbye and go to lunch
with a fair amount of dread about dealing with Veronica, but the kiss became a
hug that lingered. Any thoughts of dread melted in her arms.


There was a sudden, urgent tapping on my shoulder from
behind. I didn't have to turn around, but I knew who it was by the urgency and
the odor in the air.


"Are we going to lunch today?" Veronica questioned
impatiently.


Sunnie and I broke the embrace.
Uncomfortable in the presence of Veronica, we parted without a word. There was
not a chance for introductions as my new friend departed.


Starting to explain myself, I was cut off by Veronica.
"I know what Liam did the other night by bringing that girl to you at The
Tortured Rabbit. The arrogant bastard thought the idea was cute. Thought you
might actually appreciate someone like her to be your first taste of human blood.
There can be nothing more than flirtations with her. We can write it up as
practice for infiltration, but that is as far as it goes. Do you
understand?!" she paused, waiting for a response. "Well?!"


I did not appreciate her lecturing me even if she knew the
boundaries and how cautiously they should be approached. "I understand
Veronica."


There was a look of uncertainty that was hiding what I
perceived as anger on her face. I had to deflect her from her animosity and
fear about Sunnie. 


I asked, "There is a question I have been meaning to
ask you about the scents that we broadcast. You seem to change and mask your
odor whenever you want. How does that work?" 


The question worked as Veronica seemed ready to explain
another mystery of the realm of vampires. "A select few of the newest
generations have the ability to mask or change our scents at will. It is not
really as much masking a scent as we can absorb odors, mimic or direct smells
through learning to manipulate pheromones within us. You should be able to
yourself since I was informed it was part of the virus that was uploaded to
you. Liam, Logan and Chloe have other experimental abilities that are
classified to the outside world. If you have not seen them thus far, then I am
sure somewhere along the line you will have the opportunity. "


We started progressing to the lunch room as we continued to
whisper.


The volume of my voice was below that of what a human could
detect. "Chloe has already tried to work her charms on me with limited
success."


Veronica retorted, "How limited is still in question.
She almost kicked your ass on the bus."


I gave her a sideways glance as we passed through the
lunchroom door. "Not exactly the way I remember how that happened, but I
was talking about a different time in the school, but never mind."


The conversation ended as we found a table and sat down with
the rest our group. We switched to a world of silence and smiles as we watched
the people from the human world. We were now a part of their world five days a
week from a perch in the corner of the lunchroom.     






Chapter 33



 

The week after meeting Sunnie at a
more personal level was uneventful. The vampires and I had finally settled into
our integration amongst the mortals. Even the wolves had appeared to have been
making the transition smoothly, though we saw very little of the new pack that
still consisted of Tristan, who was now the alpha, Haley and two females named
Alicia and Ava. 


School was simple and care free, the perfect backdrop for my
time with Sunnie. We would talk in the hallways and
in passing in front of my friends, and then sneak away for time alone in which
we would simply talk away the seconds or minutes we had stolen. 


The week was ending, and I was thinking constantly about
her. I told myself it was simply about learning to build relationships with
humans and not the honeysuckle scented blood that made me want to feed
uncontrollably whenever I got too close. Worse yet, I had to fight another
problem that was arising and was beginning to be a larger issue than my blood
lust; I was beginning to fall in love.


The long week had quickly become a single day. Friday to be exact. It was a day where my hunger for blood
was making me feverish. Riding the bus to school, it was obvious to anyone that
gave a damn to look there was something wrong with me.    


Veronica snatched my arm as I staggered past. "You look
like someone that could use a fresh taste. I think it is about time I showed
you a couple of tricks to help you stay alive."


Staring into what should have been her face; there was
nothing there but a white, fog of haze that was clouding my mind as I
responded. "I wish someone would do something, because I since I woke up
this morning, I felt like I was going to go insane today if I didn't get a
drink besides the garbage in the fridge. My mind is in a funk that I am not
sure I have experienced before."


The alluring vampire pulled my lower eye lid down on one eye
then the other. "I know what your problem is and you are right the stuff
in the refrigerator isn't going to cut it. Not this time. You are going to
start having the equivalent of withdraws. The military doesn't know to what
extent this occurs. In several of the newer model beings, the government has
made a creature in which the formerly sufficient mixture of cold blood is
unable to help satiate the desire for blood from live hosts. This can happen
often as I have seen with many of the newest in our group. There is a cure that
does have inherent risk. The cure is one that requires every few days you must
feed no matter what or face a slow, torturous death from within your
body."


Listening intently, I stared at the wispy fog covering
Veronica's face as she continued. "Listen carefully because this can only
be said once for fear someone else might catch wind if you ask me during school
hours."


She scanned the bus to make sure she hadn't missed a member
getting off the bus. The bus was deserted sans the two of us since the driver
had already stepped off to get a smoke before driving back to the base.   


"When school gets out for the weekend and we get home,
I will exercise one of my privileges of being group leader. We will stay out
past curfew, and I will show you how to hunt for real. There will no longer be
a need to wait for your ration of cold blood. Meet me behind your house tonight
after eleven and we can see if we can find you something alive to drink from
tonight."


I think I said ok as we both stepped from the bus and into
the hallways filled with viable donors to my thirst.


Doing my best to avoid Sunnie at
school, I steered clear of her locker and our usual haunts for fear that
blinding hunger and thoughts of her coppery blood bathing my tongue might not
make for the best conditions for her survival at school. There was even help
from Logan and Liam, who at Veronica's orders, blocked her from me and me from
her, at every turn. 


Thankfully the day ended, but only after it crawled along
seemingly for days.


Soon enough I found myself within my home on the Farm,
dealing with a ravenous appetitive that no amount of the blood in my fridge
could end. Thirty seven bags of human blood I consumed, the final twenty-six
bags I did not even bother to warm. Still, I wanted more until I forced myself
to try animal blood. Those sixteen bags met the same fate as the human blood. 


My home was awash with blood smears along the cabinet doors
and countertops. There even a few along the floor which included my footprints.
The bags that had contained the blood were piled in the sink, garbage can,
counter, kitchen floor and even the bathroom floor where I had gotten pissed
and flung them put of my sight. It was a fitful few hours of dealing with
another pitfall of being a vampire. 


I disgusted myself as I looked in the mirror. Skin was
hardened and grayed. Face covered in dried, crusty with brown and dark red
blood. Streaks flowed onto my neck and downward across the collar of my t-shirt
where darkened stains had pooled. Others streaks had persisted the entire
length of my shirt. Ripping the t-shirt from my torso, I half assed wiped at
the blood with the tattered remains. When I finished I chunked the ragged
garment over my shoulder into the shower behind me. Still staring into the
mirror, a rage developed. Frustration and hunger slammed into each as I smashed
the mirror with my forehead. The action obliterated the glass into thousands of
dangerous shards that fell into the sink and onto the floor. 


The thirst persisted. It was not like the first one I
experienced or reminiscent of anything I had felt. There was no pain, just the
frustratingly simple need to feed.  


My forehead was unmarred by the blunt force trauma that had
been perpetrated. Taking one of the few remaining shards of glass that were
hanging from the mirror, I edged the four inch long piece of glass toward my
wrist. I needed blood. A shaking hand lowered the razor sharp point toward the
throbbing vein located there. I could see the vein bulging just below the
surface. It was strange to see my own blood rushing there. The thought of the
taste and it made me curious. The thin, jagged piece spread the toughened
flesh, but did not penetrate. Curious as to why, I tried again then realized I
could not bring myself to cut my own wrist.


I wanted to taste fresh blood. I wondered if Darby was home
and knowing her fondness for me if she would mind sharing a small amount. The
thought was disconnected, but apparent in my mind. I would have to make her
understand this was nothing personal. 


The thoughts abruptly ended in a wisp of vapor when a voice
called from the living room. The voice was indistinguishable initially as I
stood before the broken mirror staring at the fractured board left hanging
after the reflective device had been destroyed. I strained to hear the words
being spoken. Then as my mind continued to clear, the words became less
garbled. The roaring that had been unbeknownst to me faded. 


"For the millionth damn time I know you are in the
bathroom. If we are going to do this tonight we need to get moving. Hello.
Hello! Ethan, are you listening to what I am saying? We needed to have left
fifteen minutes ago," Veronica called from the living room.


Her voice was one of anger and desperation as she partially
yelled and partially spoke.


I was me again for a minute. The thoughts of devouring my
neighbor and friend were no longer dominating my fragile mind. 


I responded, "I need a minute to get cleaned up before
we go. I am a little bit of a mess at the moment."


She barged into the bathroom in a second. It was what I
deserved since I was late and making us later by the second.


"What the hell are you doing that is taking so long and
what is with the blood covered kitch...?” Veronica
stopped short when she noticed the shattered mirror, the piece of busted glass
I was holding, and all of the blood covering my face.      


It would be hard to determine which of the three actually
gave her pause. I am sure the vivid imagery of any of the three would be enough
to deter any of our group from proceeding, but Veronica hesitated, gathered
herself then proceeded to begin again.


"Ethan get cleaned up and meet
me out back in ten minutes. If you are one minute late then consider it your
problem and not mine," She stated before exiting with a flourish of her
cape and a slamming of the front door so hard it shattered the glass in the
door. 


I was ready and waiting on her in less than two. Thirty
seconds after my arrival she poured herself from the shadows. "You ready
this time?" She asked.


I nodded instead of speaking, not sure how long my facade of
normalcy would last. 


"Good, we need to hurry before the night patrols find
us."


Running through the Farm at full speed during the night was
exhilarating. The desire to feed was replaced with a new mandate. Pushing
myself harder than I ever had before I stayed as close to my guide as possible
as we followed the pavement for miles in a mere couple of minutes. Suddenly
Veronica jetted into the knee deep green fescue of an untended field that
parted as we sprinted through. The distorted calls and growls of animals of the
nights both real and created echoed in our wake. There were a couple of times
as we neared a row of tall pines at the far end of a field that she beckoned me
to follow suit. When she leapt I leapt. Both times I sailed over a sleeping
wolf of an indeterminate generation. Neither acknowledged what had happened,
and Veronica never broke stride. 


The ground was diminishing quickly beneath my feet as we
neared the razor wire lined and reinforced perimeter fence. Veronica pointed
ahead then ran faster into an overgrown section of fence that was covered in hedge.
She vanished into the growth. Closing my eyes, I blindly followed to find
myself emerging into the middle of a small complex of buildings. 


The complex was lightly manned and dark. There was a series
of small warehouses to my right and a single office complex to my left. The
soldiers did not seem to mind the sudden presence of a vampire standing in the
middle of the earthen road. 


Searching for Veronica, I found her at the door of one of
the warehouses signing a manifest presented to her by a soldier. Joining her, I
noticed the soldier was not human nor did the soldier give off much of a scent.
The soldier was a form of GZ, though it lacked the glowing yellow eyes. It was
a version I had never seen before, but I shrugged it off since many of the nightmares
on the Farm were still new to me. The soldier was dressed and armed as a human
soldier and would have appeared normal if not for the sunken gray eyes within
sockets surrounded by an ashy, flaky flesh. The zombie did not talk, just
moaned at me as I approached.


Veronica waved her hand to regain the attention of the
zombie who became quiet then stepped aside allowing us access to the interior
of the small warehouse. The interior lights must have worked on motion because
as we walked, one light after another flickered to life until we were bathed in
a dull blue illumination. She was focused on getting to the far side of the
building. Arriving, we were greeted by the singular object contained in the
structure; a tarp covered object around sixteen feet that was clearly a car of
some kind. With a flick of her wrist, the car cover was casted away smoothly to
fall against the exterior wall exposing a beautiful baby blue car.


"What are we doing?" I asked Veronica.


The alluring vampire lovingly brushed away a minuscule trace
of dust from the white convertible top. "We are about to take my toy into
the Alabama night and show you what it means to be a real vampire."


I looked the gorgeous light blue car over, "In
this?"


Veronica was hurt at my harmless question. "This is a
1968, LeMans Blue SS 396 Camaro. The perfect blend of
American initiative, appropriate amount of muscle and splendid styling that
defined great muscle cars of the twentieth century. If that explanation is not
good enough then your ass can walk the twenty miles to the hunting grounds. I
know you are fast, but why run when you can ride in style." 


Veronica was firmly behind the steering wheel as the
convertible top was lowered into place. "So are you getting in?"


I hurried to the passenger side door and waited before
remarking.


Veronica turned the ignition and the V8 roared to life. The
effect of the roaring eight cylinders was amplified as it exploded from the
exhaust and echoed off of the walls of the empty warehouse. My driver took full
advantage of the horsepower by forcing the Camaro to begin to smoke the tires
as the engine was revved high and higher. A glint in her eye, Veronica let
loose the Detroit demon under the cover of greasy smoke emanating from the rear
tires. 


We were hurled toward the far end of the building when she
turned the wheels hard to the left, spinning us around then righted the car
facing the exterior wall where we had started. Depressing a button on a remote
that was hanging from the sun visor overhead, there was a single creak of
aluminum siding being forced by machinery out of place. The wall moving exposed
a dirt road comprised of red clay and freedom for the night.


We shot from the warehouse down the road for about twenty
miles it seemed before she stopped the car along a ditch along a field thickly
lined by a forest. Carefully, she slid from the car, shutting the door quietly.
I joined her shortly as she began to stealthy proceed onto the plowed earth of
the field. She squatted down and motioned for me to get down beside her. 


I tapped her on the shoulder before I leaned into her to
whisper in her ear. "What are we doing?"


Veronica put a finger to her lips then pointed to the tree
line to our right. I scanned the open area in front of the trees roughly
halfway down the length of the field until a point that was two miles away.
There was nothing there. 


She made sure that I located what she was pointing toward.
When I acknowledged that I hadn't seen anything by shaking my head no, Veronica
took my hand, interlocking her fingers with mine on top. Extending her arm in
the direction in which she was directing me, she pulled me into her. The skin
of our cheeks touched as we looked down range at something that still was not
in view. She was so soft and smooth. Veronica actually seemed to be enjoying
this moment. She almost seemed human.


The soft pop of a fallen twig snapping alerted me to the
presence of three deer. The deer wandered into the field with their heads held
high, sniffing for several feet cautiously before relaxing enough to nibble at
the nearby plants.


Veronica gave me the signal to stay quiet and follow her. We
crept low to the ground, in between the rows of crops, until we were within
striking distance. She pointed at me, and then held aloft three fingers to
denote how far over into other rows I should go. Once I demonstrated my
understanding of her instructions Veronica pointed to her hand. She used her
fingers in a countdown fashion until she reached the number five. On the number
five, we were to erupt from our hiding spot and take down the deer nearest to
either one of us. 


The plan was flawed in my opinion because I had never taken
out another creature for the purpose of food that could run away. I knew by
design I was supposed to be a killer, and I had murdered John in self-defense,
yet this was new and foreign to me. I didn't complain as I gave her thumbs up
and moved to my row.


We waited as the skittish animals became more acclimated to
the sounds of the night. A half hour passed as we lay in wait. The deer were no
match for my strength or speed if I wanted to take on the kill. My impatience
grew the longer we waited as did my renewed desire to kill. There was
nervousness within. Peeking at Veronica, she sat motionless on the ground, her
eyes closed. 


Seeing her act so disinterested at the animals before us, I
alternated watching her and the deer. Her actions had at first confounded me,
but slowly they had calmed me. So we watched and waited, albeit impatiently on
my behalf, as the deer grazed only yards away. 


A silent motion from Veronica had awakened me from my trace
of watching the deer peacefully eat, unaware the ultimate predator was stalking
the small herd. My attention on full alert, I rose from my crouch as did she.
Using her hand as a pointer, she picked out which two would be the prime
candidate to pursue. Instructions over, Veronica began the countdown with one
then progressed until four of her fingers were denoted. Checking to see if I
was ready, the fifth was raised quickly when she saw my state of near delirium.



Springing from hiding, the two of us tore toward the deer
with surprising glee. In devastating fashion, Veronica knocked her selected doe
to the ground then pounced in one action. The deer was dead before it could
have ever reacted to the vicious attack. 


My deer turned away and took two steps before I grabbed its
rear legs and threw it to the soft black dirt of the field. The deer struggled
as I clumsily restrained it in order to guide my mouth to the muscular neck.
Finding the proper location to dine was guided by my senses as I could smell
the blood coursing through the excited animal’s veins making me hunt in
earnest. As the teeth sank in, the deer relented and passively accepted her
fate. Soon my hunger was satisfied as large amounts of warm, fresh blood filled
my stomach.


The heartbeat of the doe stopped as I drained the gentle
animal of her last drop of life force. The blood had not been the same as Darby
or Sunnie, but it was deliciously warm. Its warmth
and the pleasure of actually taking the life from a creature so I could live
toyed with my thoughts. Collapsing backward, I knew I was momentarily blood
drunk. The feeling was amazing. My body felt alive, tingling perhaps even a
small amount aroused as I gazed upon Veronica. 


She finished her deer slowly trying to savor the flavor.
Smiling as she separated from the deer, Veronica licked her lips clean, leaving
small missed traces above and below her mouth. Inside of me there was a
stirring to want to kiss her lips. She was so mystifyingly sensuous. The
thought of crawling across the dirt to taste the blood from her succulent, red
stained mouth repeated a couple of times. I watched her seat back on the cool
earth which allowed her hair to caress her shoulders, making her even more
incredibly beautiful than I had previously recognized. Her black corset
stretched tightly and strained across her buxom body as she lay down upon the
drained deer.   


We stared across the still growing crops as we both felt the
fullness of the quenching of our hunger. There was a different feeling in the
air. It was a chemistry I had never noticed and it made me uneasy. 


Veronica softly spoke, "Do you feel better?"


"Yeah," I replied.


I couldn't stop leering at her soft white flesh. 


"I was worried from your state at the house that I
might have waited too late to take you out and let you get a chance to drink.
We are closer to the real vampires that permeate the films and books of
American culture than any of the previous generations, but we have a small
genetic anomaly that burdens us with the need to feed often from live donors.
The blood bags that we keep in our house keep us sane and satisfied to an
extent. We cannot afford the luxury of our brethren that can be sustained with
the blood provided by the base and the monthly feeding. Once we feed on human
blood for the first time, as you did the other weekend, then we must
continuously feed or risk going rogue."


"I am assuming that rogue is a bad thing." I
closed my eyes and felt the breeze against my freshly hydrated skin.


She adjusted her head against the deer's belly. "Yes,
rogue is bad. Imagine developing a thirst and desire to kill every living
being, whether human or human made, that crossed your path. A
being not born of evil, but of constant thirst. The government doesn't
necessarily see this as bad. A vampire behind enemy lines wiping out every last
living being is a dream come true. The intended purpose for which we were
created: The perfect killing machine. We are almost indestructible, lusting for
the kill and are inexpensive since we can be converted from any dead body. The
loyalty factor is out the window and this makes the rogue usable, but
expendable. That is not the level of vampire achievement unto which we need to
aim for obvious reasons."  


Moving across the rows to lay beside Veronica, I playfully
pushed her over to create room for me. "Scoot over."


She smiled and slid over. 


Vampire or not, I admired the fact that Veronica was a girl
that wasn't afraid to get dirty or violent. I wondered how much of her personality
was a remnant of her life as human and how much was a construct of the virus
that was raging inside of us. This was thought that the last two days had
bothered me about myself and the others of our group. 


We both lay and looked upward at the cloudless, starry night
above us. 


I felt Veronica shift to face me. "You ok? Your first
official hunt was a success. I have brought others out here and they failed
miserably, especially Darby. She was so cute chasing her deer.  Must have chased her deer for an hour before
the poor thing finally gave out, her not the deer."


"It is nothing really. I wonder what life was like
before we were all transformed. Who are we really type of thoughts have been
bothering me. More or less, I have wondered how much of is real and how much is
the virus molding me into a predator. Everything is too surreal. I know odd
facts and details about politics and television shows that I can't remember
watching."


Veronica rolled back over. "Is that all? The human part
of us will always question the reality of which was built for us when we are
given a life as a vampire. Since the beginning, mortal humans have wondered why
they existed and whether or not they matter or if there was a God or why their
loved ones have to die."


Trying not to be a jackass I retorted. "I get it. I am
feeling the same things that everybody feels, human or otherwise."


"You are the most uptight vampire I have known. Ethan,
it is ok to have these questions just don't let them burden you. You are
immortal for the most part. Enjoy life. More importantly, enjoy being
you."


She was right. It never ceased to amaze me how wise this
young girl beside me was. I was lucky to have such a friend who could lead me
through the treacherous duplicity of my life. 


"Veronica," I inquired, "How were we allowed
off base so easily?"


"Chadron and the U.S. need us to be highly trained and
effective. During the summer months of next year, we will undergo extensive
language and combat training. The buildings from which we departed are part of
the specialized training center. An added perk of being our generation's leader
there is an inherent level of trust between the project developers and me. I am
allowed limited, but monitored access to materials, including cars.
Occasionally mini missions such as the one tonight are green lighted to keep us
happy and tethered to the world outside the confines of the fence while also
teaching basic survival to my newer counter parts."


I watched a small bird flutter across the horizon. "So
my hunting tonight was a training session?"


"More or less," she replied, sitting up and half
turning toward me, her hair fell across her eyes.


Brushing the hair away, she continued. “I also look at this
as an opportunity to escape and pretend to be a normal kid. What teenager
doesn't want freedom? Tonight we are just a semi-normal boy and semi-normal
girl lying in a field gazing at the beautiful night sky."


I contemplated what she said and about the night. "Is
this a one-time thing then?"


Veronica gazed upon me. I could feel the intensity of her
eyes as she searched for the answer.


"Whenever you need to come out here we can," she
answered affectionately.


The roar of the rising sun was hours away as we looked at
each other in the yellow glow of the moon. 


Reaching for her hand, I took it tenderly in mine, "Lay
back down and tonight lets be normal."


Veronica lay down her head on my chest with her dark hair
spilling across me as I pulled her closer. 







Chapter 34



 

"Do you text or chat?" Sunnie
asked cheerfully as we stood beside her open locker.


The question made me decidedly uncomfortable. I was issued a
phone by the government, but it was to be used in case of emergencies at best,
and at worst I was sure it was monitored, so privacy would be out of the
question. She knew I had a phone because she had seen the relic and had
commented as much. My options were slim. I could lie and say no, which seemed
doable and possibly believable and wasn't a total lie unto itself. Changing the
subject would be an appropriate step, or I could just remain silent and hope
the two minutes remaining until the bell went fast. 


I chose the half-truth approach. "I would love to, but
I don't have a computer and my parents won't allow me to text anymore since I
had like two thousand in a week."


"Oh, I was hoping we could talk more than just here at
school".


She seemed dejected, if not totally heartbroken.  


I over reached badly. "Maybe we can spend some together
outside of school then."


Her demeanor changed completely which was evident from the
huge smile on her face and the excited kiss she gave me on my cheek. "I
have got to go to class, and you do too, or we will both be late. We can talk
about it later today."


She shut her locker and departed before I could get in a
word. Sunnie looked back over her shoulder almost
running into another student then disappeared in the mass of last minute
rushers. 


I laughed to myself then sped a little too fast for a human
to my own class. I didn't care because inside I was soaring at least until
sitting down beside Veronica, who mockingly inhaled deeply to show her distain
for my recent company. She never said anything, but the action unto itself was
enough to get her point across. 


There was a feeling that this was more than a security
issue. My status as a vampire was only a few weeks removed, but something
inside of me said that if my best friend doesn't approve then this might be a
problem.






Chapter 35



 

A promise. I wasn't sure how such a
simple thing could cause so many damn problems, but the week had been hell
since the promise to see Sunnie away from school. The
three days since had been long, with a lot of cold shoulders by Veronica, and a
lot of questions to the point of obsession from Sunnie.  


Sunnie had been pestering me daily
for details about when I could come over or when we could go somewhere in town
and hang out. Veronica had been standoffish since Tuesday. I was glad that
today was Thursday. Well, I only thought I was glad it was Thursday.


The school day was uneventful enough. The highlight was
bumping into the wolves at lunch. Haley wanted to growl under his breath until
I promptly reminded him that there was already one wolf dead at my hands and
there could just as easily be two. The power of subtle gestures will never
cease to amaze me. The others of his group bore holes through me with their
eyes, though each was silent. As soon as the accidental confrontation had begun
it had ended with the meat eaters getting lunch and finding a place far away
from us. 


Lunch I remained with my group as always watching Sunnie and her small cadre of friends from afar. The day
turned when she strolled across the room and sat down between Veronica and
myself. It seemed the whole lunchroom grew hush. This was either a chance to
bridge the gap between my vampire colleagues and this human girl with whom I
had become a little infatuated, or allow them to size her up for dinner. 


Veronica was the first to crack. "Ethan, aren't you
going to introduce us to this young lady that we have heard so much of nothing
about, or should we do it ourselves?" Her eyes cut to mine as a smile
graced her face, but her expression was one of fake approval.


The door had been kicked wide open. 


Sunnie's show of bravery had taken
her to our table, but surrounded by my group, I detected a change in her pulse
rate since she had seated herself. Her heart was racing before Veronica had
spoken and now it was the fastest I had heard a human pulse.


Wrapping my arm uncomfortably around her, I pulled her close
enough to reassure her that everything was alright. The drastic down tick in
her pulse happened as soon as I touched her shoulder. The air was let back into
the room as the human teens busied themselves again with eating and discussing
their trivial lives, leaving us to conduct our business with as much privacy as
a public school lunchroom could provide. 


"Everybody, this is Sunnie
Vass. She is a, uh, friend of mine. You may remember her from the incident with
John." I was at a loss of what should be said and what shouldn't.


There was no reaction. Sunnie shifted
closer to me. I was sure she could have felt the cold shoulders she was getting
if she had been in the next state, though it wouldn't take a genius to figure
out when no one looked at you or gave a hint of a smile that you were not
wanted. Even Darby followed the actions of the others. Her act of betrayal was
not as obvious as she timidly looked at her hands folded in her lap. The rest
looked the opposite direction taking cue from Veronica. 


Continuing, "Sunnie these are
my friends from the base..."


There was a reaction now. Veronica started the exodus before
I could finish what I was trying to say. The last one out the lunchroom door
was Darby who acted as if she wanted to stay, but like the rest she proceeded
to disappear down the hallway.


"The assholes were my friends." I finished.
"I am sorry. They don't take to outsiders too well. Maybe they will warm
up eventually and if they don't, it doesn't matter."


Sunnie nestled into my arm.
"You are right about that, their opinions do not matter, but you are wrong
about one thing."


"What is that?" I asked.


The reply came swiftly. "I may be new here, but the
outsiders here are ya'll."


The comment resonated with me. It was the truest statement I
had heard about our situation. No matter how human we became or how well we
were able to hide our true selves we would never be anything, but outsiders. 






Chapter 36 



 

Friday night had become the time to let loose on the base
for our generation of vampires, as well as the rest of the creatures. This
Friday night was different and thankfully I was glad. Since the issue of Sunnie had blown up in my face, the group had been less
than friendly. So a night locked in my house guarded by zombies sounded like a
great alternative to having to dance around the issue as we all played nice.
There was longing for contact with my family of vampires, but a single one
night off wouldn't kill me. 


I thought about sitting down in my green living room chair,
taking a handful of the Inhibitors I had been hoarding recently since I had
effectively gotten over the intrusive rush of being surrounded by humans, and
seeing how high I could get. Or I could go to bed and start over on Saturday. 


Damn, I needed to request a television since staring at the
wall was getting old. I knew some of the rest of my troupe had them, so I
should at least try. What was the worst Chadron could do right? I had already
been dead once. I laughed at the thought. 


Why are we locked in I wondered. The call had not been
issued until we had been back from school a few hours. Since the call had been
issued, the base was fully activated. Soldiers roamed between the house and
helicopters hovered overhead with lights searching the darkness that had
overtaken the base. 


A noise in the bedroom alerted me to the fact that I was not
alone. A smell wafted across the room. Limes. I could
smell limes, that meant only one person could be in my house. 


"Darby? Darby is that you?" I questioned playfully
as I walked toward the bedroom. 


A muffled giggle was audible through the closed door.


Slowly, I eased the door open to find Darby sitting on my
bed dressed a little differently than she was at school.


Darby was wearing white knee high stockings, plaid skirt, a
white blouse that showed her midriff, and her hair was pulled back into a pony
tail. Sitting with her legs crossed provocatively. If she was trying to be
tempting, then she was doing a great job. 


"Darby what are you doing here?" I found it hard
not to be distracted by the shortness of her skirt as she slid further back
onto the bed.


"Visiting a friend." She
laughed and patted the bed beside her.


"Thanks for the invitation, but this is not you Darby.
I thought we agreed that we would be friends and this appears to be about
something more." 


She looked at me with a serious expression. "What do
you mean this is not me? Am I not as pretty as the human Sunnie?
Can you not desire me as much?"


Anger was welling inside of me from frustration. I wanted
her to know she was beautiful without making her think that I wanted more. 


Moving to the glass, I thought about how to proceed. Looking
out the door into the small alleyway, I noticed that Chuck was still on patrol,
oblivious to me standing inside the room only three feet away. He scanned his
surroundings then slunk forward then repeated. He paced back and forth,
dragging his chain ten feet in one direction. When the chain pulled tight,
Chuck would be thrown around to start in the other direction. The clanking had
become reassuring. This was distracting.


Darby complained, "Undoubtedly, I am not even as
alluring as the zombie outside the window."


I spun, "Dammit Darby! You are very beautiful, but I
think of you differently! Besides, I thought you had been seeing Logan!"


It felt good to yell, to vent. I wasn't really mad at her,
but she was going to get the brunt of my anger since she was near. 


She blushed and adjusted her outfit to not be as revealing.
"How did you know about him?"


Responding as I approached the bed, "We are vampires. I
can smell the difference in you since you have started being together. You also
act differently around each other since it started. Oh, and Logan has been
telling us. You have made him very happy."


Darby bowed her head and started to cry. "Please don't
tell him. Please Ethan you can't tell him. I think I love him."


I reached out and placed my hand on her shoulder. "I
won’t, but why are you here? What could have brought you here if you love
him?"


She leaned in close enough to me than her lips lightly
grazed my ear as she spoke, "They made me. I was told to distract you while
Veronica was called to a meeting about how to handle Sunnie."


I wanted to pull away, but she held me tightly in place as
she told me the plan. "The other vampire groups are thinking you are
endangering us and instead of dealing with you, they decided to remove
her."


My mind was spinning. I grabbed Darby from the bed and
lifted her into the air, shaking her "What do you mean remove her?! What
do you mean?! Tell me Darby?!"


Darby was shaking without my aid as she sobbed
uncontrollably, her voice rising and falling as she pleaded. "Please don't
hate me Ethan! Please! They only want what is best for us."


Throwing her onto the bed, she bounced off and landed on her
feet then ran toward the door at full speed. I caught her around the neck.
"Don't make me hurt you dammit! What have they done?! Tell me or I will
kill you." 


Darby tried to scream, but my grip was too tight around her
throat for a sound to escape. I fought with my anger because it was driving me.
It was pushing me closer to the edge. There was a real chance that Darby was
going to die if I didn't get the anger under control soon.


"Darby, I will kill you. You need to tell me the
truth."


From behind me Veronica called, "Put her down Ethan,
and I will tell you what you want to know."


I released the grip around Darby's neck and cast her roughly
to the ground. She clutched at her throat as she skittered away into the open
closet, cowering in the corner.


I didn't want to look at Veronica because I was afraid of so
many things that were going through my mind, including my connection and
friendship with her which I didn't want to erode, but might be irreparable. I
growled, “Veronica what did the group do?" 


Veronica slowly approached from the bedroom door.
"Ethan, listen."


"Quit stalling Veronica," My reply was caustic.


She sighed, "The group decided to eliminate Sunnie through the use of a surrogate. After the vote was
decided to have her killed, two of the group volunteered to release a trained
GV6 hunter to take care of the problem. Chadron detected the base departure of
one of the GV6s and locked the base down. There is nothing that you can do to
help her. What is done is done Ethan."


I was already out the door before she had finished.


Dodging Chuck was easy enough. It was then I realized the
truer reason the chained zombies were used. As I sprinted past, he screamed a
loud piercing noise that was unlike anything I had ever heard. The zombies in
between the houses were sentries that were used to alert other guards. The
soldiers were already on alert and would check out the source of the screaming
within seconds. How Darby had slid by without Chuck noticing was an avenue I
needed to explore when, and if, I was allowed to return. I wasn't sure what my
punishment would be for going AWOL, and I didn't care. I had to get to Sunnie before the hunter found her, and I was already
behind. 


The base was a blur as I used all of my speed to get to the
training center to which Veronica had recently taken me. Crossing the base, I
had sped by many of the inhabitants of the Farm. Some had acknowledged my
presence with a moan or scream, though most ignored me as they tried to stay
out of the sight of the military patrols. I, however, did not give a shit if
the security forces saw me. 


I had believed when I left my home to rescue Sunnie, since Veronica and Darby had been concerned enough
to occupy me, they might have chased me down. A cursory glance behind me proved
that they had decided to let me go.


The complex would be in view in less than a minute as I
tried to formulate a plan to get off of the base. I was well on my way when a
single shot ran out then a barrage of shots. The initial shot had been a
warning not intended to strike a particular target. The barrage was another
issue. The shooting was off the mark by a fraction of an inch at first.
Quickly, I located the sources. The shooting was coming from two automated
Browning machine guns that were hidden in a clump of trees two hundred yards
away from the main approach to the base. These either had not been active the
other night or had been recently added as extra security. Either way, the guns
were causing me serious concern. There were a few instances where I could feel
bullets creasing my skin opening shallow cuts. The cuts would heal quickly, but
what if I took a direct hit. Could I survive multiple penetrating wounds from
large high velocity rounds?  


Dodging only a small amount, I was afraid I was going too
fast and would be unable maintain my balance. I was doing well until I felt a
bullet puncture my shirt, passing clean through without making contact. The
moving became wide ranging in an attempt to weave and out. The guns quieted as
I entered the main grounds of the training complex crawling with zombie and
human soldiers.


Somewhere within the confusion of soldiers, a single voice
shouted out an order to halt. Halting seemed a great way to get killed so I
opted to find out if I could go even faster. The soldiers were too closely
grouped to take aim at me as I raced past toward the warehouse that contained
the Camaro. If a soldier did fire a shot then the round would probably have a
better chance to hit another soldier than make contact with me. The guards were
too preoccupied with my approach to have effectively secured the warehouse. Two
zombies turned toward me too late. Both of the Zs
were forcefully pushed backward without injury to me. The door was now within
reach when two shoots pinged off the metal walls in front of me. I dove into
the door as another shot tinged off of the frame of the door to my right. I hit
the concrete floor. The speed with which I plopped onto the floor propelled me
along until I was able to pop up into a run. 


I had seconds before the mass of soldiers of both groups
poured through the door behind me. The narrowness of the door would buy me time
as only a single soldier at a time could enter. An attempt to secure the door
was forfeited in an effort to get to the muscle car in front of me. 


I begged quietly to myself as I leapt into the open topped
Camaro that the keys were in the ignition. On contact of the seat with my ass,
I reached for the ignition to find my silent prayer answered. Firing up the
Camaro, I spun the Chevrolet to find a mixed bag of thirty soldiers with
assault rifles pointed in my direction. 


Unfortunately fifteen or so were too close for their own
health as I used every ounce of horsepower of the eight cylinder motor to toss
the car around in a wide circle, scattering the soldiers with the rear fender.
The remaining ones in the warehouse fled their airborne colleagues. The soldiers,
filtering in through the open door, were forced to adjust or risk being injured
by a flying limb or body.


Straightening the car, I pressed the remote button as I
slammed the accelerator to the floor. The engine roared to life sending me
rocketing across the small warehouse. The large door was moving too slowly
making this exit close. There was a small crack that the Camaro could squeeze
through, and if I held the car steady, maybe only the side mirrors would be
torn loose. I never wavered. 


There was sporadic gunfire punching through the thin outer
wall while a few random shots shredded the body of the car as the tires found
the dirt road. A mile then two was soon behind me. There was no pursuit behind
me. There was just dirt in front of me, and a hope inside that I could reach Sunnie in time to save her. If I didn't, I vowed there
would be hell to pay.


As the dirt road began to turn into pavement, I realized a
great miscalculation on my behalf. In my haste to go to the aid of an innocent
friend, I had not thought about the fact I had no clue where she lived.


My phone was in my pocket. Struggling to whip it out I
scrolled through the contacts hoping in earnest that Sunnie,
or I, had added her number. When I reached the end of the list, which was short
to begin with, I started to throw the phone out the window until it was
illuminated by an incoming text from Darby. "Good luck! Sunnie's address is 272 County Road 117. So
Sorry!"


The address was what I needed and at the right time. I had
been willing to give up the fight. Well, that is not entirely true. I wouldn't
give up until her death was confirmed. My foot had followed a subconscious
command, and I had allowed it to slack on the gas petal, but a renewed spirit
prompted me to hammer the car as hard as she would go. 


The Camaro was fierce on the straightaway and the engine
rumbled throughout the night, ticking away the miles at speeds exceeding one
hundred twenty miles per hour. I had slowed once since receiving the address to
put it into the mapping function of my phone, but willed the car to go faster
as I closed in on her house. Twenty three miles quickly became ten then even
faster became three. The Detroit beauty growled a loud throaty expression of
yearning to be unrestrained again as I removed my foot from the accelerator as
I neared Sunnie's street. 


The Camaro was less than stealthy as I crept along the
streets edging closer to her home. Two blocks away, I decided my best recourse
was to simply drive fully to her house and wish for the best. 


The streets were dark and the houses were cookie cutter
representations of structures being built during a time of prosperity for many
after the initial purchase of the property that comprised the Farm. The ones
that had stayed had been flush with money or as flush with money as the people
of the poor communities had ever been. As the money flowed, the surviving towns
sprawled for a few blocks as split levels and ranchers dotted once fertile farm
fields. The street had been carefully laid out to afford comfort and quietness
along with a sense of safety in numbers. The blocks today found well cared for
homes of several decades of age and partially manicured flower gardens and
lawns underneath a canopy of mature trees that hid the properties from the
light of the sun or the moon. At the moment, I was thankful to be a vampire
because there was little natural or artificial light to make out the house
numbers on the mailboxes. 


The GPS mapping function was useless as the brightly
flashing dot indicated I was at my destination. The house the indicator had
denoted was off by ten digits. Instead of pulling into her driveway or the curb
along the front of her house, I found myself searching the houses on my left.
Tooling down the street until finding the numbers that matched those that Darby
had sent me, I was grateful to see that house brightly lit and a couple of cars
in the driveway. A large metal portable shipping container also adorned the
driveway forcing the two vehicles, a white sedan and silver SUV, to be stacked one
behind the other. The driveway obviously full, I took to parking along the
curb. 


Signs of life could be seen within the home through the
front window which was devoid of any window treatments and the opening of the
front door which was protected by a glass door. A few stray boxes sat empty on
the narrow porch as well as in the living room. The inhabitants maneuvered
around the boxes holding plates of food and drinks. 


From my vantage point, I could see Sunnie
and her entire family. There was a total of five in all gathered on the couches
sitting amongst the unpacking. 


"At least they are all alive," I said to myself as
I issued a sigh of relief while peering through the darkness in search of the
GV6.  


The GV6 hunter could be hiding anywhere. The beast was made
to the specification to complete one single action of proficiency. GV6s were
another generation along the expanse of created vampires in an attempt to get
as close to a perfect killing machine and information gatherer that could mimic
humans as closely as possible. The Hunter model GV6 was ancestrally the same
lineage as the regular GV6, but there was a divergence according to the Farm
field guide I was issued. The Hunter was engineered to possess the same mental
faculties of its brethren while allowing for greater speed, strength, tracking
ability and stealth. The Hunter also possessed an innate ability to become
larger and more vicious after consuming live blood. This was a temporary state
of which the vampire resembled less like the human kind for which it was
designed to kill.  


Waiting in the car was a wasted effort of protection if the
GV6 were to enter the home through a rear window or another means that was not
to my purview. The Hunter could have the family murdered before I smelt the
blood flowing from the wounds. A vision of Sunnie
sprawled across the leather couch in the living room, and the GV6 feasting upon
her freshly ripped open throat, flashed before my eyes. Bolting from the car
with the image still dissipating before my eyes, I crossed the yard in two
large strides. I was about to leap up to the top of the steps when I paused. A
stray thought bumped the images of her demise from my mind - the thought of
meeting her parents.  






Chapter 37



 

Sunnie's dad without looking away
from the television dryly said, "We didn't order pizza, he is too young
for you Emeline, too old for Mandy so he must be here
for Sunnie. Sunnie get the
door."


Her head inched in the direction of the door as she ate a
bite from a slice of pepperoni pizza. She looked as if she would choke when she
realized it was me standing behind the glass storm door. All three females: her
mom, Emeline, younger sister, Mandy and Sunnie looked at one another then smiled before a giggle
escaped Mandy. The dad and younger brother continued watching the show on
television. 


Sunnie sat her plate down on the
end table beside her as she rose to come to the door. The smell of her blood
made me woozy as she neared the door. The other females in the room emitted the
same telltale honeysuckle odor. I wasn't sure how well I would do confined to
her home for an indefinite amount of time surrounded by that temptation.


Seeing her less made up than at school me only want her
more. No makeup or eyeliner, barefooted with a pair of grey shorts and an old
faded t-shirt that was too large. Her hair pulled back by a headband, Sunnie was radiant. She appeared shocked that I was
standing upon her porch without an announcement. The shock changed to a
sheepish smile as she opened the door to step out to greet me. 


I stopped her by pulling the door the rest of the way open.
"Do you mind if I come in?"


Sunnie was startled by my request,
but did not say no as I stepped across the threshold. We inadvertently bumped
into each other as I hurriedly entered. Pausing, I looked down at her tiny
face. Momentarily, I found myself lost in her sparkling eyes. She smiled a sly
grin of approval at me before the clearing of a feminine throat drew our
attention. 


Stepping deeper into the living room, Sunnie
took my hand as she began to introduce me to her family. "Ethan, this is
my mom Emeline."


Her mom was a brunette version of Sunnie.
It was very evident behind the graying hair and a few wrinkles that she had
been as pretty as her eldest daughter when she was younger. Time had taken away
a few of the finer parts of her youth, but she was still a very attractive
woman.


"How do you do?" I shook
her hand lightly.


"It is so great to meet you Ethan. Please have a
seat," Emeline said as she motioned to an empty
spot between where Sunnie had been originally sitting
and where she, Emeline, was currently seated.


I did as requested. Being inside the home, I had a better
opportunity to protect her and her family so instantly I scanned my
surroundings. 


Her dad was still absorbed with the science fiction show
that was blaring on the television. 


"The rest of my family consists of my sister Mandy, who
is in the ninth grade, my brother Cassidy, who is in the eighth grade, and Mr.
Personality, my dad, Bruce."


Cassidy turned to study me then when back to shoveling pizza
into his face as he watched television. Bruce was about as emotional. The only
acknowledgement he gave was a slightly raised hand as he said, "Hi." 


He followed the example his son had set and returned to his
show and his pizza. Mandy was another story. The girl was blonde and looked
like her dad, who was tall and wirily. Mandy was already much taller than Sunnie and wore her hair pulled back in a ponytail. She sat
opposite of me on the smaller couch undoubtedly enamored with me for whatever
reason. 


The room was silent except the sound of the television. I
keep my eyes straight ahead with my senses on alert for the presence of the
GV6. In the corner of my vision, I would occasionally catch Sunnie
peeking at me and beaming. Her hand inched closer to mine. When it almost
touched my hand, I placed both of mine in my lap. 


Emeline finally broke the silence,
"Sunnie has told us about a little about you
Ethan. We appreciate the fact that you came to her honor against that asshole
in the lunchroom. Don't we appreciate it Bruce?"


Bruce grumbled, "Yeah ahem. Yeah we do."


"You are very welcome. I was just doing what I thought
was right. Your home is very nice Mrs. Vass. Do you mind if I use your
bathroom?" I stammered up, rising from my seat as Sunnie
brushed her finger tips against my leg.


I had to get a better sense of the home and escape any
questions that at least the mother was going to ask. I couldn't take the
questions or at least not right now.


"There are so many boxes in the way of getting into the
hallway bathroom. Sunnie, show him to your
bathroom."


She had a deer in the headlights look upon her face at the
suggestion. "Be right back!" Sunnie ran
from the room jumping over boxes twice and down a hallway that was shrouded in
darkness. 


I felt myself start to lunge in the direction to which she
had disappeared. Instead, I held fast to my position smiling at Mandy, who
tried not to return my smile, but a smile would peek out then be extinguished
then she would look away then the process would start over. She was as
obviously uncomfortable as I was, but for different reasons. I was hopeful that
I could detect the presence of an approaching assassin. A minute ticked away as
I stood before the family in all of my glory. 


Another minute eased away before Sunnie
poked her head around the corner from the suddenly lit hallway and motioned to
me. "Ethan."


Not sure if anything needed to be said, I stepped over
Cassidy, walked around the boxes and progressed down the hallway after her and
waited. She stopped at a doorway at the very end of the hallway. It was hard to
tell the format of the other rooms since the doors were all shut. The lightly
colored walls made the recently repainted doors stand out vividly. The
decorative door handles were also new and appeared to more about substance than
usage. 


I walked toward Sunnie, who had a
sly grin emblazoned across her face. She opened the door, and I followed her
inside her bedroom. The room was decorated with piles of clothes and opened
boxes in various states of unpacking. There was a bed in the room though it was
covered to such an extent with items of clothing and purses that it was hard to
determine the last time it had been occupied. 


I thought she would apologize about the mess. There was no
apology. Sunnie instead turned into me, grabbing my
head. Her small, wanting mouth found mine. The kisses were a series of quick
pecks at first which carried us to a long, dangerous, singular kiss. The final
kiss was filled with wetness and desire. Sunnie's
tongue parted my accepting mouth as I ran my hands under the back of her shirt,
finding the silky smoothness of the skin of her lower back then lightly inside
the top of her panties. She moaned softly then roughly sought more from my
mouth. As the passion increased, her hands tugged at the front of my T-shirt
along the top of my pants tentatively. Speared on by our embrace, Sunnie traced her fingers along my lower abs. Her pulse
quickened. My hands searched deeper inside her panties, no longer confining
myself to the painful teasing along the top. I caressed her closer with one
hand while gently rubbing her behind with the other. There was a slow burning
desire inside of me to taste her blood that grew in intensity as we continued.
There were moments when the vampire in me wanted to take over. Her smell filled
my nostrils. Desire became danger. I was becoming as much of a threat as the
GV6 if I didn't stop. I pulled her closer to me for a second then broke the
kiss. Why were we so into each other?


Her eyes were searching me for the reason for why we
stopped. There were too many things that could go wrong with us being alone
besides me giving into any countless temptations that were running through my
mind. I whispered, "We must be smart. If we are gone too long, and I think
we have, your parents will begin to worry. We would like to get to see each
other again, right?"


She wiped her face and mouth. "Yeah."
Frustrated, Sunnie walked away to the mirror then
smoothed her hair down with her hands before attempting to discretely adjust
her shorts and panties. "The bathroom is through that door. I probably
need to get back to the living room before they send out the search
party."


We both laughed. I waited until she left to exhale a deeply
held breath. With her gone I checked the locks on the windows then the darkness
outside. The surrounding shadows were devoid of any sign of my new adversary.
Unsure of what to do next, I made my way back to the living room. 


Hours passed as we all became comfortable with each other
though, some things did not change. I avoided all questions about my life even
though I had become well versed in the deception. There was a longing inside of
me not to lie to Sunnie, so I opted to not put myself
in a situation where I had to be untruthful. Emeline
was polite and repeatedly offered to get me food and drink. Mandy was still the
Mandy I had met earlier. She stared at me and remained quiet. 


Cassidy watched television while lying in the floor along
with his dad who had joined him there. Bruce was living up to his moniker of
being Mr. Personality. One or the other would occasionally pass gas without
regard to the rest of the room, much to the chagrin of the women who voiced
their protests. One particularly putrid fart caused me to join the chorus of
complaints which left everybody laughing.


Time zoomed past. Soon, I would have to make a decision
about how to proceed since it was getting late. I could be asked to leave at
any second. When that happened, I could either reveal my secret and scare them
to death and insure that Sunnie never talked to me
again. Worse would be the possibly that I would have to end up killing the
family to protect the identities of my group and the generations. Then there
was the outside chance that Chadron or the U.S. might take the family out. All
of the scenarios that ended in death for the people surrounding me made the
current attempt to save them moot.


Thoughts of what if and what was happening on the base were
driven from my mind. I didn't have time to worry about anything, but the
preservation of the lives around me. 


I didn't have time to think anymore as the room went black.


Bruce sat up from the floor and looked outside. I joined him
as we both scanned the neighborhood for any signs of light. The street lamps
were fully aglow and several nearby houses could be seen with lights and other
devices in use. 


He started to rise as did Emeline
who hopped from the couch. She offered. "I will see if I can find us some
candles. I believe they are in the kitchen somewhere. Mandy, do you still have
that app on your phone dear that allows you to use it like a flashlight?"


Mandy answered, "Uh, yeah. I had deleted it, but I
think I reinstalled another one." She fumbled to locate the phone that had
been on the couch with her. The screen's glow betrayed its location as an
incoming text arrived. 


Bruce was standing looking out at the street. "It could
be a fuse I guess. Emeline, when you get the candles,
see if the flashlights are still packed too. I will go out to the garage and
see what I can figure out. Ethan is that your car outside by the curb?"


"It belongs to a member of the family," I replied.
I had been almost too distracted to answer since I was on full alert. The power
loss was no accident or blown fuse. The Hunter had arrived. 


"It sure is a beautiful car. What size motor?"
Bruce asked.


"Uh...I am not sure. Wait, 396." My confusion was
a symptom of my being aware that the family was being stalked. 


"I had a model from the late seventies, but nothing as
cherry as that ride." Bruce was finally opening up. 


Emeline had joined Bruce at the
window to admire the car while awaiting Mandy to finish texting. She turned to
Mandy. "I guess I will have to stumble through the kitchen in the
dark."


The younger teenager relented. "Sorry, I had to text
someone back." Mandy moved toward the kitchen shining the flashlight app
on her phone with Emeline in tow in order to find
candles and flashlights.     


A subtle succession of two thumps on the roof alerted Ethan
it might be time to formulate a way of trying to escape. If he grabbed Sunnie and fled, the GV6 would surely pursue. There was no
way the Hunter could match his speed, but what if the GV6 attacked the family
then gave chase. The carnage and murder could spread indefinitely as the
vampire sought his prey. No, it was time to make a stand. It was time for the
vampire to stop being the destroyer for which he was purposed and become the
hero.


There was a light scattered scratching noise coming from
something upon the shingles. The entire family paused to listen. 


"Everybody needs to move to the center of the room. Do it now please and hopefully you all will survive the
night, "I commanded. 


The family started to protest, but fell silent when I raised
my hands to gesture for everybody to circle up near me after the noise shifted
to another part of the house near Sunnie's bedroom. 


Bruce grew belligerent, yet he did so in a voice little more
than a murmur as he spun me to face him. Two inches apart, we stood nose to
nose. The scared father placed himself between his huddled family and me.
"Ethan I don't know who the hell you are or do I
give a fuck. All I want to know is what the goddamn hell is happening." 


"There is a corporate designed creation currently
walking along your roof trying to find the most advantageous time and means of
which to attack. It is called the Hunter. He will not stop until the Vass
family is dead," I calmly said as my senses scanned the movements of the
GV6, who was stunningly still. It was as if the vampire was listening to what I
had to say, but I knew it was only the assassin searching for signs of weakness
or escape. 


Emeline huddled together with her
children. The gravity of situation caused her to buckle, pulling the three
children with her to the floor. Sunnie held her
mother as the lady began to gently sob. I looked into her sad, scared eyes and
knew that at all costs I had to protect this family.


Bruce grabbed my shirt with both hands in anger as he tried
to find out what was threatening his family. He did his best to control his
voice level. "How do you know what is happening here Ethan?!"


It was time for a lie. "I know because we have had to
deal with the creatures on the base a few times. I was informed by a friend
that one the beasts had escaped while training. One of the trainers had used my
shirt. The Hunters use genetically enhanced senses. Unfortunately for your
family, it had been around my clothes that smelled like Sunnie.
Now it will not stop until its mission is completed."


He was stunned at my answer as evidenced through his
rambling comments. "What can I do? 
Ethan, lock the door. Where is the dog? We need to call the police. We
could shout for help maybe a neighbor could...Shit, my guns are in the safe in
the garage."


Bruce looked down at his family then started stumbling as
his mind reeled toward the hallway that must have led to an entrance to the
garage. I reached for his arm and held him in place. There was fear in his eyes
as he looked from his arm to my face. There was a sudden recognition that I was
exceptionally strong. Stronger than anything than he had felt was the omission
that spread across his face. Bruce realized there was more to the terror than I
had explained. He swallowed hard and began to sweat profusely. 


"The police would never get here in time and it would
be more lambs for the slaughter. Alerting the neighbors would be alerting them
to their own death. Bruce, you need to stay with your family. It is waiting for
us to make a mistake. One of us tries to flee or is separated, that person will
be the first to die. We need to wait for it to make the mistake. The Hunter
needs to come inside to us, not us to it."


His pulse was racing harder than it needed. He was on the
verge of collapse. I let go of his arm and he took his place with his family at
my behest. He got down on his knees beside Mandy and Cassidy, wrapping his arms
around them as they shivered with fear. Bruce consoled his family, but it was
as much for him as it was for them. 


I thought the best option might be to wait the GV6 out into
the morning light, but that was too long of a wait. The risk of one of the
family members breaking was too great. The desperation was growing by the
moment as I monitored their vitals. Every sound great and small worsened their
conditions.


Sunnie tugged at my pants leg with
urgency. Bending down, she whispered to me, "Don't do anything stupid.
There is nothing you can do. Sit down with us. Please, Ethan don't
be a hero!"


Gazing into her eyes I explained very simply, "I
promise I won't do anything too stupid."


Her lower lip quivered and her eyes were teary, but she was
able to grin. I freed my pants leg from her vise like grip and stepped away
from her to get closer to the center of the room. The Hunter hadn't moved in a
while. I had to locate him so I could plan accordingly. What is he doing I
asked myself. 


A rear window was heard being broken then another in a
different room. Gasps and crying became louder from the family. The monster was
toying with us.


I faced the family and squatted to talk to them. "I
need you all to listen to me. When the Hunter comes into the home, he will do
everything he can to separate you so remember you must stay together. He will
also be monstrous in appearance so don't let that freak you out. You must do as
I tell you no matter what happens. The next thing is kind of a big deal so I
need your full attention. I have been modified myself and may appear a little
differently than I normally do after I get angry. Please, do not freak out. By
the way, I also may be in love with Sunnie."


The group appeared stunned by my statement of love for Sunnie except her. She giggled and nodded her head. Of
course the group could have been stunned by the fact that I admitted I was
similar in some way to the Hunter who was taunting us. This was the most likely
truth. For Sunnie, I think the truth of my altered
state was wiped from her brain when I admitted my feelings for her. I took her
hand in mine. The rest of the family was horrified. The tender moment for Sunnie and I was disturbed by another window being broken
then the tinkling and cracking of glass upon the floor. The Hunter was in the
house.


The GV6 stopped walking when he heard the noise he was
making. I delicately eased around the family to block the beast's angle of
attack. The creature would have to come down the hall then go through me to get
to the family I was shielding. A soft, inaudible to human ears, thump
reverberated through the sub flooring. To the humans behind me, the lone sound
was a scattering of broken glass that was still hard to hear because of the
steady torrent of sobs from Mandy. The Hunter resumed his progress. The GV6 had
jumped clear of the broken glass. So much for stealth ability, I laughed to
myself to calm myself down.


He smelled of rancid meat. The odor was strong. The odor was
not his natural smell. The Hunter hadn't been blessed with the GV16s ability to
emit pleasant, intoxicating scents, but the other vampires were a mixed lot.
Mainly the vampires had no scent, no body odor. A few would emit the scent of
dead flowers, some a clean chemical smell. The Hunter had been feeding
recently. The rancid smell was something I couldn't place. He was still hungry.
His body chemistry told me everything I needed to know. Size, strength,
whatever I desired to investigate. 


My abilities were sharpening with the intensity of my
concentration. When my senses were combined, it seemed I could see his outline
through the wall. Inside the room was a red shape standing before the door,
waiting. The Hunter was an inch taller and twenty pounds heavier than me with
long light colored hair. I knew if I could sense him, then he could also me. 


I stayed close to the family as the Hunter reached for the
door. Tension filled my being. Inadvertently, I phased into my alternate self.
Fangs and teeth exposed, I was ready. Rotating my fingers in half circles then
drawing them into my palm, I cracked my knuckles as I readied for battle.


The door knob turned silently then a low click. The Hunter
had not calculated the hinges of the door being squeaky. The monster eased the
door open to the sound of screeching. Comically, the GV6 would stop the opening
of the door then try again to the same result. Four attempts and the door was only partially opened. The monster had not figured for
such a simple mechanical hindrance giving away his intentions. The snapping and
splintering of wood resonated down the hallway as the door was kicked from its
hinges, followed by the crashing of the door through the wall across the
distance. 


The Hunter bounded down the hallway in two steps. I crossed
the remaining living space, cutting the bulging vampire off before he could
explode into the room. Launching into the GV6, the contact carried us both
through the sliding glass door, mangling the aluminum frame and shattering the
glass. We ended up on the covered rear porch. We landed on a wooden Adirondack
lawn chair crumbling the brightly colored item into broken wooden shards. I
pinned the Hunter to the concrete flooring of the porch as he twisted and
fought.


The GV6 was grotesque. The long, blonde hair was thin and
the head was overly large for the body. The fangs were wider and jagged. The
skin a paler gray than I had seen previously on the Farm. The musculature was
similar to my own. 


The GV6 screamed with a voice that was scratchy, "Get
off of me! Get off of me!"


His claws were wide and long, stretching to seven inches
when fully extended. One of the sharp talons ripped opened my back as the
Hunter squirmed free enough to cast me aside. The Hunter was upon of me in the
instant it took me to recover from the searing pain of my wound. I was bleeding
profusely.


I found myself on my side with my left arm pinned beneath me
attempting to fend off the GV6. The beast tore at me with the claws tearing
small strips of flesh from my arm and legs. Kicking at the Hunter, I was able
to gain enough of a gap in fending off his attack that I freed my arm. The
creature lunged at me before I could scramble to my feet. I caught the vampire
in the chest with my right foot and used the night stalker's momentum to force
him into the yard. Rushing to pursue the GV6, I snatched a piece of broken
chair from the porch. The GV6 met me before I could clear the roofline of the
covered porch. 


His speed was amazing and ferocity was relentless. The
monster was driven by a desire to fulfill his mission at all costs. The passion
with which he tried to obey his directive was the reason I could not easily
defeat him. Mindlessly, he flailed once he was within an arm's length. I ducked
then swung the two foot long splinter of wood. The blow made contact in the
vampire's stomach shattering the shaft in my hands. The force of my swing
hurled the vampire back into the yard, landing on his back. A few pieces
embedded deep into the stomach of the GV6 did not deter the vampire. The Hunter
sprung to his feet. 


He stared at me as he spoke, "Why do you stand in my
way? Or we not the same? Move aside, and I will let
you live."


I did not reply initially. I had been foolish playing to the
GV6s strengths. It was time to play to mine. I had to erase the thoughts of
protection and go on the offensive. 


Stepping into the yard I was prepared to do what I had to
do. I chided the Hunter, "If you want to kill me, here I am come and get
me." 


The Hunter ran then bounded toward me. I caught the vampire
in mid leap then smashed him into the wooden column thrice. The column was
obliterated after the repeated pounding of the Hunter into the thick treated
lumber which had been wrapped in aluminum. 


The vampire was broken and bleeding to the point he was
almost non responsive, but even in his state of near unconsciousness, he kept
snapping at me as I lifted him from the ground by the scraggily hair. "I
have had enough."


I thrust my hand into the chest of the Hunter, ripping out
his heart then shoved it into his open mouth. Dropping the vampire to the
ground, I tore loose the head by stepping on the throat to hold the torso in
place. I towered over him as I pulled the head apart from the body. I stared
into the ugly, lifeless face. In my anger, I punched the deceased vampire hard
enough to crush the cheekbones into dust. 


Phasing into my human appearance, I turned to deal with the
fallout of my truth escaping. There was a new odor in the air, several
actually. Moving into the house through the broken door, I found the family
except for Sunnie laid out in front of the couch
unconscious with Chloe kneeling beside Mandy. Sunnie
was seated on the couch in an induced catatonic state. 


The rest of my group lined the far window of the room
including Veronica. "We will discuss what happened here when we return to
the base. Chloe is implanting new memories in the minds of the family members.
To them, this will have been the perfect night with the exception of an
accidental electronic burst of unusual size. The story will help explain the
damage."


She motioned for Logan and Liam to get the body of the GV6
into the van in the yard. "The government wants its property back. The
leadership believes that you were so driven to find the escaped Hunter series
GV6 that you risked blowing your cover to peruse the escapee."


I asked, "Why does the government believe that to be
the case?"


She snapped at me, "Because I fucking told them that it
was the reason. They think you are some kind of hero. Don't worry we, your
family, know the truth. By the way, your selfishness is starting to become a
pain in my ass." 


As I passed Darby in order to step closer to Veronica, I
could tell she had been crying. "Thank you Veronica."


She shrugged and pushed past me to check on the progress of
Logan and Liam. Darby mirrored her actions.


Logan and Liam had wrapped the body of the Hunter in old
sheets they had procured from an overturned box near where the sliding glass
door had once stood. Neither of them made eye contact with me as they schlepped
the body parts from the freshly completely dismembered body through the living
room. 


Chloe had finished reprogramming the family and had silently
left the house to join the guys in the van. 


Veronica shot a look to Darby that prompted her to leave as
well. 


I walked up to Veronica, who still stood with her back to
me. She was crying again. "Veronica, I couldn't let an innocent die. She
is not a mission. She is a friend."


"A friend huh? Do you risk
everything for a friend?" Her attitude was bitchy. 


I said sternly, but cautiously, "I think you know I do
because I have for you."


There was a frantic wiping of her face then Veronica spoke,
"She hasn't been reprogrammed, but we can if you want that. You can start
over. We all can. She doesn't have to know the truth, but that choice is
yours."


I sat down beside Sunnie on the
couch. Her vitals were normal. She was fine except for the white glaze that hid
her true eye color. 


Veronica saw me sit down over her shoulder. She shook her
head as if she couldn't believe that I had taken a seat. The scantily dressed
vampire started to walk out the door. Her face was framed by beams of moonlight
as she paused before opening the glass door.


"Veronica, will she just wake up if I leave?" I
asked.


She answered coldly, "If you leave, this night will
have never happened for her. She will never know that you were here. The story
as told to her by the rest of the family will be the only one Sunnie will know. Chloe has limited her ability to discuss
the events with anyone except us if needed."


"And if I stay?" I was afraid to hear Veronica's
reaction. 


"If you stay? If you stay all
you have to do is kiss her and she will awaken to know the monster that you
are. Remember, either choice is yours so choose carefully."


I felt the sting of her eyes as I contemplated my next move.
Veronica pushed through the door and seconds later the van could be heard
pulling from the yard. 


There was no question in my mind about what I should do and
what I wanted to do. Those were clearly two different paths. Taking either
would mean there was no way back. The longer I mulled the decision, the easier
it became.


Soon her family would awaken and the moment would be gone. Sunnie's semi-catatonic body was unyielding as I pulled her
to me. Adjusting her head to face me properly, I offered a small kiss upon her
lips then felt her hands embrace my face as a steady torrent of tears began to
fall from us both.  


She removed her lips from mine and wiped at the tears
flowing down my face then at her own. Her attention shifted to her family in
the floor. "Oh God, Ethan, are they alright?" 


Sunnie wanted to go to them, but I
held her tightly in my arms. She tried again then relented. "They are fine
Sunnie. The rest of my team arrived to help dispose
of the Hunter while easing the minds of your family. Any trace of tonight's
events has been removed, including the fact that I was here."


I could tell by the look in her eyes there were too many
questions than I had time for since any second her family could awaken. Her
confusion became recognition as her fingers traced the lines of my face.
"Your face looked so different earlier. I never got a very good look, but
I could have sworn...I could have sworn you had fangs." Her tiny hand
grabbed mine. Sunnie inspected my hand. "And
there were claws." Again she plied at my face in an effort to string
together what occurred. "Maybe I was so upset about the man that broke
into the house that I saw those things. My mind had to be playing tricks. You
said dispose....is he dead? Did you kill him?"


She was longing for me to fill in the blanks. The promise I
had made to me was never to lie to her unless it put her life in jeopardy. In
this world of humans, the truth would sound insane even against the events of
tonight. 


I kissed her gently allowing our lips to barely touch. The
kiss ended, but we lingered, nose to nose and lips to lips. I drew her lower
lip into my mouth then held her back from me before I lost my courage. "Sunnie, the limited story I am about to tell you is true
and fantastical. There will be a time during the telling of the story that you
will think I am making it all up, but I promise that I need you to believe what
I say. Do you understand?"


Sunnie was scared. "I guess
so."


"Okay,” I sighed. "I will tell you what I can.
When your family awakes, the story that they will believe took place tonight is
that an accidental electromagnetic pulse occurred causing the damage. No matter
had adamant you try to tell them otherwise, the family will never agree. It
will be on the news, their reality has been altered."


"Okay?" I asked.


She sat there confused, but acknowledged my question.
"Okay. How is that possible that their minds could be erased of the events
of the night? Will mine?"


Proceeding to the hard part of the story, I held her hands,
rubbing the backs of them with my fingers. "The government has created
special individuals with extraordinary abilities that can do things such as
mind resets."


I paused to check for her understanding. Her eyes grew wide
if to imply I should go on with the story. "We are part of a larger
program designed to protect the U.S. from its enemies."


"You have these abilities then?"


I answered, "I have other abilities, though I am not
entirely sure what those are fully. I have not been in the program that long, and
I am still learning. So before you ask, yes the things you saw tonight are part
of me. I do have fangs and claws when I need them."


She relocated herself further away to the far end of the
couch. Sunnie was shaking as she curled her legs to
her chest. "So the Hunter, as you called him, wasn't a man in a mask then.
That was his real face. He was a living, breathing monster that was sent to
kill my family. If he was like that and you have claws...you have fangs...I
remember your eyes being so black...what are...what are...then you are a
monster."


"Sunnie, you know I am not a
monster. I am just a kid like you. However, unlike you, I was given a second
chance at life as part of a group of soldiers that are unique in this world.
You know me." I paused, looking deeply into her eyes. "You now know
how I really feel about you. I spoke the truth when I said I loved you. You
must know that? Since we have met I cannot get you out of my thoughts. I long to see and touch you."


Her face was flush. "Love? You
are capable of love? All the details about your family were just lies weren't
they. All the details about your life, were those lies? Answer me! Tell me what
the hell I am supposed to believe?"


Remaining calm I said, "Listen, I didn't ask to be this
way, but I am. I didn't ask to fall in love with you, but I did. No matter what
you think I am - a monster, a killer - neither of those will change."


Undeterred by my response, Sunnie
angrily questioned me, "What was he Ethan? What are you for that
matter?"


"The Hunter was a genetically engineered being that was
a subspecies of the GV6 family. His original generation six group resembles
humans except for a few discrepancies that make them unable to be used for
field work. The Hunter was created to be used against an enemy in an extreme
case or when facing an isolated target. They are as much a fear weapon as
anything else. They are efficient killing machines. At one time, he was a
regular GV6 before Chadron intervened with the modifications that mutated him.
It is hard to imagine that at one time he was even a living breathing
human."


Sunnie was rocking back and forth.
"What does GV6 mean? Are you one of those things or something
different?"


"Generation V6. I am a generation sixteen which is the
newest and only generation to be placed in the field. We are as much human as
we are anything else, just with slight differences."


"Wait, you purposely left out part of the definition of
the acronym. What does the V stand for?" She fired at me.


"I think you know what it means. I don't have to say
it. You have seen it with your own eyes." I replied.


She gasped then shouted. "Get out!"


"Sunnie, you know that you do
not mean that." 


The family was beginning to move and groan. Moments were all
that were left before I had to flee. Sunnie sat at
the opposite end of the couch with her legs still curled to her chest. Her face
was turned to the side as she rested her head along her knees. It was time to
take a chance. 


I burst forward from the couch in her direction lifting her
to me. She was too stunned to struggle. The time for explanation had passed. If
the risk I was going to take failed, at least it would be a pleasant memory of
goodbye. Extended and suspended before me I brought her to me without giving
her an opportunity to offer a protest. She was afraid. There was a distinct
look of terror upon her face. I envisioned there had to certainly be thoughts
of horror racing through her mind. Attempting to kiss her, she turned her face.
I didn't want to hurt her, but I would have this kiss. Forcing her face to
mine, I brought my lips to her closed, unwanting
lips. She began to struggle though I held her tightly enough that she couldn't
hurt herself. 


I pressed my lips harder to hers then proceeded to kiss her.
Suddenly Sunnie relaxed and returned my kiss. I
softened my hold on her then eventually sat her feet delicately on the floor to
gauge her reaction. We stood looking at each other then she wrapped her arms
around me which was what I had wanted, but it caught me off guard. 


Sunnie gave me a deep, warm hug
then looked up into my eyes and gave me a quick peck on the lips. She stared
into my eyes until another series of groans and moans came from Mandy. We both
knew I needed to leave.


She took my hands in hers and pulled me closer to offer
another kiss. She spoke as she shook her head. "I ... I am in love with a
vampire."






Chapter 38



 

Two days on lockdown with no contact with anybody had been
rather pleasant, but I dreaded like hell Monday morning. So far I had not had
to deal with anything. The other night was my memory alone. Mentally, I was
avoiding the ramifications of my actions in regard to the nuances of the Farm
and the GV groups or any of the other creatures. I blocked out thoughts that I
was a marked man. There were plenty of attitudes and egos amongst the humans
and the nonhumans that were an issue, even before I broke the protocols that
had been put into place to protect the government and individual interests. 


I waved at Chuck as I passed by the bedroom window, but he
paid me no mind. Chunk was alone. Several of the zombie soldiers that I had
witnessed at the training facility were also stationed around my home.
Occasionally, I would hear Chuck snarl at another zombie as the two passed one
another in the narrow confines of the space between the houses. Plopping down
on the bed, I closed my eyes.


Outside the sounds of daily life on the base continued
without me. Every so often I would recognize a voice or a particular laugh. I
had decided to enter my sleep state and end the day when the sound of the front
door opening alerted me to the fact that I was no longer alone. I lay still in
my bed trying to determine the identity of my visitor. Except for the opening
of the door there had been no sound or body odor coming from the living room.
Other markers were missing. There was no scent of human, vampire or any other
creature's blood. No throbbing of a heartbeat. The turn of events was making me
anxious. 


I sat up from my outstretched position on the bed. With the
other signatures unusable, my newest ability to see trace outlines through
walls was vacant. Maybe I had heard wrong. A figment of
paranoia perhaps or loneliness. The past two days had been anything but
great, though I had believed there was certain pleasantness. I told myself that
I might have been wrong. There was a possibility that I was going mad again
from hunger though there was nothing inside of me that had the need. 


Listening and focusing got me nothing. The noise was
outside. It had to be. I fell back on the bed and rubbed my eyes. Looking
outward to my favorite zombie guard Chuck, I realized he was gone. Sliding the
glass door open, I gingerly poked my head out into the fading sunshine. All the
guards were gone. Stepping back into the house I thought about what that had to
mean. Nothing on the Farm was as simple as Chadron letting me go unpunished and
the in house isolation seemed incomplete. 


The answer was located in the living room because it simply
had to be. If I was wrong, there was nothing to lose.   


Creeping into the living room, I was a little scared. In all
of the horror I had been witness to thus far in my life as a vampire,
I knew that the next threat could be around the corner. The room looked the
same as it always did. Nothing was unusual. Glancing around, I convinced myself
that maybe I had heard the zombies being taken away. I threw myself into the
couch knowing that even vampires could make an error. From the couch, I watched
the sun light streaming through the small window. Rolling onto my side to get
comfortable, I noticed a small difference in the position of one of the tables.
The table was off by a fraction. I sat up. Looking the table over, I realized
this was not my table. From one angle it appeared to be simply a wooden table,
but by leaning just a smidgen, the table became a box. It was an optical
illusion. The device was elaborate in design, yet understated in execution. I
returned to my chair to get a better view.


From the chair, it was similar to my table. Getting to my
knees in front of the device, I knew I had to find the proper view. I worked
around until the shape was definite. There was no handle or lock that was
visible. The box was not seamless. There was a clear delineation near the top.
Placing my hands along the side where the seams appeared, I ran my fingers
along the opening until I was cut along a finger on each hand. The cuts
coincided with the sound of a latch snapping open as air slowly began to leak
out. Slowly, the lid of the sealed box opened fully. 


I waited for the box to finish opening. Irritated, I watched
my blood drip to the floor. The wounds healed rapidly, but uncharacteristic
scars formed. My fingertips felt fine except for the new raised ridges. I
decided not to dwell on the matter. Instead, I opted to find out what was in
the box. Looking inside of the box, I located a single business card shaped
item. Extracting it carefully, I noticed there was writing on one side. The
writing was in red script with a single word: Pit. 


"Pit? What the hell is
Pit?" I asked aloud.


The texture of the paper felt familiar as did the aroma. For
that fact, so did the red ink. I rubbed the paper between my fingers. I knew
this feeling. It was so soft and lifelike. There was a realization that the
paper wasn't paper at all. The note was made from human skin. A shiver went up
my spine. The ink too contained a familiar hint of human that was arousing some
of the darker feelings with me. Bringing it to my nose I knew I was right. The
ink was derived from human blood. There was an urgent desire to taste the
blood. Dried or not, the ink was blood and it was smelled wonderful with a mix
of iron and copper. I fought the vampire side of me desperately trying to not
give into the temptation of licking the card. 


"Control dammit," I advised myself. 


Embarrassed that I could even fathom such an act, I put the
card on the floor and walked away. Rising from my kneeling position, I allowed
myself to turn away and move to the kitchen.


Grabbing a bag of human blood from the refrigerator, I
opened and began to drink without caring if it was warmed. Pacing around the
kitchen, I taxed my brain trying to figure out what the hell the message meant.
Hours passed and the afternoon turned to night then the night grew late. It was
a mystery that would have to wait. Walking to my bedroom, I decided it was time
to get some rest before having to deal with the others, high school and Sunnie.


Before I ever opened the door, I knew Veronica had recently
entered the room. She was stealthy and did an admirable job covering up her
smell, but my abilities were improving. Though she was quiet enough not to
alert me, I could faintly make out her body outline on my bed. 


Exhaling as I opened the door, I was not ready to have to
talk to her. She was lying on my bed with her head upon my pillow. Her clothes
were actually normal which was peculiar since on the weekends or on base she
dressed provocatively. With her hair in a ponytail, jeans and graphic T-shirt
she was not the seductress, but the school girl. She had removed her shoes at
the door. 


Propping against the door I said timidly, "Hello
Veronica."


"Did you get the invitation from Tobias?" She
asked. 


The name Tobias did not register. "I received a card
with Pit inscribed upon it, but I do not know who it was from, and I don't know
what it is for." 


"Let’s not worry about it tonight." Veronica
rolled onto her side. Sweetly she requested, "Come here." 


I was at a loss. So much had happened recently that I didn't
know how to respond or what were her intentions. There were no answers that
were right for everybody just more questions, and I didn't want to fight.


Getting into bed beside Veronica, I wasn't sure how to
react. She rolled over onto her back to face the ceiling as I joined her. We
lay silently watching the shadows dance above our heads until she turned toward
me. My mouth went dry as her hand slid under my shirt and tenderly rubbed along
my chest. I adjusted my shoulder causing her to shift momentarily as I wrapped
my arm around her. Settling in, I held her as she returned to using her fingers
to lightly trace arcs on my skin from my chest to my stomach. Kissing the top
of her head, I pulled her tighter as she placed her head on my chest, her silky
light brown hair falling onto my arm. There were sensations running through me
that I had never felt with another being. 


Veronica went motionless then asked, “Do you care if I stay
tonight?" 


Swallowing hard I asked, "You know this isn't what we
should be doing."


She raised her head from my chest and turned to me.
"What are we doing that you are so afraid of?" Veronica breathed. She
didn't wait for my response as she laid her head back upon me. 


I clenched my left hand as I sought an explanation for what
I had said. Had I been wrong? I decided to leave it alone and relax, but the
thought was fleeting. Surely this was innocent, though I worried if she wanted
to carry this further, no matter my feelings for Sunnie,
would I be able to stop. 


"Veronica," I asked, "what are we doing
then?"


She was motionless. Rising up, she rested her chin on my
chest. Her mouth brushed my lower lip for an instant as she started to speak.
"Just hold me tonight Ethan. Just hold me." Veronica stared at me as
her hand rested on my chest.


I craved her. The casual touching of our lips without
carrying it further was enough to drive me to the edge. If my insanity was the
condition she was trying to achieve then she was successful. Pursing my lips, I
responded simply. "Okay."


With my answer, Veronica lowered her head to my chest again.






Chapter 39



 

School did not come Monday for our group or any of the
others. We were all turned away at the edge of the side walk. Walter met us
with a large complement of heavily armed soldiers to shoo us back into our
homes. Without a word, just a smile, and the clicking off of the safeties of
the automatic rifles, we were reminded to obediently follow orders. No further
information was given.


We all sat around in our various homes chatting. Veronica
and I moved from home to home talking until the twosome had grown to the whole
of our group lounging around Logan's house. The conversation was light, and
though not forgiven by the group for my actions, there was a friendliness that
was natural. The jokes and stories by the others had ended at lunch time by a
small contingent of soldiers asking us to each return to our own house. Saying
our goodbyes, we all went home to wait. 


Settling into my chair, I began reading the Farm Guide which
I was finding was an underused tome. The Farm Guide was a lot of things
presented in a dry instructional format, but interestingly there were snippets
to interacting with humans and the other creatures that I found priceless. I
had started reading before, but was bored to tears. Today was different. Today,
I was finding parts that would be invaluable. 


My studying was interrupted. A knock, a wet dog smell and a
low, moaning howl at my door told me there was something unique to my visitor.
Opening the door, I was greeted by a wolf of considerably size standing
upright. The creature was scraggily and tall, and I was unsure of the
generation. The body was all wolf. The face was human
except for the canine teeth and ears. The mangy hair that was covering the wolf
was long and black. A silver collar dangled around the beast’s neck with an
inscription in a language of which I had no memory of knowing. The wolf did not
speak, but stood at attention staring back at me until he handed me a notice.
The notice was reminiscent of the one I had found in the box the night before. 


It had become a long weekend and it appeared it was going to
be a longer week as a wolf messenger stood in front of me issuing a menacing
stare at me.


I took the card as I said, "Thank you, sir."


Flipping the card over between my fingers, I noticed
instructions upon it on both the front and the back though I wasn't going to
take the time to read either as long as the wolf was present. A few seconds of
awkward silence ensued then the wolf bowed to me gracefully and ran from the
porch of my house to Darby's.  


I muttered sarcastically, "That will most definitely
scare her to death."


I could hear the knock at her door. I started counting
quietly to myself as I heard her bouncing through the house. "5,
4, 3, 2 and 1." Then there was a scream and a loud growl in return
followed by the slamming of the door. I laughed louder than I had thought I
would. Then the wolf knocked again. It had been funny the first time. I was
tiring of this game and surely she wouldn't scream again. 


I entered the house and closed the door. Resting against the
door, I read the card aloud, "You are requested at the convening of the
Pit. You should arrive at seven thirty pm. A guide will be assigned to you as a
guarantee to your prompt arrival."


The clock on the wall displayed the current time as two
thirty. I was sure this was part of my own doing. This world of monsters had
more rules than the human one we masqueraded in during the days off base. Maybe
if I survived the first year then I might understand how not to fuck everything
up. I shrugged and smelled of the fresh blood on the card as I rested against
the door thinking of what was to come next. This blood's scent was calming.
Remembering there were more words on the card, I turned the card over. On the
back there was found the single word: Participant. 


My only reaction was a succinct thought that rolled around
my mind, Shit.






Chapter 40



 

Guards of human and zombie were placed on station shortly
after the messenger departed from the last home. Suppressing the thoughts of
what I was selected for this time, I chose to stare at the ceiling from the
less than comfortable couch. A restless mind had tried an attempt at a nap
unsuccessfully. There wasn't even a chance that the nap would happen. 


An hour passed with me counting the ridges on the dingy
ceiling as I wondered what Sunnie was doing today. She
surely had to be wondering what the hell happened to me. Thinking less of me
and more about what kind of thing I could be was a distinct possibility.
Thankfully, I was saved momentarily from the dullness of creating my own
insanity when someone arrived at me door with a thunderous knock.


Not bothering to look out the window to see who was calling,
I opened the door to find Liam in a tuxedo standing before me with a black
garment bag slung over his shoulder.


"What's up man?" I queried.


Liam responded slowly as he handed me the bag. "Not
much. A guardian delivered this to my door about a half hour ago along with
Logan's."


"Come in and have a seat. I am taking it that in the
bag is my tux too?"


He sat on the edge of the couch. "You might want to
take a look for yourself because yours is special."


There was none of the good natured, but mischievous guy I
had grown to like. Liam was worried. His normal dumb grin was gone. His hands
were shaking nervously. He tried to hide his anxiousness by shoving his hands into
his pants pockets.


Unzipping the bag, I found an entirely black suit and pants
with a traditional necktie as opposed to the bow tie worn by Liam. 


"Everything alright?" I
asked.


"You know what you are getting into don't you?" He
responded with a question of his own. 


Putting down the garment bag "Don't have a clue and the
way you are acting it must be pretty bad." 



He refused to look at me as he answered, "The Pit is a
sporting match for the rich who help secure funding for the research that takes
place on the Farm. The same people also hunt the lesser generations on occasion
for a fee. It acts as another subtle reminder that we are not one of them. We
are just machines to them that were created to protect the way of life outside
these fences that surround us. Tonight, the same people will be watching as you
are honored for your heroism. Of course there is a twist."


"Of course. Nothing here is
ever as simple as hey Ethan thanks for killing a rogue Hunter who was unleashed
upon the world," I retorted as I disrobed to begin the process of getting
ready.


Liam sounded pissed at my flippant attitude as his voice
rose higher and louder. "Before you pat yourself
on the back for being the reason that the Hunter was sent out in the first
place. Before you pat yourself on the back for putting us at
all at risk. Before you pat yourself on the back for
falling for one of them. Before..."


"Before you say anything more.
I get it, alright? I get it," I knew I had overstepped. 


Rising from his seat, Liam paced the small expanse of the
living room. "The world that is real to us needs you to pay for your
stupidity so the council decided to mask our celebration of your selfish
accomplishment by forcing you into combat versus the person responsible for
sending the Hunter against Sunnie's family."


I put on the shirt I was given. As I buttoned the shirt, a
button snapped in half under the unconscious pressure I exerted when I learned
the death match would be against the person responsible for the attempted
assassination of Sunnie. I no longer cared if I
survived the Pit. All I cared about was killing the person responsible. 


I could tell Liam was looking at me as I fumbled with the
broken button in my hand. He spat out quickly as he nervously exited my house.
"I need to check and see if my escort for tonight is ready." 


"Hey, you okay Liam?" I asked.


"I need to go, I will see you tonight." 


I figured he must have wanted to tell me off since Sunnie and I had started talking. Tucking in my shirt as he
stood paused at the door I asked, "Liam, do you happen to know who my
escort is?"


He looked over his shoulder at me, "Who else, but
Veronica."


My calm had a new complexity. Hunger to kill was welling in
me as I thought of confronting the asshole that tried to kill the girl I think
I love. Deciding to give it a shot to see if Liam had any advice or knowledge
of my adversary I asked, "Do you know anything about who I will be facing
tonight?"


Liam replied solemnly, "Some yeah, but I really can't
say too much because of the rules of the event."


"Well, who is it then at least?" I angrily
questioned.


"Me," Liam answered as the aluminum door shut
harshly behind him.


The slamming noise of the flimsy material against the wooden
door frame should have ended quickly, but inside of me it lingered. Liam's
betrayal had been unseen. I had expected Chloe or a member from the other high
school group not Liam.


I felt sick. There was a huge hole inside of me that had not
existed before his confession. Reaching for the edge of the couch, I missed and
continued on to the floor. It wasn't a flop where I landed hard,
instead it was a slow descent until I was seated on the floor with my head in
my hands. I was unsure if I could kill him no matter how pissed I was at him.
He had become a brother to me in the short time we had known each other.


"What you are feeling is the fact that we are the
generation burdened to understand the gravity of our sins," Veronica
startled me.


How she so easily slipped into my home was a mystery to me
that I didn't care to indulge at this time. However she was able to achieve the
trick, Veronica was standing before me in an elegantly designed, snuggly
fitting yellow dress that barely hung off her shoulders. In another time, I
might have commented about how beautifully she was dressed, but she was right,
I was unable to deal with tonight’s festivities finale. Facing the task of
dealing with my own anger and killing Liam to survive was overwhelming me. 


Looking away, I grumbled, "What the hell are you
talking about?"


She said, "All of the generations are caricatures of
mankind. The greatest weakness of all of the soldiers that have been designed
through the years has been the lack of humanity. It remained absent from our
predecessors until our generation. The fact that we were given this curse was
luck and not science. It was a one in five million chance that it would occur.
The scientists mapped the sequence and can now recreate it when needed, but we
were the first."


I said as I wiped at my tears, "Lucky us."


Veronica walked to the fridge and retrieved a bag of blood.
"It can be a bitch, but it is the gift that allows us to control our
urges. Without the emotions, we would be prone to killing without
discrimination." 


She opened then handed me a bag of A
positive. "Drink this, it will make you feel
better."


Taking the bag, I took a long drink of the cool blood. The
drink was welcomed even though it wasn't warmed. I downed another drink of
blood then asked, "Why didn't you tell me that Liam was the one that
released the GV6?"


Veronica pressed at the front of her dress as she thought of
an answer. I watched the sultry vampire stall for time. Everything she did
appeared effortless. When she finished, her hair turned jet black as she began
to speak. "Ethan does it matter? The vampire and the wolf groups voted and
he was the unfortunate soul that was nominated to secure, prep and release the
Hunter to kill Sunnie. He was one of many that were
against your actions and tonight he could be the one to pay the price for what
you have done."


"What I have done?!" I
screamed. "How does it always come back to me? I didn't ask for these
emotions. I didn't ask to feel what I have been feeling. I am tired of the
blame always being mine."


She was obviously disturbed by my answer. "I guess in
that case no one can blame you for how you feel, and we are all wrong about
what is best for our kind and our way of life."


Another reminder that I wasn't human.



"Whatever," I frustratingly exclaimed. 


"You need to finish getting ready so we can go,"
Veronica stood in the door.


I laced up my shoes then attempted to put on my tie which
was an epic fail on my behalf. Before I even asked, Veronica had the tie in
hand. 


"Turn around silly. That is one of the most
embarrassingly awful attempts to tie a tie that I have ever had to witness,"
She giggled.


She tied the tie, adjusted my collar and helped me on with
my jacket. "You almost seem right at home in this suit."


The suit was exquisitely tailored to my body. I admired my
form and felt the suit bend and flow with my body.


"Too bad it will get ruined in the fight,"
Veronica sighed as she brushed some stray lint from the shoulders, "I
would have liked to have seen you in it again." 


"Maybe when Liam kills me tonight you can bury me in
it," I sarcastically quipped as I adjusted my shirt sleeves.


Veronica looked paler than she normally did. The radiant
light that had been there before had been drained from her. I think the real
possibility of my death had not been evident to her until I had joked about it,
though she knew it somewhere deep inside.


Her eyes began to fill with tears, but she held them at bay.
"I don't want to see either one of you die tonight, but there is an order
to our world here that must be maintained in order to keep the peace between
the generations. Chadron also wants to ensure we stay in line."


"Is that why Chadron and the government is willing to
risk their property getting killed or damaged for the sake that the order must
be maintained?" I asked as I lifted her chin to look at me. 


"One is not enough to be called a loss. The order must
be maintained. If we were to become uncontrollable Chadron and the government
would have no choice but to exterminate the lot of us and start over. Believe
me, there are safe guards in place for a mass extinction if necessary, but by
sacrificing one for all eyes to see, then this fiction that is our freedom here
on the base is maintained, "Veronica stated as she stared into my eyes. 


Veronica had a way to get the deepest and most complex
realities of our life and provided facts that made me think. I never doubted
for a moment that what Veronica said was true as I examined the features of her
face. She was the most breath taking woman I had ever seen and deserved more
than to worry about my death because of what I had done.


"Veronica I am sorry for everything. I cannot say it
enough so let me say it again now because after the Pit, I am not sure I will
be able to utter the words."


The tears in her eyes shimmered as we both stood face to
face staring into the others eyes. "What do you mean?" Veronica
asked.


"I am afraid you will get a chance to cry those tears
because I am not sure I can kill Liam to pay for what I have done. According to
the way we live our lives and by the laws of this damn place, I am the one that
has sinned," I anxiously said.


She grabbed my tie and pulled me closer. "You listen to
me Ethan. You will do whatever you have to do to live. There is no valor in
death no matter what the act is that caused it. There is no sacrifice, no final
act of attrition. This is a world of kill or be killed. Liam will not hesitate
and neither shall you. Do not let this be a decided contest because you think
you two are friends. You will kill him when the time comes."


There was a consuming passion in me to do something that was
out of character, but the moment warranted. I bent down and gently kissed
Veronica. "Thank you. I think you have too much faith in me, but thank you
for having that faith."


We stared at each other for a tense minute because neither
one of us knew what should happen next.


The tension became awkwardness when Darby called through the
storm door from the edge of the porch. "We need to go before we are late
and the guest of honor can't be late. That would be so tacky. "


We separated as Veronica answered, "We will be there in
just a second Darby. You and Logan go on without us." 


Darby responded, "Okay, but hurry." 


"She doesn't know what is happening tonight does
she?" I quizzed Veronica.


"Darby doesn't want to know. She is right,
it is getting close to time for us to get there. We need to leave."


She exited, and I promptly followed suit only to pause in
the open doorway. I scanned my living room and kitchen taking in the confines
of my small house one last time in case I didn't return. As I turned off the
lights and closed the door, a single thought wedged itself into my brain: I
really wish I could have told Sunnie goodbye.   






Chapter 41



 

All Veronica had done since our exiting the house was adjust
her hair color to a light shade of black and clutch tighter to my arm. The way
she held my arm reassured me that it was all going to be alright even if that
was the furthest thing from the truth. I opted to not dwell on the thought of
dying, Sunnie or the complicated relationship that
was developing with Veronica. The kiss I had allowed myself to give her had
seemed like a friendly gesture of reassurance for us both, but from the look
upon her face and the feelings inside of me that were awakened, I might have
made matters worse. 


There were plenty of distractions. The street was abuzz with
activity. Armed human troops guarded the perimeter of the small town with
active patrols in large numbers. Hidden spotlights had been activated atop the
abandoned buildings. The lights helped to line either side of the street
basking all below in an unnaturally warm glow that was eerily reminiscent of an
attempt to create artificial daylight. Soldiers manned armed positions above
the lights. A few were documenting the events with large production quality
video cameras. The cameras were mainly mounted atop Humvees, though two were
atop tripods on either side of the street, one at each end of town. Two large
portable video screens were placed in the street so those not inside the
confines of the Pit were able to see the festivities. 


Generations of vampires who were tolerant of the light and
generations of wolves were roaming the streets and alleyways. There was an
uneasy playfulness as members of each group engaged in games of chase up and
down the pavement. Other creatures could be heard at the fringes of town just
out of the reach of the light. More still in the darkest recesses of the forest
and fields surrounding the town. There was a steady torrent of grunts,
screeches and growls amongst the heavy plodding of large groups approaching
through the night. I took it that Veronica and I were the only two upon the
street that were from our world attending the event. A small whisper grew amongst
the beasts that were moving about as we stepped from the shadow of the last
house. Though we were for away from most, we were given a wide birth to go
along with the stares. There were even a few insults hurled my way, but I kept
walking. 


At the edge of town was a makeshift parking lot filled with
military and civilian cars including several black stretch limousines. A small
trickle of a late dignitaries were ushered into the entrance of a rather
ordinary, scarcely lit building that had a small cadre of well-heeled people
and military officials in dress uniforms standing in front of it laughing and
swapping stories. The laughing and stories ended when the last group was
ushered inside as we neared.


I took it that it was our destination though Veronica hadn't
said another word since we had left my house. It was obvious.   


The Pit was neatly hidden within the town under the facade
of the being an old clothing store. Outside the appearance was rotting wood and
broken glass. A few faded words that had once been painted on the windows with
red or orange paint were visible, though the missing letters made it hard to decipher.
The wording of the sign above the door was faded to the extent that the name
had been completely lost. It was irrelevant because the discarded structure had
been repurposed.


Within a few feet of the entrance, I detected the presence
of Walter lurking close just across the threshold inside the darkness of an
antechamber. It was easier than it should have been, but the glow and stench of
a cheap cigar gave him away even before his human attributes. 


Veronica and I both stopped before entering. We waited until
Walter stepped from the small room. 


"I am glad you finally made it," Walter's attempt
at sardonic humor was weak. 


"We wouldn't have missed it for the world. Can you
please show me where I go to be killed?" I said, as I laughed to myself
that my humor was much better. 


Walter said, "Veronica will join the others at her
appointed seat and you will follow me to the floor."


Veronica gave me a long kiss on my cheek. "Good
luck."


She did not look back as she was hastened through a doorway
by a couple of armed soldiers. 


Walter beckoned me through another doorway that he was
holding open. I pushed past him into a small hallway that was brightly light by
overhead lighting. The hallway was sparse and narrow. It contained no other
doorways other than a single golden door at the opposite end. The walls were
painted with a burnt red that was faintly reminiscent of fresh blood. Slowly
making my way to the far end, I was followed by Walter and four soldiers armed
and in full body armor including helmets. Masks obscured their faces. The body
armor did little to hide the fact that the guards were zombies. Reaching the
far end, the zombies snapped to attention with two upon each wall. The
soldiers, each in unison, flipped the safeties to the off position in anticipation
of my trying to flee.


Walter stepped around me. "Well, are you ready for
this?"


"As ready as I will ever be I guess," I replied. 


"A reminder this is to the death and no matter what
either one of you wants to do there must be only a single vampire standing. If
you get the notion to refuse to kill him or vice versa, then there are orders
to kill you both. This would not be the night to try to be defiant in front of
the honored guests or even your own kind. Like I said good luck," He
offered.


"You know Walter, you are such a dick," I said as
I turned the doorknob. 


He laughed from behind his cigar then removing it he said,
"Well at least I am still human."


The comment shouldn't have had the sting that it did, but
the words hit home. I shook it off as I whispered, "I hate these damn
emotions."


"So are you going in there or do you need some
help?" Walter questioned as the bolts of the zombies weapons snapped
closed sending rounds into the chambers. 


"You realize Walter you are correct. You are human
which means I could kill you before your slow witted guards fired a
round," I growled, "I could snatch your diseased heart from your
chest with a single movement, so next time try some tact."


Opening the door, I threw myself through the opening into a
pit. Standing thirty feet away was Liam. He had removed his shirt and shoes. A
fowl scowl covered his face. The floor of the pit was concrete. The walls were
as well. Along the edge of the floor were several drains. Inside the walls were
small round openings that smelled of bleach and chlorinated water to clean the
blood from the room. Along the top edge was an encased lighting system that
ringed the entire pit. Fifteen feet above us to one side sat the invited guests
ringed by more soldiers and to the other side sat the members of the last two
generations of the vampires and wolves. 


The groups were intermingled with the group leaders
sectioned together from both kinds, and the others left to fill in as dictated
by an official with a clipboard who was propped against the back. The room was
ornate and plush. The entire audience sat in thick black leather theatre
seating. The walls were lined in a matching red noise dampening material that
was fitted with sconces that illuminated upward. High overhead were large
television screens. There was an electric buzz, but hushed silence in the room.



There were multi-starred generals and men who looked to be
scientists mixed about. A few women were interspersed. A few were employees
while others were military then a small handful were obviously hired as
entertainment for evening. It hit me that these were zombies or another
creation that wasn't either a wolf or vampire. The odor made me think zombie,
however, there was a subtle difference that I couldn't recognize. 


Turning my attention back to the pit, I cautiously eyed Liam
who stood still staring through me. I wondered to myself when this event was
set to begin when a curtain opened in the middle of the room above. Everyone's
attention turned to watch as members of what I guessed were Chadron made their
way to their seats. The last two people to enter the room were a tall, handsome
man with salt and pepper hair and someone who was blocked from view. He was
dressed in what was clearly a custom made suit of grey which was tastefully appointed
by a purple tie and pocket square. Behind him stood a female,
though her appearance was obscured by the gentleman and the narrowness of the
opening. He entered and surveyed the room, waving and greeting human
along with monster. Satisfied at who and what he saw about the room, he smiled
and turned to help his companion into the room. 



Taking his companion's hand, he stepped aside to allow her
to enter. It was Sunnie. She looked ravishing dressed
in a stunning, off white strapless gown. There was an uncomfortable smile upon
her face. The man guided her to a seat on the front row. Upon sitting down, she
gave a tentative wave to me. 


This was a measure of cruelty by someone. If I was able to
fend off Liam, I was going to certainly make whoever brought Sunnie into our world pay. 


I sought confirmation from Veronica's eyes as to whether or
not she had known. She was actively busying herself making quiet pleasantries
with a wolf I didn't know. This was confirmation enough that she knew to some
extent. It was something I would have handle later. 


The mysterious man was handed a microphone. "Let me
introduce myself. I am Mathias Dencourt, the Director
of Future Systems for Chadron." 


A round of polite applause was issued from the crowd. He
raised his hands as he spoke again, "Ladies and gentlemen of all species,
we are here tonight to celebrate our wonderful program's success as we move
closer to implementation. Preliminary field tests have been more positive than
we could have ever hoped. Tonight, we have two of our GV16s. To my right I have
Ethan, who saved an innocent civilian family from an escaped Hunter. In an
unprecedented move, we have a member of the civilian family as a spectator
tonight. He has proven to be one of our most promising young subjects. On the
other side we have Liam, who is another of our prized GV16. It was through his
fault that the GV6 was able to escape and track the family. 


As a demonstration of the tremendous qualities of our
creations, we have gathered here to witness a battle to the death. It serves as
a shining example of how far we have come in our search for the ultimate
operative as well as an opportunity for redemption for Liam or to further the
promising career of Ethan. Tonight's match is to the death. Everyone's safety is
assured, and I hope you all enjoy."


His attention turned to us. I thought it was best to lose
the jacket and tie. "Ethan and Liam, when the digital timer counts down to
zero, the match will begin and will not end until one of you has been
pronounced dead."


An audible buzzer signaled the countdown to begin as Mathias
sat down. The countdown started at thirty. I watched as the red numerals
flashed with each decrease. At fifteen, I glanced at Sunnie
who was visibly shaken. She was being whispered to by Mathias. At ten, I turned
to Veronica who looked away. At five, I realized I was on my own. Before the
buzz finished sounding at zero, I was forced to dodge a flying forearm from
Liam. 


Liam had launched himself across the width of the room with
a single explosive movement. His strength was incredible. I ducked at the exact
time he tried to make contact. He flew over me, crashing into the door behind
me. The reinforced door caved easily under his weight. The door splintered and
was ripped from its hinges as he tumbled into the hallway from which I had
entered, smashing into the wall. I gave chase only to be thrown back into the
pit seconds later. Liam had recovered fast, much faster than he should have. 


I landed in the middle of the pit. Liam sprinted from the hallway
behind me. He leapt into the air and crashed to the earth where I had fractured
the concrete. Rolling from the blow, but not fast enough, my hand was crushed
underneath Liam's knee. Pinned by his body weight, I spun my legs around to
knock him off my hand. 


He deflected my first kick, but not my second as I scissored my legs. The kick that had made contact thrust
his head toward the ground. His head hit the surface with a loud crack. Liam
was stunned. I followed my scissor kick with another kick which drove his head
deeper into the concrete which did not offer forgiveness. The concrete cracked
and large dislodged pieces flew into the air. He was flopping around, grabbing
at his head, which allowed me time to deal with my shattered hand. 


The hand was healing. 
I could feel the process starting but there were several bones jutting
through my skin. The pain was immense. It would be some time before I could use
the hand at all. I just decided to count the hand as useless to me for the
remainder of the fight.


Veronica yelled above the crowd, "You are wasting time!
Finish him now before he finishes you!"


For an instant I made the mistake of looking upward toward Sunnie. Time seemed to slow as I watched her tuck her face
in behind her hands, peeking through the cracks between her fingers. Time sped
up quickly when I felt the next move from Liam.   He came at me fast in my state of weakness
with a light combination of right and left punches about my face. The punches
from the dazed Liam had knocked me from my feet and opened cuts underneath my
eye and along my chin. He followed the punches quickly by snatching me from the
ground to a position above his head to the roar of the crowd. I felt myself
being thrown in the air, caught, then brought down onto Liam's knee on my side
which disintegrated all my ribs along that side of my body. He roughly cast me
off onto the concrete. Blood poured from my mouth; my body was wrecked by pain.
My entire left side was not functioning. My leg, arm and shoulder had little
movement and no strength. I fought to rise from the ground, but all I managed
to do was crawl slowly away. 


I could see the lingering effects of my kicks to Liam
because he was still too confused to finish me. The back of his skull was mush.
Large junks of brain matter and fluid dripped from him. He took two steps
toward me then collapsed to his knees as he screamed. His hands fell upon me.
He smiled through his suffering. Liam was sitting back on his hunches watching
me buying time as he tried to heal. 


Shit, he is trying to heal enough to kill me properly I
thought. We were both broken. It was now a race to see which one of us could
manage to get well enough to murder the other. 


The feeling was returning to my destroyed hand. I needed an
advantage. My eyes scanned the pit. There was nothing to use that I could see
except for single metal grate covering the drain in the middle of the floor.
The problem was I would have to crawl past Liam to get to it. 


My body was more resilient than I had previously witnessed.
The broken parts were beginning to heal faster. Liam sat still watching me. I
played the injuries to my advantage as I stayed down buying me time to think.
The pain was beginning to ease. My body had shifted into a condition of rapid
renewal that had thus far been unknown to me. I didn't know if it was the near
death state, or the adrenaline fueling the regeneration, but I did not care. I
was glad it was happening. 


Spitting out a wad of broken teeth and gunk, I wiped at my
mouth. It was then that I realized that I hadn't phased naturally. Feeling of
my mouth as I rested upon the ground, I realized I had never transformed into
my vampire self even though Liam had been transformed since before the buzzer
sounded.


The realization must have triggered the transformation. I
watched as my claws grew forth from my fingertips. Running my tongue along the
upper ridge of my mouth, I could feel my fangs descending. It was then that I
noticed that there was an adaptation with my fangs that had not been there
hours ago. There was now an opening along the back of the fang. It was small,
but it was near the tip and both fangs had one. 


My eyes grew darker and my vision changed as I crossed into
my other self. The change was one part of my vampire heritage that I thought I
had gained at least a semblance of control. This was not the time to be wrong
and I had been, but I had made it this far.


I reasoned in my embarrassment of having Sunnie
watch me fight, I had most likely subconsciously suppressed my animalistic
nature. Now with death a real possibility, my darker sided strived to live it
seemed. 


My leg and shoulder where fully functional, but I still drug
them as I navigated a wide circle around the furthest edge of the pit. Liam was
growing stronger as he followed my movements. He was still leaking from his
head wound though his expression of pain had lessened. 


My plan to use the metal grate as a weapon had a major flaw
in it. This was a realization after it was no longer obscured by Liam's body.
The grate was in the middle of the room with Liam fifteen feet from it. If I
charged the grate, Liam would cut me off and I would have to fight him without
the aid of a weapon. His superior strength was the biggest advantage he had,
and in close combat it would be the deciding factor. But was I stronger as a
transformed vampire and was I strong enough to beat him?  I had to have another approach. I decided a
real weapon would be my best advantage. Instead of attempting a direct
approach, I continued to crawl toward the far end of the pit with hopes that my
new plan would work. Within ten feet of the far door, a chorus of boos began to
resonate throughout the stadium. I dared not to look at Sunnie
or Veronica for that matter. I keep my attention entirely on Liam's reaction to
what I was doing. Liam spurred on by the calls of the crowd, rose to his feet.
Clenching and then unclenching his fists betrayed his plan. Slowly, he began to
walk in my direction. I knew he was getting ready to charge and deliver the
final blow. When he began to stagger through his third step, I fled with all of
my remaining vampire speed into the hallway. 


The zombie guards reacted swiftly to my entrance into the
hallway. Surprisingly, these were faster than a human was capable. Especially more capable than Walter who was seated at the far end
of the hall with his feet propped on the door knob and the remnants of his
cigar in his mouth. These had to be prototypes of the latest generation
of combat soldiers since they were better equipped to deal with the detail of
controlling the unnatural creatures inhabiting the Farm. Still the zombies were
slow to bring their weapons to the target in time to inflict any damage.


I disarmed the first zombie just inside the door with a
single thrust to the neck that dislodged the head by slicing cleanly through
into the paneling. Grabbing the shirt of the zombie with my left hand before my
attack had been carried through, I hurled the
decapitated guard across the width of the hall into the two guards who were
standing opposite. The guard to the left of the door had been kicked through
the paneling as I had hurled the headless zombie at his colleagues. 


Liam had stopped his charge when he had seen me sprint from
the pit into the hallway. The muscle bound vampire should have finished his attack.
His mistake was pausing to determine what I was trying to accomplish. 


The zombies were a battered mess. Walter had decided that
discretion was truly the better part of valor as he fled without removing his
weapon from the holster. Reaching down at full speed as Liam now cautiously approached, I took possession of two of the zombies’ SIGP516
assault rifles. Liam was too close for me to miss. In the recesses of my mind,
I had been given guidance on the nuances of the weapons in my hand so without
hesitation I opened fire.  


Liam tried to evade the rounds as the automatic rifle in my
left hand started burning through its clip with a short burst. He pushed back
with considerable force to crack the cement at his feet. He landed ungracefully
on his butt twenty feet away. Liam clamored to his feet as I purposely missed
wide to his right to direct him back into the fire of the gun in my right hand.
As planned, Liam over committed to fleeing the flying armor piercing rounds by
breaking to his left. 


The first three rounds missed him, but finally a solitary
round tore through his shoulder with enough power that it knocked him sideways.
The next three split open his chest. Then a couple more entered through his
chin. Still he kept coming at me. Liam was no longer running. He was now
crawling. As he approached, riddled with bullets, he was no longer able to
dodge. Within ten feet of me I finished the last two clips into him. 


The wounds were not fatal. He wounds healed though it would
take a long time. The crowd grew silent as I cast away my weapons. Taking a
handful of his hair, I pulled Liam into the center of the ring. I no longer
cared what anyone thought, it was time to make a
statement I told myself. As Mathias had stated, it was time to become the
legend. 


With all the brute force I could muster, I tore loose the
metal grating in the floor. Raising it high above my head, I looked down upon
Liam who was unconscious and long since phased back to human at my feet.
Transferring the grate to both hands, I screamed loud in protest and brought
down the metal guillotine with precision. The slamming of the weapon across
Liam's neck had been with enough energy to drive the grate three inches into
the flooring. The whole room shook.


There was a stillness that had been absent before. The room
was aghast at what had become of my foe. Applause started slowly with the human
section, I am not sure from whom, but soon it filled the confines of the arena.
Spent, I scanned the room for reactions. Many of my GV16s looked away while
others of the inhabitants of the Farm scowled at me. There was a sad finality
to what had happened. 


The humans looked upon Liam's remains and I with
indifference while a few smiled with glee. We were the weapons they wanted. I
had proved we could take a beating, heal and kill our adversary without regard
to life. 


Sunnie was still seated in the
front row with her head in her lap. She had her hands interlaced covering the
back of her head. She looked up as I sought her eyes. Her face was devoid of
color as tears poured down. When our eyes met she shook her head and fled up
the steps from her seat through the narrow hallway followed by two soldiers. 


A chilling smile stretched widely across Mathias's face. The
cold bastard had driven the wedge he had wanted between Sunnie
and me. He returned my glare. A second later, the human soldiers in the room
casually proceeded to the railing as others stepped from the exits inside the
pit led by Walter and another man that I did not recognize. 


The honored guests and officials were led away under guard
as were the members of my society except for Veronica who refused to leave. A
soldier tried to force the issue, but shied away when Veronica phased and
ripped the weapon from him and returned it in pieces.


There was no need to attempt to fight the soldiers,
they were only doing their jobs. I waited to see what was about to happen.
Mathias rose from his seat then dismissed the troops along the upper ring with
a wave of his hand. He smiled then disappeared into the hallway behind his
seat. 


The troops on the floor of the arena cautiously progressed
toward Liam's lifeless body. As the soldiers surrounded my former friend, a
contingent of zombies rushed forth from the opposite end to begin the
dismembering process. The zombies were quick with axes raised. On command, each
struck repeated whacks that sounded wet intermingled with the crunch of
hardened vampire bones. I couldn't bear to watch; the sounds were enough to
sicken me.


A heartbroken man, I slouched out the door from which I had
come under the watchful eyes of Veronica and Walter.






Chapter 42



 

"Why the hell was she there Veronica?!" I
screamed.


Her eyes blinked open as she rolled toward me. "Not
exactly the reason I was hoping you were here. And what is with not knowing how
to knock." 


Standing in the opening that had once held part of a sliding
glass door I said, "I don't seem to possess the delicate touch that Darby
and you have when it comes to breaking into homes. My disposition at the moment
doesn't lend itself to attempting to cover up that deficiency."


Veronica sat up in the bed. "When will you learn that
you have the skills as part of the package? It is a simple matter of you
embracing the gifts that you have been given. Now what are you doing here in
the middle of the night raving at me about? If you say it is about that damn
little human girl, then you are asking the wrong person so either crawl in bed
with me or go home because we do have school tomorrow."


"Yeah, it is about her because I want to know the
truth," I hatefully answered. "Besides, you know that we technically
don't need sleep. I think I will be fine, so tell me."


Veronica flipped over to face the far side of the room.
"That is between you and Mathias, and I am sure he had his reasons. I will
do my best to find out why she was there, but you can't be so dense that you
must realize that there is a message. If it was me, I would have done the same
thing." 


I was stunned at her forceful response. 


She turned to me. The sheet barely clung to her naked body as
she spoke, "Ethan, Mathias needed her to see you for the monster that
dwells inside of you. How could any human love you when they know the truth of
what you are capable of doing? Sunnie needed to be
honest to her and you. This is not a fairy tale where you are the innocent love
struck vampire who is incapable of harming a creature other than to protect
her. We are killers. The virus inside of you is the same as the one in me, and
I know that every second of the day I am a fraction of a second away from taking
a life. Liam was your friend and she knew that."


Her unblinking eyes stared at me as I sought an answer.
There was no defensible retort, so I stumbled from the home and into the night
alone. I heard Veronica slide from the bed, shuffle through the glass from the
shattered door and step into the damp grass. 


I stopped walking at the edge of her yard wondering if she
was going to give chase. Hearing her movement grow silent, I turned to see her
standing beside her house; her naked form obscured from behind the white sheet
which she held in place with a single hand. The moonlight tantalizingly
revealed intimate details of her body. Embarrassed, I looked away as she
approached.


"Ethan, let her go. Please." Veronica seductively
whispered as she approached. 


"Stop Veronica. Just stop. I
need time to clear my head. I need time to figure out some things." She
did as I asked. Veronica started to say something, but I was too far away for
even me to hear as I sprinted away from all the horrible events of the evening.


I saw the sunrise from a field that I had lain down in two
hours before. School should have been the furthest thing from my mind, but it
was the only thing as I sat and stared at the sun. I felt my skin getting
harder and watched as I began to darken to gray, but I didn't care. 


School meant having to deal with my group and the loss of a
member. School also meant that I would have to deal with what Sunnie had seen. Was I really the monster she had witnessed
murder our school mate and my friend? The sad reality seemed to be that I was
in fact a monster. 


Mustering up my courage, I decided it was time to make my
way back home and confront the damage I had created. 



Chapter 43



 

The bus ride was quiet. I entered first and exited last.
Everybody maintained the same seats we usually sat in on the way to school with
the exception of Chloe. Chloe sat in Liam's seat. Her sobbing was the only
noise anyone made. No one looked at me or made mention of my presence. This was
a fact that surprised me. I had at least expected an acknowledgement from
Veronica or Darby, but there was nothing. Departing from the bus, I used a side
entrance while the rest chose to enter through the main entrance. The
separation allowed me to escape from one problem and begin my search to rectify
another.


I searched the halls at risk of being late for class, but Sunnie wasn't at school. Waiting until after first block, I
tried another search for her at the school which yielded no results. I began
the process of tracking down a girl I had heard Sunnie
make mention of being fairly good friends. It would be with her that I would
find answers I prayed.  


Lucy Stoltz was a willowy blonde
who had penchant for gossip and colorful shoes. The shoe issue always struck me
as funny since she did not have much regard for the rest of her appearance.
Well, there was also the exception of her nails. The girl was near obsessive
about her finger nails. They were always perfect, but otherwise she cared less
for how she looked. 


Gossip was her claim to fame. As an eleventh grader, she
knew everything on everybody, including teachers. Most people treaded carefully
around her. Lucy was always the one with the information so no matter how much
I hated having to turn to her for information, I found
it was necessary, even though my relationship with Sunnie
was fodder for her discretion or lack of. Maybe since she and Sunnie were friends we would be exempt, though it was an
empty hope. 


On occasion, she and I passed pleasantries as we shared
Spanish class and our mutual affection for Sunnie.
Today was no exception for her choice in shoe color, her love of gossip or even
her affection for Sunnie. 


I found Lucy assisting with some pictures for the school
website. She unabashedly led with a statement, "I hear that the happy couple
is having some difficulties. Could that be why Sunnie
is not here today?" 


Undoubtedly, she knew something and was playing the role of
protective friend. I was in no mood to deal with her bullshit. Instead I wanted
to snap her neck. "Is that really any of your concern? A simple hello or
how are you would have worked. Maybe next time you can work that into your
intro. You know that is a life skill that you might want to work on before
actually going out of your house in the morning. Right after you attempt to fix
your hair. Never mind about your hair because that is already hopeless."


The seed of doubt had worked as her expression had changed.
I watched with amusement as she casually toyed with her hair. "That was
mean. I was just being concerned for my friend. So what do you want then
asshole?"


I didn't apologize though I thought I probably should.
"Have you heard from Sunnie? Or can you offer
anything other than guessing about our relationship."


"Guessing?" She questioned. "She told me
herself that you two were possibly parting ways."


The news was disheartening. "Did she say why?"


"No, but do you want to explain?" Her smile had
returned. 


"Lucy, I didn't come here to fight. I just wanted to
check on Sunnie since I hadn't talked to her in a
couple of days," I said as I turned to leave.


Lucy bounced around me to cut off my exit from the gym.
Carefully, she bound her hair into a ponytail as she spoke, "She texted me
to say that she is sick and might miss a couple of days this week. I didn't
mean to pick a fight either. I just don't want any guy, no matter how much she
cares for him, to screw her over."


I said, "Thank you for your honesty. I want you to know
that I am doing my best not to break her heart."


She got serious for a second. "I would hate to have to
kill you if you did."


I suppressed a smile. "Your concern and your threat are
noted." 


I picked her up from the ground and sat her out of my way to
make my way back to class. "Thank you Lucy."


"You are welcome Ethan," Lucy said.


I could feel her eyes following me as I weaved through the
last minute rushers who were trying to get to class on time. I was thankful
that she wasn’t a vampire because lord help us all if
she were.


The rest of the morning scrapped by.
Lunch was the same as always except for our missing member. We all sat quietly
trying not look at each other which had become our normal everyday activity. 


Lucy and her other friends, which were few, sat nearby
whispering and staring with the occasional wide eyed teenage girl look followed
by a laugh or giggle which only elicited more or the same. I could have heard
their every word, but opted to block out the world. 


Before the lunch bell rang, my group was out the door and to
the next class. I hung back allowing the other students to filter into the
hallway as I headed toward the rear exit.


Clear of the building, I was about to sprint to Sunnie's house when I felt a hand upon my shoulder. It was
Veronica.


"How do you do that?" I asked emphatically. 


She wasn't in a playful mood. "That is not important.
What is important is the fact that you are about to be stupid and skip school
to see a girl that obviously doesn't want to be around you."


I hung my head. "I need to make sure she is okay. I
know the damage I have done to everybody, and I was trying to at least fix it
with her."


"Ethan this is not the answer. If you insist on going,
then you and I will requisition a car tonight, and I will go with you to make
sure things are satisfactory."


Veronica was part of the issue. Knowing Sunnie's
disdain for Veronica, there was no way to smooth over her appearing with me. I
was trying to fix my relationship woes with Sunnie
not make them worse. What if she snapped while we were there? There were too
many negatives.


"Veronica, I appreciate the sentiment, but this is
something I need to do alone. I am sorry." 


I turned to sprint off but she grabbed my arm. She brought
my face to hers "Listen, the only way that anybody is going to allow you
to see that girl is if they do not know. She has been enough trouble for us. If
you have to see her you will close your mouth and let me work my plan."


I was getting angry. "No, I have to go alone. She is
obviously threatened by you and you’re a little hard to explain. And no one
will know I left so it won't matter."


"The school reports skips and absences of all the base
kids. It would be reported before you could get to her house. You wouldn't even
make it there Ethan."


Even in her foul mood, Veronica was the voice of reason. If
I was caught before I made it to Sunnie's house, a lot
of good it would do. If I had to go back to the base first, she could be my way
off the Farm. She was right. She was always right. I commented, "Okay. I didn’t
think it through. That is a better plan than mine because it has none of the
risk. How did you get so smart?" 


Veronica was pissed, "I have had lots of practice over
the years." The bell rang which caused her to shoot me a caustic glare.
"We are going to be late for class so we need to go ahead and see Chloe to
get a couple of passes."






Chapter 44



 

Veronica's Camaro slipped onto Sunnie's
street with the subtleness of a landing commercial airliner. The Chevrolet
muscle car was a demon in her hands as we dropped from one hundred thirty miles
per hour to fifteen with a screech of the tires. She had slammed on the brakes
eight houses away on the previous street, but we did not finish our descent
until we roughly rounded through a stop sign and onto Sunnie's
picture perfect street.


Her foot no longer glued to the accelerator the eight
cylinder engine bellowed its disapproval as we approached her house. The loud
exhaust reverberated underneath the canopy of trees. I imagined the shaking of
windows and snapping of glass as we approached, though at least the glass did
not break. Several lights flickered to life, as well as blinds and curtains
opened, to see the people for responsible for the commotion. 


I bit my tongue in an effort to hide my reaction to
Veronica's screeching halt at such a late hour in front of Sunnie's
house. 


We sat idling along the curb in front of her house until
Veronica said, "Well now what Romeo? Are we going to sit here all night,
or are you going to try to see if you can talk to her?" 


I launched myself from the car without answering taking full
advantage of the open top on the convertible, landing in the damp grass of the
middle of the lawn. Before I could walk a step, the front door opened revealing
Sunnie standing behind the glass storm door. She was
dressed for bed wearing gray sweat pants and a solid T-shirt.  


Hesitation filled my heart until she smiled; the gesture
told me it was alright. I began walking toward her at a human pace so as not to
scare her. Sunnie opened the door and stood upon the
top of the steps waiting for me. Her arms crossed. It was obvious she was happy
to see me, but there was an underlining sense of uncertainty. Arriving at the
bottom of the stairs, we shared a few wordless seconds then she leapt from the
steps into my arms. Catching her in midair, I gently pulled her into me. Her
lips greedily found mine as we shared a passion filled kiss. 


I spat out a flurry of explanation. "Sunnie, I am so sorry that you had to see me at my worst. I
want you to know that I had to in order to survive in my world. Liam's death
will haunt me forever, but he was the one that sent the Hunter to kill you. It
was either him or me."


She kissed me again, her tiny hands caressing my face then
she responded behind a steady flow of tears. "I thought you were going to
be mad at me that’s why I haven't been at
school."


We shared a brief kiss again. Her fingers played with my
lips. "I never knew it could be that horrible. I was given a tour of the
base. All of the things that they allowed me to see,
including the other creatures that live there. Ethan you are not like
that. I know that your heart is not that of a monster. You can't be."


Sunnie paused when she noticed
Veronica sitting in the car. "Why did he send that awful beast after us?
Why would he want kill me?"


I held her to me then brought her eyes back to me with a
gentle touch. "Our kind lives a precarious life caught between both
worlds. We work as servants of our government to which we owe our debt to the
second chance that we have been given. Many of my kind take this opportunity
very seriously. In fact, they take it seriously enough to do anything to
protect our secrets. There is a small group that viewed you as a threat to our
way of life. Liam was the one who was chosen to prep the Hunter to attack you.
The group thought your death would remind me of the protected status that we
must maintain. It was not hatred or jealousy Sunnie.
It was a matter of survival."


She started blabbering as she cried, so I placed my lips to
hers to calm her then continued. "How did you get to the base? Why were
you brought there?" Sunnie blinked at me.


"That's not as important as why you were brought
there," I stated.


"There was a man from the base. He came to the house
with one of your kind. He was a young guy I didn't know and they convinced my
parents that I was invited to the base as a guest of yours for a banquet. They
returned two nights later to pick me up. I thought it was innocent. Both of
them wore military uniforms. One was a general I think. The other I am not
sure."


I asked, "How did you know that the younger one was of
my kind?" 


"He was able to mesmerize my family. There was a way
that he transformed his eyes that made everyone do as he asked."


Concerned, I sought more answers. "Did he try to use
his gift on you?"


She shook her head. “No, he never tried to use his eyes to
convince me to go with them, but I knew that I didn't have a choice. I knew,
and I think they knew too, they didn't have to convince me. I wanted to see and
be with you. Later he asked me to focus, but that was after they returned me
home. He told me if I ever told anyone except those of your kind what I had
seen, I would be compelled to kill myself. I would never tell anyway because it
might bring harm to you."


She hugged me deeply and looked into my eyes. 


I brushed away Sunnie's tears. It
was ever present in my mind that whatever I said was being monitored by
Veronica. I was convinced that her helping me was as much a reason to find out
what was happening with Sunnie as a genuine desire to
help me. I had to find out if she needed to know for herself or someone
else.  


Peeking at Veronica and seeing her agitated state, I decided
it was time to leave. "Listen, I hate to run, but we need to get back to
the base before they begin to look for us. Will you be at school
tomorrow?"


"I understand," Sunnie
said. "I wasn't at school because I didn't know how to face you since I
ran out of that awful place. I admit it all scared me and I needed time to sort
it out. That is a lot of stuff to process. Really, it came down to I thought
you would hate me."


"No matter what you did, I could never hate you,"
I offered up a small kiss which she warmly accepted.


Breaking away from her as the kiss finished, I hurried to
the car. Leaping into the seat, we sped away in a cloud of burnt rubber before
I was settled. Veronica drove the car harder than I thought the car could
handle for ten miles then slowed when I placed my hand on her shoulder.


"Are you alright?" I asked. 


"Does it matter if I am or not?" She replied, as
she jerked the car to the grassy shoulder along a deserted county back road
then faced me before the car had stopped rolling.


Sounding concerned yet firm, I calmly tried to overlook her
actions. "It does matter. What is wrong with you?"


"Are you that blind? How many times do I have to throw
myself at you?"


I swallowed hard as my mouth went dry. Speaking became hard
though I pushed out a few words. "Veronica, I understand how you must
feel, but you have to understand how much you mean to me. It is different
that’s all."


She flung the door open on her side then proceeded to get
out. I knew better than to follow as she paced around in the night air. I
waited as she stomped and cried. There were even two screams into the night
that made me want to sink deeper into my seat and disappear. I nervously
watched her not for fear that she might attack me, but what she might do to
herself. 


Her pacing along the roadside grass became frantic as she
eyed me. Veronica's hair faded to red then shot to black.  Obviously dictating her mood shifts. When she
turned to me, her eyes were alive with color. She raced around the car to
reenter the car. Veronica sat with her hands clenched tightly around the
steering wheel for several minutes. The steering wheel moaned and bent slightly
under the power of her angry grip.


I attempted to say something, "Veronica."


She interrupted, "Hush!"


I sat staring straight ahead hoping this awkward moment
would end soon. Thankfully, very little time passed before she restarted the
car and pulled back onto the highway at a reasonable pace. Almost to the base,
she brought the car to a quick, sideways, screeching stop in the middle of the
road. Veronica turned the car off and proceeded to climb into my lap.


"What are you doing?" I tersely asked.


I reached to get her off of me when she pinned my arms to
the seat then brought her lips to mine. Instantly, my mouth accepted her tongue
as I opened enough to allow the two to gently intertwine. My mind ached with
thoughts of my betrayal of Sunnie. I broke the kiss. 


Veronica and I looked into each other’s eyes both wandering
what was next when a known scent reached my nostrils. The scent was familiarly
intoxicating. It was similar to one I had experienced earlier in the evening,
but my mind was becoming too foggy to relate where. The odor became stronger as
Veronica began to lightly lick and kiss my neck. The smell was taking over my
being as I wanted to get lost in the aroma the more she kissed my neck. In my
haze, I realized the intoxicating smell was of honeysuckle. 


Driven on by the smell, I finally gave myself to Veronica as
she playfully bit my neck then forcefully as her fangs sank into me. She drank
tenderly from me then brought her blood covered lips to mine. 


I felt myself becoming aroused and so did she. She teasingly
traced my erection with her fingertips then toyed through the fabric as I
strained to feel her touch through the denim. Removing her hand from my crotch,
she shifted so she could grind her pelvis along the length of my shaft. The
sensation of knowing that this beautiful woman wanted me badly enough to
abandon our friendship along with the lure of the delicate odor, it was
unadulterated ecstasy.


As the intimate nature of the longing for each other
heightened, we drove ourselves mad with frenzy as hands teased and lips pleaded
for another taste or touch. We were diligently working toward driving the other
closer to climax. Furiously, we fought to be restrained, but at the same time
pushed each other to succumb. 


Veronica gave a gasp as she issued a final long hard, deep
thrust of her hips down the entire length. A spiteful pinch of the head of my manhood
had me close to the edge of orgasm. She stopped briefly looking into my eyes
deeply as slowly unlaced her corset. Seductively, she undid the yellow silken
binding enough to loosen her black top while at the same time ensuring that her
breasts were still firmly in place for me to explore at my discretion. She
sucked and nibbled on the end of my finger opening a small trickle of blood.
Taking my finger to her lips, she squeezed from me a line of blood that coated
her lips. A few dark drops fell to her chest and ran downward between her
breasts. Her eyes searched mine as she stroked me through my pants with one
hand. 


"Just let go. Let what you are take control." 


Veronica traced a tantalizingly slow blood covered line from
her mouth to her bosom where she spread the blood across her upper chest.
Satisfied that I was completely entranced, she placed her hand behind my head,
pulling me to her bosom. Gentle kisses became passionate as I inhaled her
fragrance deeper. Incensed with desire, I lapped at the spilt blood upon her
breasts. Fueled by the need to have her completely, I began to ease off her
top. She pushed me hard from her magnificent body. I reached for her to find a
violent slap to my face. 


She laughed then ripped away my T-shirt. "I want to
feel your skin against mine," Veronica moaned before she clawed at my
chest opening four long cuts that bled profusely. The flowing blood was licked
and sucked into her mouth row by row before she would start over after each
wound closed. I sensed her phasing then noticed her eyes go black moments
before our mouths met. 


Following her example, I sliced at her chest opening a
single horizontal line six inches across the middle of her chest that made her
shudder as I brushed the wound with my tongue. Thirsting for more, I phased
releasing my fangs. Sinking my fangs into her skin, I drank plentifully. I was
attempting to free her breasts from the corset that was now only lightly draped
upon her body when she pulled my mouth back to hers as she ground her body
against mine. 


She unbuttoned the top button and unzipped my pants sliding
her hand into the opening. Veronica teased me by running her finger tips along
the top of my boxer briefs as she looked at me. She wanted to make me beg for
her touch. I refused to be her toy. So I relaxed and made her come to me. She
would have to be the first to cave. 


Adjusting herself upon my crotch, she slid back to allow
herself better access. Veronica eased her hand into my underwear. Her hand
crept into my shorts tentatively. She paused, then ran
a single finger back and forth along the length. An eternity later, her hand
engulfed my shaft. Slowly she worked it up and down roughly as she bit at my
lower lip. The act became more rhythmic as our kissing became softer and less
aggressive. 


In my delirium of lust, I became hers. Rubbing at her
crotch, I detected the wetness that had formed. With each pass of my hand along
her crotch, she paused and gasped then moaned into my mouth. This only spurred
me to want to feel myself inside of her. Painfully, but with a greater reward
in mind, I removed her hand from my dick and lifted her into the air. 


"What are you doing?" She giggled as I placed her
in the diminutive backseat.


Climbing in behind her I tried the button of her pants, but
when my first attempt failed I ripped them apart, popping loose the button and
tearing free the zipper. I began to tug the pants down when our phones rang
simultaneously.  


"Shit!" We both uttered. Rising from her, I
reached into the seat to fetch our phones which had fallen.


Handing one to her I stared in bewilderment at her sexy
half-dressed body. Between the corset and her black panties, I was losing my
mind. I had never seen a woman as alluring; I wanted to devour her. Instead, I
allowed her to fidget with the phone.


I asked, "Do you recognize the number?"


She reached down with her free hand to pull her pants up as
I plied at them. "It is an automated notification to return to the base
because there is an emergency."


Kissing her thigh, I playfully made my way up. 


"Quit. We need to go back to the base now,"
Veronica said in a matter of fact manner. 


I helped her with her pants before she grabbed the broken
opening; she sprung from the backseat and into the driver's seat. She laced her
top and started the car before I had managed to fasten my pants. Veronica
patiently waited for me to get dressed, but revved the engine to get me to be
in a hurry. Pants secure, but still somewhat snug, I plopped into the passenger
seat. 


Knowing how she was prone to drive under regular conditions,
I hurriedly buckled into the passenger seat to make sure I was prepared for her
emergency driving. 


Veronica looked very worried and focused during the
remaining part of our trip back to the base, which left me to dwell on what had
transpired between us. The endorphins had begun to fade leaving me to deal with
the ramifications of my time alone with her. Inside, I began to ache for how I
had betrayed Sunnie's trust, but my experience with
Veronica had been amazing. 


As my mind cleared, I denoted the change in Veronica's body
chemistry. She was worried. Everything about her changed, including her hair
which had become a brown with reddish hues during our messing around to jet
black. 


I chose to leave her to her already erratic driving. Her
concentration was more important than my concern. My mind drifted as I watched
the trees fly past. Thoughts randomly bantered around as even a single one
struggled to gain traction. Finally one stuck in my consciousness. There was something
wrong with Veronica's chemistry.


I had grown to know her well and though she was as basic as
any vampire I had encountered, there was a single tell-tale sign that
differentiated a chosen few from our kin. We were different because we had
unique scents that could be manipulated though I hadn't figured how yet. The
majority of the time she smelled of cinnamon. A few times, I had found her
mimicking my scent for reasons of which I was unsure. Tonight, she had shifted
to one I had previously detected, even tasted. My brain was still under the
enchantment of being with her. I had been immersed in honeysuckle which had
created a euphoric state. The source was obscured which I believed was part of
our ability. This obscurity was an ability that gave us power and control over
humans and undoubtedly other species as well. 


Thinking back to the issue of her chemistry, I realized what
I knew to be the truth and what I wanted were two different things as the sweet
aroma of honeysuckle dissipated in the night air. It hit me hard when I
remembered where I had smelled the scent before: Sunnie.



I couldn't believe that Veronica would do something so
deliberate to be with me. I looked at her as she drove. She was dangerously hot
and wickedly deceiving. She was also driven and knew what she desired, but was
she capable of tricking me to get what she wanted? Would she really think that
I would want her after I figured out what had happened?






Chapter 45



 

Veronica had been escorted away as soon as we exited the
car. We had arrived at the training grounds at the edge of the base to soldiers
and officials who were scrambling without an apparent direction. She had
grabbed her cape to cover herself then was ushered by the same unknown human
that had been in the Pit after I had killed Liam.


She had seemed to sense the shift in my mood. "Always
remember regrets are better than never trying and what happened tonight is not
regret."


There was so much that I had wanted to say to her about what
had transpired on the roadside, but had refused until I had calmed. As I had
calmed, I realized there was more than her callously disregard for our
friendship for her selfish satisfaction, though it still didn't make it right.
There was also blame to go around that I hadn't tried harder to break her
spell. There had to be a part of me that wanted her. Her comment ate away at me
as I was left alone in the flurry of activity of what was the training center.


I had refused to attempt to broach the topic of what we had
done until we were back at the base and the car was stopped. Now she was gone,
and I wasn't sure what the long term effects would become as her words repeated
in my head. 


Ashamed and pissed, I made my way back to the town which I
had begun referring to privately to as Velma. It was such an easy name, and I
thought with work it might catch on with Darby and the others. I had derived it
from the words vampire and realm. It worked for me at least. By placing an
actual name to the Town, as it was called, it seemed less cold and foreign. 


To arrive at Velma would have been quick had I chosen to run
the distance, but instead I had opted to walk at a human pace. I should have
run. I had planned to drown myself in the sounds and experiences of the night
on the base, but thoughts bombarded me. I humbly made my way through the base
in what remained of the night as two questions nipped at my heart. Did I really
love Sunnie? If I did indeed love her, then why did I
have lust and desire for Veronica?


Pushing against myself, I tried to block out the imagines of
either. The night should have been alive on the base, but everything was gone
including the sound that usually filled the air. Even the insects and the
trucked in wild game that many of the base hunted appeared to have disappeared.
For some reason, the beasts were scared into deep hiding. I could sense they
were there, but even the curious stayed hidden as I passed. 


Left alone, I progressed faster than I had imagined I would.
Soon I found myself nearing the main base road upon which I met a manic Darby.
She was pacing back and forth across the expanse of the roadway in clothes,
appropriate for bed and not being alone in the middle of a dangerous world of
monsters, even though she was a powerful vampire in her own right.


The pink oversized Victoria's Secret night shirt was cute on
her and flattered her body well. Darby was also devoid of footwear. Her bare
feet were blackened by the dirt and grime rising from the pavement as she moved
at near full vampire speed while biting her thumb nail.


I was upon her position before she knew I was there causing
her to startle and tumble into a ditch alongside of the pavement. "Darby,
I didn't mean to scare you. I took it for granted that you knew I was
approaching. Let me help you up."


She readily took my hand, and with a light pull, I stood her
upright before me. We both looked at each other. I rather quizzically looked at
her and her angrily at me. "Where did you come from?" She asked.


"I was with Veronica outside of the base doing a
training exercise when we got an emergency call to return."


"Duh. I knew you were with
Veronica and it smells like you two were doing some very close and creative
training," Darby said.


I dug my hands deep into my pockets as rocked back on my
heels "Anyway, what are you doing out here alone dressed like that?"


Darby asked, “What do you mean like this? Do you not like
it? I picked it up online a couple of weeks ago."


I wanted to question how she had money and internet access,
but decided to pass in an effort to find out why she was here in the middle of
nowhere pacing the road. "Not what I meant, but anyway let me try again.
Darby, why are you here in the middle of the night?"


Darby sighed, "Now I get what you mean. Uh, I was
looking for Veronica and you after the order came down."


"What order?" I inquired.


Darby said, "The order to exterminate any of us that
were found outside of the perimeter. I had known that the two of you had left
the Farm because I overheard you two at school making plans to allow you to see
Sunnie. So, I went to V's house, then
to yours after the order was aired over the base's speaker system. I thought it
was a scare tactic to keep us in place, but I was scared they might actually
execute you two if you were found."


I was confused, which had been most of my night. "Why
would Chadron issue that command? What has happened, and you still haven't
explained why you are here?"


She shook her head as she thought, "I was here because
I was afraid to go any closer to the training center. I thought maybe I would
mistakenly get attacked for attempting to escape." Her answer made sense
in a Darby sort of way. "Chadron issued the order when it learned that
there were reports of deaths tonight in several of the human communities
involving wild animals."


"Could it have actually been wild animals?" I
asked skeptically.


Darby cocked her head to one side as if to say you should
know the answer to that question without asking. 


"Jeez it was worth a shot, but how could one of us have
done that? There are safe guards and stuff that prevent us from doing something
that horrific."


She wrapped her arms around me in a warm embrace as she
buried he head into my bare chest. "I don't know what has happened, but
everybody is terrified that we will be extinguished and the program destroyed.
I am so glad to have found you. Where is Veronica so we can get back to the
house and wait this all out?"


Running my fingers through my hair, I said, "She was
carted off with the other group leaders about half an hour ago."


Darby released her hold on me, then
took my hand in hers. "I am sure she will be back later when all the
details are worked out and they find the monster that did this horrible thing.
No pun intended. We need to get back to my house and wait for her there."


It was interesting that Darby could poke fun at our
condition. I was surprised that she had thoughts that ran that deep and were
that self-aware. The perplexity of her statement made me grin. Contemplating my
next move, I decided that she was right in her observation that we had nothing
we should do until we were given more details. 


I adjusted my fingers that were interlaced with Darby's to
better accommodate her tiny fingers without accidentally fracturing them. We
were ready to begin the journey home. 






Chapter 46



 

It was hours of waiting alone at Darby's watching sitcoms
from the nineties that had made me wish for the solitude of my own home. Darby
had insisted I stay and curl up on the couch with her until Logan came over in
the morning or Veronica got home, whichever came first. Her laughter at the
ridiculous nature of the cast of characters featured during the impromptu
marathon kept me sane. Darby's enjoyment was my tether to the moment and not to
what had transpired hours ago. I chose to stay because at this moment we both
needed each other. 


We drifted into our sleep states around seven am, Darby
first. The bus for school would arrive soon, though given the current status of
the creatures upon the base, it was doubtful we would be allowed to attend.
Darby and I both gave into our need for even a little rest.


The time for the departure came and went as I held Darby and
we slept. The bus didn't run, but we were oblivious to that fact until later
when we awoke. We were both lost to the world outside the protective walls of
her house. Hours of the day slipped away as we both drifted in and out of our
catatonic state. There was a deep thudding sound that became a desperate
knocking on the door.  


We were awakened from our sleep states by a deep rattling of
the old wooded door caused by excessive knocking. Darby stretched and rose,
then stretched again as she proceeded to answer the door. Before she could open
the door, there were another harder series of knocks that sounded more urgent.
Darby threw open the door to reveal a beleaguered Veronica standing on the
other side of the glass. 


She appeared on the verge of collapse. There was a tired
look behind her eyes that was unusual for her. The smell of recent blood
consumption permeated the air around her. There were trace amounts spotted
around her lips. Even her clothes showed tinges of recently dried blood as the
once yellow lace of her corset was stained. The blood was a mixture of wolf and
human. The provocative attire that was naturally formed to fit hung all wrong.
It was evident that she had been part of a very long night.


I was still holding a grudge and rather angry with her about
her masquerading with Sunnie's scent yet I still felt
compassion and something akin to love for her. She staggered into the living
room and fell on top of me. Without a word, Veronica went into her sleep state
as I cradled her head. Stroking her hair as she slept was almost an automatic
response. Darby handed me a wet cloth with which I cleaned her face and mouth
then smoothed out her brown hair. Soon she was as radiant before, lying still
in my arms.


Darby and I continued the television marathon, but
eventually switched to police dramas. We sat quiet and still as Veronica
rested. We never saw or heard any of the rest of our group that morning or
later in the afternoon. Patiently, we continued being vigilant until Veronica
sat up. "Blood. I need blood."


Darby retrieved a couple bags from the fridge. "Warm or cold?"


Veronica hoarsely answered, "It doesn't matter. Just
bring me the blood. I am so dry inside."


Darby tossed her a bag, and ferociously, Veronica ripped
open a bag. First she hesitated, then she poured the
cold oozing liquid down. She was ravenous. The contents diminished rapidly as
Darby and I watched the bag empty and fall to the floor. Veronica gestured for
another which Darby supplied. The bag was devoured in similar fashion to its
predecessor. Two wasn't enough. Veronica waved for her friend to get her
another bag of blood. Darby complied. This bag was savored. 


Veronica drank readily, but slowly. There even were a few
pauses, but still no words until the last drop was upon her tongue. "Thank
you Darby." 


She slid her hand around to find mine, but I moved it in a
small act of defiance before we touched. Her head flew around to find my eyes
which I averted. She leaned back against the couch and stretched her arms high
overhead, slicked her hair back then interlocked her hands behind her head all
in an effort to get comfortable.


Veronica blinked hard then asked, "What time is
it?"  


Darby and I answered in unison. "Three pm."


I rose and took away the empty blood bags, placing them in
the trash in an effort to help Darby clean up the mess while getting some
needed separation from Veronica. "Where have you been Veronica? Darby has
been worried sick." I made sure I implied that I had not been worried,
though I honestly had been to a degree. 


The coldness I had attempted must have resonated with Darby
and Veronica because both turned to me with eyes full of sorrow and hurt.
Veronica's sorrowful eyes suddenly showed fire. 



Darby tried to direct the conversation at Veronica to
divulge the information we both craved. "You have been gone all night.
What gives? Did they capture whatever was killing the civilians? Why are you so
tired?" The questions were rapid fired as would be expected of Darby.


Veronica maintained eye contact with me. "The group
leaders were rounded up to meet with the military liaison Leslie Smith and
Mathias Dencourt, who you both got to unofficially
meet the other night at the Pit. The meeting was to determine the appropriate
course of action in regard to what our actual role would be in apprehending the
creature that was terrorizing the surrounding communities. After the meeting,
we followed our orders as given. I was sent to deal with the humans and wolves
who were involved in the escape at some level. Each group leader had a specific
assignment that had to be carried out. Mine was basically information
retrieval."


"Torture you mean?" I asked. "Then I am
guessing assassination."


She looked down at her blood and dirt covered boots.
"Yes that was my task."


"Why did you have to torture and kill them?" Darby
quietly asked.


Before Veronica could respond, I interjected. "Darby,
the escape was not a fluke. This was part of a plan wasn't it Veronica?"


"A very detailed plan. Whoever
is at the heart of the scheme has done a great job of hiding their identity and
the actual purpose behind letting a monster loose into the human population. A very contagious monster."


Darby was on the edge of her seat. I joined the pair by
retaking my original seat beside Veronica. 


She continued, "The virus that made us and the others
has now been synthesized to reproduce in a live human host." Veronica
paused, allowing the news to sink in. "Chadron had been trying for years
to develop the virus so that when a carrier infected a human, that human could
infect another and so forth until the enemy was killing itself from within. The
virus has not perfected. Just as we had to have qualities that made us
acceptable recipients, the victim has to have the right chemistry or the virus
is ineffective. The U.S. is trying to keep quiet the news that a contagion has
been released into the general population as we do the cleanup work. Brayden led his group as part of the cleanup effort. Many
human lives had to be sacrificed after they came in contact with the wolf.
Whole families murdered to protect us all."


Darby began crying. "Why are we
killing those poor people!? They are not the enemy!"


Veronica squatted down in front of Darby's chair allowing
her hand to rest upon Darby's head as she brought the two together. "There
is a price to be paid for this mistake. Unfortunately, the innocents are the
ones paying. Chadron and the U.S cannot risk the virus escaping the rural area
to which it is believed to be isolated. If the virus was to escape, it could
possibly reach epidemic proportions. The costs seem high at the moment, but
they could only get higher if the virus is not stopped. Do you
understand?"


Darby sobbed, "I do, but it is so sad. So sad."


I asked, "So a wolf is the carrier then?"


Veronica took a seat in the floor in front of Darby's chair.
"A new model GW17. It is stronger, faster and
deadlier than anything Chadron has ever created. The wolf represents the next
step on the evolutionary chain. It is only a matter of time before we become
obsolete ourselves."


We all seemed to be pondering what Veronica had said. 


"How many people have died, and how are we covering it
all up?" I queried. 


"There have been thirty-six potential infections within
the first six hours. Some never showed the signs of infection. Others, I think
about four, had already developed the ability to shape shift into a wolf, but
were unable to understand what was happening. Many of the thirty-six were
others who were infected by the newbies. The original infected was only a small
few," She said.


"How do we know that we haven't captured or killed the
GW17? This could all be over now." Darby pleaded.


"Genetically, we will always be dissimilar to any
beings that would be created from a progenitor. We are unique. The virus is a
mutation. We also carry nanites which make us glow under special cameras that
Chadron invented as another measure of safety."


"How are we covering up all of the deaths?" I
moved to the kitchen to get me some blood.


"A wild fire is now consuming parts of the country side
ten miles out from the base. The military is helping the forest service, police
and fire departments maintain the perimeter under the guise of keeping
onlookers, home owners who were evacuated and possible looters away. This
allows us to ensnarl the wolf as long as the beast stays within the ring of
fire."


I drank a bit before I returned to my seat. "What about
school?"


"Chadron exerted its muscle to have the local school
boards to close all of the local schools with thirty miles for the duration of
the fire. The boards were convinced that the fire may spread which could cause
toxic fumes if the fuels were detonated."


"Convincing," I quipped.


Veronica hopped from the floor and looked herself over.
"I need to get cleaned up and you two need to get fed and well rested
because tonight we will hunt. The transport will be here at eight pm."






Chapter 47



 

The man that Veronica had identified as Leslie Smith stood
in the middle of the street surrounded by human soldiers and the two vampire
teams used to integrate into the schools. The group was full of whispers and
worry. 


A few hours earlier, a currier had delivered black military
fatigues that matched those worn by the soldiers on the base. I assumed that
the others had received the same until we had arrived to receive our orders.
The males were all wearing similar military garb, but the females, with the
exception of Veronica, were dressed in their normal attire. Veronica wore a
full body suit of a shiny black material that displayed every amazing curve.
Upon her hip was a holster and ammunition belt. Inside the holster was a custom
designed military grade prototype of a semi-automatic pistol. She was in her
element and fit the role she was trying to cultivate. Veronica looked powerful
and ready for anything. 


The group hushed when Leslie began to talk. "As most of
you know by now, we have a threat to our role as caretakers of the American
dream. There is a rouge wolf. A new generation different than those with which
you are familiar. This wolf is twice as fast and when shifted from human into
canine form, he is stronger than any of the GV16 who will go out with us
tonight. Bravo and Charlie teams will be joined tonight with three of the Vs.
No one should take on the wolf alone. Report any contact and wait for help.
Remember, no one tries to be a hero and good luck."


I had listened to him detail what was planned, but my eyes
never left Veronica. I hated her, but I also admired her. There was no one I
would rather go into battle with than her. Now that he was finished and our
detail was waiting for transport, I thought I might be able to get an
opportunity to talk to her alone. The opportunity never came.


After Leslie dismissed us to our duties, we were grouped
together with human soldiers to wait for the APCs. The soldiers were jovial and
bantering with each other as well as the GVs. It was refreshing that the
soldiers who were traveling with us treated the GVs as just another soldier. I
wanted to believe that the elevated stress levels were because of our
assignment and not because they feared us. It could have been the
professionalism of each that allowed them to mask any hatred for our kind, or
it could have been that our human contingent was heavily armed. The humans were
wearing from head to toe a newly commissioned organic body armor that was ten
times stronger and flexible than Kevlar. The squad was twenty-one strong before
the addition of Veronica, Liam and I. Each vampire was to search with a smaller
group of seven as backup. Tonight would not be the night for a private
conversation.


The APCs arrived and Veronica led the way. She stood at the
entrance ushering the men inside. It was then that I noticed the blackened
silver eagle upon her chest. As the men loaded, I tried to figure out if there
was a reason for the design. Searching my mind for meaning, it registered when
Sergeant Hayes saluted her. “Everyone except the GVs aboard
and ready for the mission Colonel."


She was firm in her reply. "Thank you Sergeant. Let's
go Logan and Ethan, we have a wolf to find." 


It was surprising to see her ranked and treated as a high
ranking military official. She smiled at me as I loaded the armored personnel
carrier. Pushing Logan in, I stopped. "Colonel, do Logan and I not get a
weapon?" Pointing at the one adorning her hip.


She looked down, then back to me. "Last I was informed
by your group leader, neither of you had received proper instruction on how to
fire and maintain your weapon." Veronica smiled at me.


I frowned and headed inside to find a seat, taking the last
one available at the front end of the vehicle. 


Veronica entered and shut the door behind her. "Let's
go driver to the designated location for drop off one." 


The APC fired up, and we were on our way to hunt down the
rogue wolf. "We will be at drop number one, Colonel, in thirty."


The ride was smooth and quiet. Every one of the soldiers was
trying to stay loose for the mission. There were multitudes of ways the humans
occupied themselves. For the three vampires on the mission, it was nervously
watching the preparations. Ten minutes into the journey, I closed my eyes and
thought of seeing Sunnie again. I wanted to see her
in the worst way for a lot of reasons. The most bothersome of which was the
worry if I should tell her about what transpired with Veronica. Quickly, I
brushed away the thoughts of Veronica and concentrated on the details of Sunnie's face. Fondly, I thought of our last precious
moments together. The memories of the moments all were shattered when the sad
reality hit me that those could have been the last I would ever spend with her.
There was a real possibility that all of the members of the squad being sent
into the field could die, including me. Worse still, the prospects that I could
survive and the beast escape our trap to infect or kill Sunnie.
The countless combinations bounced around in my head until it began to hurt. 


I wasn't sure if vampires could get headaches, but mine was
being to throb intensely. There was a sharp pain in my side that made me
partially rise from my seat. I clutched at my side as secretly as possible.
Fighting back the urge to cry out, I tried to discretely double over. I hid my
discomfort under the ruse of checking the lacing on my combat boots. The pain
did not subside. My blood felt as if it was on fire. The blood inside of me was
screaming out. I knew what was happening, but there was no way I could quench
my thirst for fresh blood at that moment. Desperately, I sought Veronica's
attention without giving away that I was fighting back the desire to rip open
the man's throat that was sitting next to me to taste the sweetness of his
coppery flow. 


At the other end of the APC sat Veronica who turned to me.
"Just hold on," She mouthed. I nodded that I understood in response. 


Closing my eyes, I initially fought the hunger by
concentrating on thoughts of Sunnie, but those became
nightmarish, twisted visions of my murdering her and her family. The mental
images horrified me as time and time again I envisioned tearing out her tender
throat. I was awakened from my hell by the stopping of the APC. 


The corporal that was driving called, "First drop
Colonel." Sergeant Hayes was already up and opening the door. His six
troops and Logan exited silently. When Logan bugged out, Hayes followed. I
could hear the group dispersing throughout the woods. 


Veronica moved into position at the door, pulling it closed.
She addressed the remaining troops. "Working on our recent intelligence
information, there has been a heat signature detected at the next drop in the
past hour. We lost contact with the Rangers in the area soon after. The plan is
to deploy the last two groups at the next location. We will spread out in
groups of two. Ethan and I will drive down the middle. Hayes and his guys will
push from the South. We hope to squeeze the wolf into a kill zone past the
woods in the open field on the other side. Any
questions?"


She waited then said, "Be careful out there."


The driver said, "Five minutes."


The time was filled with a flurry of activity. Weapons were
primed and sensing equipment checked. The group became tense. All the men sat
at the ready with a minute to spare.


Veronica opened the door and evacuated the APC before the
driver had stopped fully. The soldiers did not care. They were trained for
combat though this enemy was vastly different that any they would encounter.
When the last man exited the vehicle, Veronica reentered and locked the rear
entrance. 


The driver and auxiliary driver were dead within seconds.
The scene was ghastly. Arterial spray coated the driver's compartment from the
gapping wounds that had been their throats. Veronica tore the driver loose and
laid him in my lap, "Drink! We will need the fresh to survive." She
fed on the auxiliary driver who was still seated. 


"Dammit, they were our people. These were good men who
were following your orders. Why did you do this Veronica? These soldiers didn't
have to die." The driver was still twitching in my lap. The smell of his
blood had already caused me to phase, but I fought the want to feed upon his
flesh, even though my body was wrecked with pain. 


Veronica turned to me her face awash in blood; small wet
streams were running down her chin. "Drink the fucking blood Ethan. If you
were concerned about their deaths, then you would be sure not to let them die
in vain. Their blood is our strength. Now drink!" She scooped at the
driver's throat that was across my lap, coating her hand in his blood then
smearing it upon my lips. 


I started lapping at her fingers which I held in place
savoring every morsel of the blood. She growled as she returned to feeding upon
her human meal. Letting go of her hand, I brought the broken flesh of the
driver to my mouth. His blood was strong with a twinge of iron aftertaste. I
drank my fill in seconds. His body now a dried husk, I discarded him. Veronica
was finishing her meal as well. 


Disgusted with myself, I looked away from the driver lying
at my feet as I asked, "What about the bodies? This is evidently a vampire
attack and not the work of a wolf."


She produced moist towels from a compartment within her
clothes. Veronica gave me a handful as she proceeded to clean her face and
hands of blood. I copied her actions, cleaned myself and tossed the blood
covered wipes upon the floor.


She checked herself then inspected my face for signs of
blood, allowing her finger tips to linger a little too long across my face.
There were a few remnants along her neck. Instead of cleaning them from her, I
motioned to her.


"Did I get all of it?" She asked.


I responded, "Yeah. Did I?" Veronica moved in
close to inspect my face again. This time I stood and removed her hand.
"We need to get going."


She reached into a compartment running along the wall of the
APC producing two gray spherical objects. Veronica ran her thumbs over the top
of the devices simultaneously. A digital countdown began inside each object
which would have been inaudible for the human ear. I knew that this must have
been her plan to get rid of the evidence of what we had done, though how would
she explain away the destruction of the APC. "Run!" She yelled as she
pitched the two bombs into the driver's compartment. 


We burst through the door and into the woods putting
distance between us and the APC which was destined for destruction. The ticking
of the device was loud in my ears as we fled deep into the forest. At the last
click, I could hear two seconds transpired then the APC erupted in a huge ball
of fire that knocked Veronica and me both to the ground, even though we were
seventy yards away. 


Small debris fell upon us as we shielded ourselves from the
explosion. We were peppered with rocks, plant matter and tree bark. When we
felt it was safe, Veronica and I both rolled over to watch the small trees rock
from side to side from the concussion of the blast. The devastated hull of the
APC sat burning as a tribute to the brutality of being forced to survive on the
blood of others. 


"So what will you tell the soldiers when they
ask?" I inquired. 


Veronica stood and dusted herself off. "The wolf will
receive the blame."


I should have known that she would have an answer. She
offered her hand to help me from the ground, but I hopped up without accepting.



She grabbed me by the arm. "What the hell is wrong? I
thought the other night meant something?"


I got within an inch of her face. "Maybe it would have
if you hadn't done that trick with your scent and memorizing me. Don't worry Veronica, I know that you imitated her to get what you
wanted?"


"Is that a bad thing?!" She blasted back at me.
She turned slightly. I could see her expression change as her face balled
up.  She started to say something,
stopped, then spoke quieter. "You..." she
paused again, obviously rethinking what she was about to tell me. Veronica
turned back to me and stepped toward me. "You ... were created for me. He
made you FOR me." 


The words caught me off guard. 


"We were supposed to be together. You are unlike the
others, can you not see that. I am not like the others. You were made to be
mine. Mine, not... not hers." she said the word 'hers' as if she were
disgusted. Tears began to crawl down her face.      


"How on earth would I know any of that? How would I
know that I am different? I am still trying to figure out what the hell is
going on! I get here, I am thrust into this life and everyone just expected me
to know everything about being a vampire from a fucking manual. Every fucking
day is something different and the only sane thing was Sunnie."
I replied, still was dazed from the revelation.


She had a frightened expression upon her face. "Never mind. We need to find the others so we can
finish her mission." Her words sounded jumbled. 


We were going to finish this once and for all. I wrapped my
arms around her and held her firmly in place. She went slack in my arms.
"Veronica, you have to tell me the entire truth. Why was I created?"
I fought the urge to shake her until she answered. Instead, I remained calm. 


Veronica put her forehead in the middle of my chest.
"Let me go, and I will tell you only if you promise to understand one
thing. I love you and I would never want to purposely hurt you."


"Okay," I answered. "Okay." I let her
go. She stepped back. We stared at each other as we waited to see what was
about to happen. Veronica seemed to be stalling or searching for something. I
knew we didn't have time. Hell, we both knew. Sooner or later we would have to
resolve what she had done. The truth that had escaped was something I was
unprepared for. 


"Ethan, I will give you the abridged version, but what
I have to tell you is a closely guarded secret, and if
the wrong person found out it could mean your death. I will refuse to tell you
if you cannot promise me that this secret stays between us." Veronica
leaned against a tree that was behind her as she awaited my answer.


"If I agree, will you tell me the truth?" 


"I will." She shifted her radio communicator from
her ear to her shoulder. "The soldiers have not spotted the wolf at this
time. This needs to be fast. Whatever I leave out, we can talk through
later."


            I nodded in
agreement. 


"This program was started from behind the scenes by my
dad and his brother in the 1960s. They used their influence and money to get
the U.S. government to back a program to create a super soldier. We were still
in the Cold War and the U.S. needed an advance weapon system that could
influence the outcome of a war in Europe if one were to arise. So, the Farm was
purchased and testing began. There were years of nothing. The program and the
family dream was about to be shelved when my father and uncle emerged from the
shadows with under the guise of the Chadron Corporation. They decided to take
it upon themselves to advance the research and hopefully bring a potential new
direction for the floundering program. The reality of a super soldier program
was the furthest thing from the truth. "


I watched Veronica as she struggled with what to put in and
what to take out of the story. It was obvious there was something in the
details that made her reconsider that there was a possibility that she
divulging too much information. She was momentarily distracted by a squawk from
the ear piece and an invisible object on the ground before her chin came up and
her eyes found mine. "It may be hard to comprehend that my kind could grow
to love something, but my family has. We have been here for centuries and
heavily invested in the survival of the U.S. We have become great patriots, but
we three are alone in the world. The virus that created us had long since grown
dormant, so the plan was twofold. We would try to regrow our numbers while supplying
the U.S. with needed weapons. After years of some success, more advanced
technologies were developed. These technologies allowed the creation of the
first generation of human replicates, vampires, which like us, were able to
mimic the human population and blend in with the culture."


I was shocked. There a million questions though that was the
only one that I could utter. "How old are you?" 


"Ethan, for Pete's sake, is that really
important?" She asked.


"It must be if I asked you. Now tell me how old are
you?" 


"I am four hundred thirty nine years old this past May.
My father and uncle are much older. They are both well over two thousand years
old."


"Does your family also live on the base?" I asked.


A half laugh escaped her then she became serious again. "Actually no. They lead amazingly human lives and have
homes outside of the Farm. The interaction level needed to sustain our cover in
a world of complex technology is difficult to relate to for someone who hasn't
lived it. You are getting just a small taste. That is why we were granted the
right to leave the base. It is another step into your assimilation into
culture, or as my uncle calls the course, learning to be a vampire: the
basics." 


It was too horrifically fantastic to believe. 


"The generation sixteens
are my new family, but though they are closely similar to my DNA, they
are not perfect. You were the closet match to our sequence that we had ever
seen when you were delivered to us after your death. Taking the virus we had
created, the hope was that finally I would have an equal. You were supposed to
be a mate to continue the line for real and not just another creation that is
an abomination of what vampires are actually. We are Gods, my family and you.
The gift you have been given separates you from the others, makes you part of
me. We have spent our whole lives being hunted and hated. I have had to watch
my whole family die at the hands of people who were afraid of us and persecuted
us for being different. Now in the U.S. and around the world, we are no longer
vilified. We are revered. The world is finally on the verge of accepting us.
Still there is a ton of work to be finished before we can live comfortably
within society.


I didn't know what to say. "And the
other creatures?" 


Veronica said, "The wolves and the zombies were
offshoots of testing. Originally, the wolves existed in various cultures until
they too were hunted to near extinction. With the last wolf’s death two hundred
years ago, so died the virus that created them. The wolf that escaped tonight
was the next step in the evolution. The wolf is perfect. As close to being an
original as possible. Unfortunately, we cannot have a wolf roaming the country
side tearing down everything we have worked so hard to create. We can construct
more, but right now this wolf must die because capture will be near impossible.
The zombies are a whole another issue. Think of them as..."


The chatter on the dangling ear piece picked up. Veronica,
though she didn't need to do so to hear the voices, replaced the device in her
ear. "We need to get a move on. The wolf is about five miles out. The
teams are converging on the position."


She started to run only to stop when she noticed that I
didn't move. "No matter how you feel or how confused you may be, we still
have a job to do. So move it."


Veronica sprinted cautiously toward the location she had
been given. Knowing she was right about doing our duty, I chased her into the still
partially burning forest. 






Chapter 48



 

The sounds of shouts and small arms fire permeated
throughout the forest followed by the howls of a wolf. A very
large wolf.  I drove forward with
only my mission in mind. Getting caught up in all the bullshit that Veronica
had told me would only increase my chance of getting killed. 


We arrived to the location that was being fed to Veronica
through her uplink. The site was a war zone and it was apparent, from all of
the injured and dead men that this group had lost badly. The group was neither
mine nor Veronica's. This was the squad that had been given to Logan and
Sergeant Hayes. The six humans were spread across an area the size of a
basketball court. Hayes was still alert and active, tending to his fallen men
though he himself was in need of medical attention. Upon our approach he tried
to stand, but clumsily fell back to the wet grass of the field. 


I offered my hand then retracted it upon seeing the huge
gash across his forehead. I had to suppress the urge to feed as the blood
poured from his gaping wound. He noticed my discomfort and decided to stay
seated on the ground. It was obvious from is actions that he had a concussion
to go along with the injury to his head. The Sergeant was aware enough to not
so subtly adjust the location of his SIG closer to his reach. 


The natural reflex to feed was extinguished as I became more
comfortable around Hayes. It took seconds, but I am sure to him it must have
been an eternity. "I am alright Hayes. Still not use to this condition of
mine." I tried to reassure him. It didn't work.


"What the hell happened here Hayes? Why did you
engage?" Veronica ordered. 


"Colonel, we didn't want to combat the enemy. We were
making our way through the woods into position when he jumped us. We tried to
lure him to the site, but it was a trap. He had two other wolves with him. They
were not newbies. These are the nasty generation threes. The homicidal maniacs
we keep locked away except for hunts and testing. There was no report of other
wolves loose in the field. Were there Colonel?"


Veronica looked concern. "No, there wasn't supposed to
be more. The only one reported to me was the GW17. Undoubtedly, there is
someone on the inside who has an agenda. What do you mean it was a trap?"


Hayes rose to a knee. "The GW17 lured us to here. Upon
our arrival, the GW17 was a couple hundred yards out. We set up a firing
position for defense until help arrived. The Threes were already here behind
us. We fought them off as the big joker stayed outside of the field watching.
The Threes were a handful. There are four dead and another two broken up, but
they should live." Hayes began to say something else, but collapsed into
unconsciousness.


Veronica rolled the muscular soldier onto his back. "I
think he will live. This cut along his head is going to leave a nasty scar
though."


I moved from soldier to soldier checking each to see if they
were indeed dead. The other two that were alive, Corporal Morales and Corporal
Whitten, had wounds and broken bones that needed immediate attention, but with
treatment should make it. Veronica radioed for medical evacuation and to see if
the other groups had made contact with the now three wolves. She relayed what
we learned to the base, while I searched the field covered in late hay for
anything that might have been a clue to what was happening. At the same time,
what was lacking made me uncomfortable and worried.   


"Veronica, where is Logan?" The question made both
of us begin to search for our friend with our senses. He had been here
recently, but his trail ended at the edge of the hay field. 


"They took him. From the trampled grass and disturbed
ground, it appears that Logan put up a heck of a fight before being taken back
into the forest." I said as Veronica looked over my shoulder at the
evidence. "Why would they not kill him? The pad impressions indicate the
Threes fought him here, but over there about twenty feet The Seventeen carried
him off with the Threes in pursuit."


Veronica studied what I had found. "I don't know, but
who can ever know the motives of a wolf." 


Approaching helicopters were arriving to tend to the
decimated squad. We both watched the noisy helicopters as they came into view
over the horizon. 


"Now what?" I asked.


"Now we push forward with the mission. I have radioed
the other two groups to rendezvous at the road which is about two miles to our
right. We will meet up there and see if we can get a bearing for the
wolves," She said.


"You realize that is in the direct path of the
direction of the tracks. You will be sending the troops to the slaughter."


"It will be their slaughter if we don't hurry and
pursue the wolves before we lose the scent, or worse they arrive at our troops
without us there to help intervene in the rescue of Logan," Veronica
hurriedly said, as she disappeared into a clump of wild hedges.     


I easily overtook her before we had covered a half mile. I
knew that it had been by design, but still I had a purpose in the rescue of
Logan. The wolves would be another issue entirely. One matter at a time I told
myself as I ran through scenario after scenario of fighting the three wolves.


Without warning, I was blasted from the side. The blow was
jarring enough that a rib cracked along my right side. Tumbling through the
air, I smacked into a pine tree hard with my face which stopped me cold. Having
time to shake off the impact of my collision with the tree was a luxury I
realized too late that did not have. I was awakened by screaming: my own.


My mind was a mess. The instrument of my demise was chewing
at my left leg. Hazy eyes registered that a large brown wolf was ripping away
the flesh from a broken and twisted limb. The scream was a result of the shear
pain that was radiating throughout my lower extremity. The fog that was
clouding my brain created a broken motion picture of the wolf upon me shredding
my lower leg. I knew I was screaming, but I couldn't figure out how. The sounds
emanating from me were heard through an effect that made them sound miles away.



The wolf was large, but obviously not the Seventeen. Its
gray muzzle was buried inside my open wound. Periodically, the beast would bring
his head from my leg to snarl and snap at me. The canine tugged at the exposed
bone dragging me across the ground. I was alert enough to claw at the earth and
trees surrounding me as he latched on. He began to pick up speed as he ran
through the forest banging my attached body against every object within his
path without regard to me. 


Where was Veronica? I worried about her as we jumped over a
row of downed trees. I did the best I could to shield myself, but was slapped
repeatedly against the still smoldering logs. 


Why hadn't I been alerted to his odor? My mind was beginning
to incur rational thoughts again. I was relieved. The hardest part would be
getting free from the mutt. After getting hammered by several small saplings
that the wolf dodged, I continued to be taken for a unique and horrific ride.
Deciding I could force the issue and try to stop the both of us by taking hold
of a passing tree or stump, I abruptly detoured from
my plan. The wait was what I needed. Slowly I was healing. My bone was exposed
and broken, but the tissue damage surrounding it was being fixed with each
additional second the beast didn't reopen the wound. The bone would eventually
start to regrow if given enough time, even if it was inside the mouth of the
wolf. Where was Veronica? Had they gotten her too? I would be no use to Logan
or her if I didn't heal enough to fight. 


The leg in the wolf's mouth was healing rapidly now. I could
feel the bone trying to snap back into place. The wolf must have felt it too.
Suddenly the wolf stopped. I was ready. The wolf disengaged from my leg with
the hope of flinging me forward to allow himself time to pounce. The plan was
solid except when the wolf let go, I took that as an opportunity to catch the
tail with both hands. The sudden stop and my momentum while grasping the tail
allowed me to catapult the wolf into a lone standing pine. 


The wolf was thrown into the tree with enough force to
splinter the three foot diameter tree. I rolled head over heels for a moment
then stood on my almost completely mended appendage. The wolf jerked and
coughed then whimpered upon unsteady legs. The wolf lurched finally and fell
over, howling in pain. 


The beast yelped then snapped at me as I approached. Seizing
the wolf by the back of his neck, I lifted him to my eyes. I wanted him to see
who his killer was before I took his life. Baring my claws, I swiped at the
torso of the beast, ripping out a large chunk of flesh from under one leg. The
beast howled. 


I brought the bared teeth of the about to be departed wolf
to within biting distance. The wolf snarled as the beast wiggled wildly in an
attempt to get loose. Our eyes locked. When the beast was caught unaware, I
drove my clawed hand into the upper neck and through the top of the skull
killing the Three instantly. My hand shown out of the top of the dead wolfs
head. It was covered with blood and brain. Yanking my hand free, I allowed the
deceased wolf to drop to the ground. 


Before the body thudded against the ground, I was already
making my way through the woods in search of Veronica, Logan and the remaining
two wolves who were rampaging through the countryside. 



Chapter 49



 

The scent of Veronica could not be hidden. It was like a
roadmap which guided me to the edge of the forest along an old, barely paved
county road. The roadway was clearly in view, but the squad that had been
ordered to meet us there were two miles further north. No one had thought to
give me a radio, so I couldn't relay the troops to the new position. 


I focused my attention on locating either Veronica or my
adversaries as I scanned my surroundings. Earlier, the Three had gotten the
drop on me. There had been no warning. A similar mistake in this isolated
location could spell the end for all of the vampires and the continued spread
of the wolf virus throughout the U.S.  


The scent of Veronica and Logan was strong, but I couldn't
get a lock on either. The wolves were also nearby or at least one. The scent of
the remaining Three was within fifty yards; He was doing well to hide his
position. Occasionally, I could make out his shape stalking me in the woods
just ahead of me. The more worrisome matter was the lack of being able to
locate the GW17 or my friends. 


The thought crossed my mind that the Three was a
distraction. The beast was holding my attention. If it hadn't been for the
strong aroma of my friends, I would have believed the wolf was made to hold me
in this place while the GW17 escaped.          



The Three stayed distant. Standing in the middle of the
road, I waited. Impatiently, I began walking briskly a few feet in either
direction, paralleling the woods on either side of the road. I was mirrored as
I walked by the GV3. The wolf had inched closer on a couple of passes then
settled deeper into the woods. 


Frustrated I yelled, "Come on already. I am right here.
I will kill you the same way I killed the other wolf. Come on!"


The wolf did not even offer a growl at my taunts. The
creature stretched out atop a log to watch me. 


My inability to track the other vampires and the GW17 was getting
to me. The pacing quickened. Further up the road, I could hear the actions of
the soldiers as they swept closer to my position. I started to call out then
thought the better of putting the men in danger. 


Kicking a rock from my path, I noticed two glowing reddish
brown eyes were staring at me as it moved in my direction. The Three joined the
GW17 as the large wolf clambered through the woods. At issue was the knowledge
that the creature was larger than what I could have imagined. On instinct I
phased.


The eyes were seven feet off the ground as the wolf walked
upright on its hind legs which was disconcerting. The shoulders were at least
twice as wide as mine. Razor sharp claws hung from arms that, when extended,
hung to the beast's knees. A fresh wound in the abdomen was leaking blood. The
smell proved that it was self-inflicted. It was part of a master plan that had
yet to be fleshed out.


Where was Veronica or Logan? There were no indications of
their whereabouts, and I didn't have time to worry about either as the wolf
jumped the last thirty feet, landing on the edge of the pavement. His companion
galloped the distance in a few running strides to rejoin his master. 


"Where are the others?" I requested abrasively. 


A deep roaring laughter exited the wolf. "They have
been here the whole time only masked by my smell. You have more things to worry
about than them at the moment, but I will show you your friends." The
wolf's voice was familiar as he pointed upward toward the trees above my head.


Getting me to look up had been a trick. Almost
instantaneously the Three attacked. I caught the wolf in mid leap. Slamming the
brown and black speckled wolf to the pavement, I steadied myself against attack
from the GW17 which did not come. The larger wolf could hear the reinforcements
coming, but did not get excited to fight or anxious to flee. Instead the wolf
watched as the Three rebounded nicely from my defensive tactic. 


The wolf flipped from the ground shaking out the cobwebs as
it prepared to resume the battle. I dared to not turn my back to the GW17 which
limited my response. I placed my back to the woods from wince I came. My hope
was to fight a war of attrition long enough against the pair that I could gain
some help when the soldiers arrived. Using the woods as a wall, I stood my
ground. 


The Three wanted to circle me, but I cut him off at the
first two attempts. There was no third. The wolf lunged at me. I caught the
wolf with a hard punch to the muzzle that sent him tumbling. The Three did not
rise from the right that I had landed. His vitals detailed his unconscious
state. I didn't realize I hit him that hard. 


The claws upon the Seventeen's feet could be heard digging
into the earth. The wolf sprang from the ground as he bellowed a monstrous roar
over shooting my position. I thought it had been a miscalculation, but when he
was about to crash into a tree, the animal rebounded by pushing from the tree,
leap frogging to another then back to another large pine. Using the added
momentum, he exploded toward me with impossible speed. I threw myself at the
earth at the precise moment of impact. The Seventeen flew wildly overhead. We
both traded blows before the wolf landed head first into the blacktop. 


I tried to capitalize by spinning and sprinting to attack my
adversary, but the Seventeen had already recovered and met me halfway. I dodged
the first wave of his melee style attack, but the wolf finally connected with a
single set of claws to my arm. The arm began to throb and bleed uncontrollably.
Staggering away as best I could, I held my sliced open arm as I dealt with the
reality that this was about to end badly for me unless I found a way to defeat
him. Blood was pouring from me in huge amounts. My healing ability was being
somehow affected by the cut inflicted by the wolf. 


The soldiers were closer now, but were still over a mile
away. If the result so far was any indication of what was going to happen, then
this fight would be finished in less than a minute, two at the most. The
Seventeen roared with a sound that mimicked laughter then followed that with a
long deep howl. The wolf was aggressive and fast. There had to be a way to use
one of the two to my advantage. He certainly was using them to his. The wolf
did not give me time to deal with my injury. The Seventeen knocked me off
balance then pinned me to the ground. As I struggled, the wolf tried to bite
me. The snapping jaws were positioned for my throat. His large teeth were
deflected by a head-butt that almost rendered me unconscious. The creature drew
back as we tussled upon the ground then launch ferociously another attempt
finish me by tearing away my throat. In the corner of my eye, I noticed the
Three starting to awaken. I had to find a way to escape or kill the Seventeen
before the Three was fully aware. 


The Seventeen rammed his head against mine in an attempt at
retribution, or so I had thought. I almost realized too late that the plan was
not to retaliate because of my painful blow, but to knock my head to one side
so that my neck was exposed. Letting go of one clawed hand, I grabbed the
muzzle of the wolf clamping it shut. The wolf fought as I twisted the neck to a
breaking point. The maneuver had left me vulnerable to attack from the clawed
arm to which I was no longer attached. The wolf slashed at my torso. No longer
tightly thrown together, I wedged my leg between the wolf and I allowing me to
deflect most of the blows. 


The further I twisted the neck of the wolf, the louder his
whimpering became. In an attempt to free himself, the
Seventeen rolled away from me, but I held fast to his arm and muzzle flipping
with him. The wolf was afraid and in great pain as muscle and bone began to
crack and rip as we rolled. I stuck the freed leg outward to stop the roll,
placing me on top of my opponent pinning his free arm with my knee. 


I kept driving the neck around. The extreme thickness of the
Seventeen's muscles and skeleton kept me from easily killing him. It was a
chore and a huge drain of strength as I fought to break the neck. I was tiring
rapidly, but so was he. Both would be exhausted soon and there was still the
matter of the other wolf with which to deal. This had to end now.


Taking advantage of being on top and at great risk of losing
that upper hand if the wolf managed to get free, I let go of the wolf's other arm to use both hands to attack. My own claws
dug at the wolf's exposed flesh of the neck, severing tissue and bathing me in
blood. Ripping more, the neck began to give as the beast screamed under my
restraints. Precious muscle stripped away the wolf's neck and finally gave way
with a loud, wet pop. The wolf quit struggling and breathing. 


Before my eyes, he shifted from wolf to human. Sitting
astride, the man seemed unnatural and a little gross so I crawled off and sat
beside him. The process only took a few seconds. I dared to look upon the face
of the Seventeen I had just killed. Turning slightly, I was startled to realize
that the man that had just given his life to me in battle resembled a fallen
member of my new vampire family, Liam.


"What the hell?" I let slip.


Rotating the head so I could get a better look, I was right
with my first identification. It was Liam. Already on the verge of passing out
this pushed me closer. I didn't get time to think about the ramifications.                                               


I heard the Three roar to life
behind me. I turned and stumbled to the pavement. The wolf bared his teeth and
moved in for revenge. The soldiers were yards away now, but not close enough to
save me. Weak, I was ready to accept my fate after I collapsed back to the road
when there was a grunt and then a whimper. Before I could look up, the wolf
landed at my feet. Spent, confused and in need of fresh blood to help deal with
the wounds that would not stop bleeding, I looked through half closed eyes as I
was about to succumb to the wounds inflicted by the wolf. I saw enough to make
out the fact that Veronica was leaning over me. 







Chapter 50



 

My head was splitting when I awoke. Lying on my side, I was
greeted with a view of the fading rays of the afternoon sun dancing through the
sliding glass door of my bedroom. I rubbed my eyes as I rolled onto my back. I
felt the healing wound on my side sting as it parted. Searching my body, I felt
more wrappings. My touch seemed numb. Even the smallest cut given to me by the
Seventeen was bandaged and causing me considerable discomfort. The coverings
felt wet and the odor being emitted was much worse than the pain. Rubbing at
the bandage, I became aware that I was not alone. Someone was standing behind
the door to the bedroom. The vitals were hard to detect in my weakened state,
but I believed the person to be human. 


Painfully I called, "Come in or go away."


The door opened slowly. The form was hazy. The silhouette broken. I rubbed at my eyes again as the
person drew closer to my bed. My mind had to be playing tricks on me or maybe
Veronica was with her ability to disguise herself. There was a failure in me to
detect a smell other than the stench emanating from the reminders of the
Seventeen. The Seventeen that looked a lot like Liam. At the moment, I tried to
block out the mental image as I struggled to determine if my guest was real. 


The visitor lay down on the bed beside me. "Hi,"
She said. 


The voice was hers or it could be a hallucination caused by
the injuries. I thought hard as I fought through the haze that was my mind.
Trying to get face to face with her was too painful and tiring. 


"Be still," She said. "You will hurt yourself
more if the wounds reopen and the infection doesn't go away."


Turning my head to the side to see her face as clearly as I
could, I asked, "Sunnie?"


She giggled, "Yes."


"How did you...How did you get onto the base and into
my house for that matter? I don't understand."


"Your friends Darby and Logan brought me here with permission
from a nice gentleman named Mr. Smith. They said you had been asking for me for
days. They thought maybe if I was here you would wake up finally," She
answered. 


I knew I had to look hideous. "I am sorry you have to
see me this way. How long have I been here?"


Sunnie rubbed my head. "You
were in the hospital for a week then here another couple of days." She
started crying. "I have been so worried about you."


She tenderly kissed my cheek spilling some of her tears upon
my skin. 


"I have missed you too," I replied as the
throbbing in my head worsened. I knew what I needed, but I dare not let Sunnie know I needed blood. I was going to fight through
the thirst. 


"I wish you had awakened sooner. Darby is about to come
get me to escort me off the base. Part of the rules for my being here
stipulated that I had to leave before the sun fully set," She sighed.


"I wish I had awakened sooner too. What have they told
you?" I asked as I found her hand. 


"Darby just said that there was an accident and that
you were badly burned." Sunnie replied.


I was glad that they hadn't told her the truth, though it
did surprise me that she had been allowed to come to Velma to see me almost
dead. 


"You need to go. It is getting late, and Darby is
terrible with time, so you might want to speed her up. I would hate to lose the
opportunity for you to come back."


Sunnie smiled then kissed my lips
tenderly. "Now that you are awake, I am afraid that I can't come back. So,
I hope to see you at school soon"


"Maybe." I said trying to
be funny, though from the expression on her face she appeared to have taken it
wrong. I attempted to explain myself without looking like a jackass. "What
day is this?"  


Sunnie sounded confused as she
answered, "Thursday."


"What I meant was if I was well enough by Monday. Right
now I feel awful," I hoped she understood.


"I hope so too. Don't forget we still have a date for
the Back to School Bash. It is next weekend. I would hate to have to find
another date, so you had better get well and soon." A small smirk framed
her face. 


I hated to tell her the truth that I wasn't allowed to
attend school functions, so I didn't. "If it kills me we will be there. I
promise." She had no clue to how close that statement was to being actual
fact. 


She rose from the bed. "Do you need anything before I
go?"


Jokingly I said, "Another kiss."


Sunnie knelt across the bed and
gave me a warm kiss to the forehead. "Just in case that
will have to do until next weekend then." 


Sunnie bounced from the bed.
"Bye. I hope to see you soon."


With that, she was gone from my house. I heard her shutting
the front door. Her footsteps quickly disappeared. 


"Hello Veronica. She is gone," I said scornfully.


The sliding glass door opened and closed as I wiped at my
eyes.


"Better I see," Veronica said. 


I stared at the ceiling. "Somewhat I suppose. The
wounds are seeping and are aching in the worst way possible."


"The Seventeen can transmit the virus through either a
bite or through glands located behind each claw. A single scratch and you
become infected," She replied.


I sarcastically responded, "I haven't even got the
vampire thing down yet."   


She took my flippant comment and brushed it aside,
"Don't worry the virus affects us differently than humans. The virus is
toxic to us with a high enough dosage, but the pressing condition that you have
is due to how it attacks the virus within us. The scratches you received are
examples of that. The virus breaks down our natural ability to heal and defend
ourselves. The wounds you received have been infected for days. When coupled
with the loss of blood, you went into a deep catatonic state as your body
fought the wolf virus. The doctors on base poured through one hundred units of
blood trying to keep you with us. After four days of your body soaking up the
blood you returned to normal, except for staying within a sleep state. The
doctors and scientists on base said studying the effects on you was worth years
of research."


"I am glad I could help, but being near death is
something I don't want to experience again for a while. Now
two things. Thank you for saving me from the Three, and where the hell
were Logan and you?" I asked.


Her hair changed to a darker shade of black then to a
chestnut color as she thought through her answer. "The attack in the field
on Logan's group was a lure. It was meant to pull him away and in turn ensure
our pursuit. Then when the Three attacked you in the woods, and we were
separated, I continued tracking the other two. I knew that one wasn't a match
for you, or least I hoped not. Pushing deeper into the woods, the scent went in
all directions. Finally, I ran into Logan three miles away who was also as
engaged in the futile search. It wasn't until we found blood rubbed along the
trees that we realized that it was an attempt to lure us away from you, so we
doubled back."


I had more questions. I thought I would press Veronica to
determine if she knew more. "Did you see the body? I killed Liam in the
Pit. What was he doing being turned loose to wreak havoc on the people we were
created to protect?"


Veronica sat down on the edge of my bed putting her head in
her hands. "Ethan, I don't know what he was doing there, and I was never
told where the body originated. I was only informed that we had a rogue wolf
and that forces within the Farm had freed the three wolves. My father is doing
an in-depth investigation to determine the culprit."


I knew that I couldn't trust her even though she swore to me
that she loved me. Veronica had a family and family interests to protect. I was
only weeks old and she was centuries old. She had much more practice at the art
of deception. 


I studied her as she looked away. Veronica was perfect. She
was far more perfect than the other vampires that I knew. The weeks that I had
known her, I had looked upon her with fondness and resentment. Two feelings
that I realized would always be there for her. 


She said I had been created for her. An imperfect boy
created for a goddess. I could not imagine being allowed to touch her flesh,
yet I had. Though we had known each other for weeks I had never studied her in
any detail. It was as if I was seeing her for the first time. There was an
attractiveness past beauty with her that lay in the purity of her genetic
bloodline. The same bloodline that had been given to me
artificially. How I could not want her more tore me up inside. 


"Ethan about what I told you and did the other night.
You know why I did that don't you, and that the secrets I share with you must
stay secret, right?" She quietly asked.


"I know what you said and I forgive you for what
happened. I was weak. You are beautiful and amazing, and I was weak. Damn weak.
I guess in my heart I know that I should have been stronger no matter what
power you used over me, but it can never happen again. I belong to someone else
and that won't change. You and I have a bond that means the world to me and
always will, but no one can be created for another. We are individuals whether
human, wolf or vampire."


Veronica bent and kissed me on the cheek. There was a
stabbing pain in my side. Looking down I saw her withdraw a large needle from
my wound. "What have you done?" I asked as the room began to shutter
and spin.


"You haven't figured out a tenth of how powerful you
and I are. It is a pity that everyone tried so hard to cover up the fact that
you were chosen, but from the first night in the woods, I knew that you were
the one. The one made for me. Veronica was for making you into the ultimate
warrior for both human and vampire kind. The other vampires all knew the truth
and wanted to ignore it. You were the God amongst them. The new technology had
finally created a new race of vampire capable of siring a legion of others, but
you have made this difficult by choosing to rebel against those that have made
you. We are so close to a new dawn of evolution. A new day is so close. A day when our race can reproduce once again without a need for a
virus. It has been centuries since we have had real blood born vampires
walking with us. The original rulers of the night will once again return to the
earth."


The room was fading in and out. I thought I witnessed a
zombie medical staff entering the room with a gurney.


Veronica's voice still carried in my ears, but it was
somehow different and strange. "Others have warned you not to stray. My
poor dear Veronica has practically thrown herself at you to keep you from
betraying us. Initially, I thought it was okay, but there are too many secrets.
I realize my dreams have been answered and we are too close to risk our future
because of the useless emotion of love. All of my plan must stay hidden until
the time is right. Therefore, I cannot and will not stand by as you jeopardize
this gift that has been given to you so you can chase after a human whore. The
cocktail inserted into your wound must be burning throughout your body by now.
By injecting it directly into your wound the pain should be intensified a
hundred fold." 


She was right. The pain was unbearable. The worst I had
experience as a vampire, but there was something much worse happening. My mind
was a jumble, but through it all I had the strange sensation this was not
Veronica. The words, meaning and context was all wrong. My body was rigid as
the zombies strapped me to a gurney. As the world began to blacken, I had a
nightmare where Veronica morphed into a grinning devilish Mathias.






Chapter 51



 

The warehouse style setting seemed vaguely familiar. The
cavernous room was black except for a single spotlight over head the shone
brightly into my eyes. Using my senses, I realized that I was not alone. There
was a single form at the foot of the bed to which I was restrained. The figure
remained in the shadows, lurking just outside the extent of my vision as the
drugs that I had been administered wore off. 


Looking around the room, I noticed the room was fairly
stark. There were a series of large machines nearby, but other than those, it
was empty. Against the far wall there was a large window and door. Through the
window, I could see glowing multicolor lights shining dimly through reinforced
glass. Through the walls could be heard the sounds of other creations
communicating a message of desired freedom while more hungered to feast upon
their weaker cohabitants. It was all part of the plan to manufacture the new
generation of super soldier or was it. There was something gnawing at me that
tried to remind me what Veronica, or had it truly been Mathias, said to me.
Could it all have been a dream brought on by the injuries sustained in the
fight?


If Mathias was an original, then he too might have the
ability to manipulate sounds, smells or appearance. There have been hints that
Veronica on some level had those same abilities. She had altered her hair and
her scent. If Mathias is an elder vampire, his powers could be unimaginable. 


"Had it been all a dream?" I asked Veronica.


"How did you know it was me because Mathias is blocking
your abilities at the moment with precious technology?" She stepped into
the light looking radiant in a black mini dress with a single black flower
adorning the band in her hair. 


I answered honestly, "I knew there could be only one of
two people who would be with me in the middle of the night while I was chained
to a bed, and since one of them is Sunnie, and there
was no way she could get past security, I knew it must be you."


"No. Mathias has taken you into his possession to
ensure that he helps you make the right decisions." 


"You mean his decisions," I replied.


            She nodded
in agreement.


"How much of them had been real? Were you ever
there?" I asked.


She moved to the head of the bed. "I was there the
whole time. Ethan, I didn't know he would do this. I didn't. I tried to stop
him, but he is too strong even for me."


I said as I stared into her eyes. "He is also your
dad."


"Yes," Veronica said.


"Biological or sire?" I
asked.


She replied, "Both, but that is a complicated story for
another time. We don't have much time before the plan I have set in place falls
apart." 


Veronica ripped away the bonds that held me and helped me to
sit up. "You have been here a week and it has taken me this long to put
everything into place. Darby and Logan are waiting outside with Chloe to carry
you to the Bash tonight. There is a change of clothes in the trunk of the
Camaro. We need to hurry."


Helping me from the hospital bed, Veronica wrapped an arm
around my waist and the other around my shoulders as we inched toward the door.
I wanted to ask so many things, but the determined look in her eye dissuaded me
from speaking. 


The more I moved the less the drugs maintained control over
me. We crept through the already ajar door at the end of what had been my cell
and down the hall toward the main entrance. The journey would carry us slowly
at first, then steadily increased with each of the
right turns we would have to make to escape. My body was racked by bouts of
nausea and immense, almost debilitating pain. My limbs were making moving a
complicated task, but we progressed as the rest of the trip was filled with
grunts and groans as we stumbled closer to freedom.


Finally, as we were within feet of the front door, I finally
mustered up enough strength to move on my own and enough courage to ask the
nagging question in my mind. "Veronica, why are you doing this? Because,
once I leave and go to her tonight, there will be no undoing this?"  


Taking my face into her hands, she kissed me on the lips as
Logan grabbed my elbow to help me to the car. "Because
at least one girl deserves not to have her heart broken tonight."






Chapter 52



 

Veronica's words had torn out my heart. How could I do this
to her I wondered? Darby must have seen the stress in my face as I sat in the
back seat.  In record time, I had downed
the bag of fresh plasma that Chloe had tossed me upon flopping down in the
front seat of the Camaro. 


Darby leaned through the small gap in the seat and patted my
leg to get me to remain at ease. "I know you are worried about her, but
she will be alright. She is a big girl, and I am sure that she has done worse
and survived. You need to worry about having fun tonight. She will meet us at
the dance she said." It hit me that my crew was also dressed to go to the
Bash. The girls were dressed stylishly in dresses, and Logan was wearing a slim
fitted black tux and red tie. Knowing I wasn't going to be alone eased my mind,
but I was concerned for Veronica. I rested my head against the passenger side
window as Logan ushered us closer to my promised date with Sunnie.



The road disappeared as we made good time in route to the
school. Pulling into the parking lot, The Bash was in full swing. Students and
cars hustled around. We narrowly missed a gaggle of seniors who stepped in
front of the Camaro as we rocketed down a full isle in the parking lot. If
Logan had been human, the students would have gravely injured or dead. Logan's
fast reaction time darted us through the now splintered group and into an open
space in one move. 


If we had needed to breathe to survive, I imagine we would
have been grasping for breath at the narrow miss, but instead, we all looked at
one another with relief. 


Looking down at the hospital gown I was wearing triggered
thoughts of getting dressed which brought forth thoughts of dance preparations
and Sunnie. "Did anyone remember to contact Sunnie? If she doesn't know I am coming then..." 


I was interrupted by Chloe. "It was all taken care of
by us." 


Startled by Chloe being the one to issue a response that
seemed decent and not abrasive, I sat watching late comers playfully running
through the school yard. The world seemed the way it should. At
peace. If the humans only knew the truth, I thought. 


Logan pointed across me toward a door at the rear of the
school to my right. "You and I are going to head to that door. According
to the information that Veronica gave me, it should be unlocked. Once inside,
there is an open locker room for you to get a shower and in which to get dressed."


I took the keys from the ignition and turned to Logan.
"No. I am okay enough to cover the distance alone. You take the girls
inside and have fun." Addressing the two in the cramped
backseat then Logan in turn. "Thank you so very much. I don't think
I could ever repay you for putting yourself on the line for me."


Darby giggled and winked at me. "On
the line? What do you mean? Veronica got this written up as a field
training exercise. Operatives need to know how to act in awkward social
settings like normal people."


Leave it to Veronica to find an angle to cover our asses, I
lamented to myself. 


Stepping from the car, I helped Chloe and Darby from the
backseat. Darby waved as the three moved across the grass toward the high
school gym. She excitedly hollered back at me. "Save me a dance!"


She was in her element. Hell even Chloe seemed happy.
Grabbing the bag from the trunk I did my best to contain the excitement inside
of me. This night seemed full of promise and hope as I made my way into the
school to change. 



 





Chapter 53



 

A close inspection of my wounds showed that most were healed
so I discarded the bandages in the trash and preceded into the shower. The
water felt great against my scared pale skin. Within the bag had been two more
units of human blood which I sat in the cutout in the wall that had been
designed to hold soap and shampoo. Tonight it was being more than effective at
holding the twin bags as I washed away the accumulated filth of lying in a
hospital bed for over a week.


Taking hold of a bag, I opened it and drank heartily. The
blood was less needed than the bag had been in the car, and I was allowed to
savor the flavor since my hunger had been abated earlier. The bag was dropped
to the floor when it was empty. I phased and tore the next bag open with my
teeth. Spitting out a fragment of stray plastic, I ingested the blood slowly.
The bag brought me back to feeling stronger and more alive, but it did not make
the painful reminders of the past month go away. I began to wash furiously. The
scrubbing seemed to take forever as I tried desperately to erase the memories
of the past. The shower could have taken all night if it had been allowed, but
I was limited by time constraints. As hard as I tried, my damn mind would not
be quieted. Still, I scrubbed until the repetitive action finally settled down
the things haunting me as they drowned in the water. Turning off the water, I
stepped from the shower with the realization that Sunnie
deserved someone free from his demons. Drying myself, I vowed to not let myself
get the best of me, not tonight. I was going to enjoy tonight and make sure it
was one she would never forget. 


Getting dressed quickly, I stood before the lone unbroken
mirror in the locker room and admired myself. Through all that I had been
through, I was no worse for wear I surmised. I was a little pale, but still
standing and getting better every second now that Mathias's drugs were almost
out of my body. Certain that I was suitably dressed in a custom tailored tuxedo
that Veronica had spared no expense to purchase, I
began to walk through the darkened hallways of the school.


There was an eerie solitude as I walked through beams of
moonlight that shone through the tall windows lining sections of the hall. I
occasionally would find myself looking out upon the school grounds. The only
sounds were the echo of my footsteps until I got closer to the gym. I paused
briefly to absorb the lonely silence, but was driven back by the sound of a
soft ballad. The song amplified the mood I was feeling. 


With the door to the gym within reach, an odor that was
reminiscent of a dog wearing human cologne alerted me to the fact that I was no
longer alone. "Hello Haley. If you came to fight, I am not really in the
right frame of mind to not kill you tonight."


The wolf stepped from the nearby shadows dressed in an aqua
blue suit that was ill fitting. "I didn't come here to fight. I just
wanted to say I was wrong before. Hell, we all were. The others won't say it,
but I will. I am sorry for what happened, and that it had to come down to
people from both of our sides dying recently to make me see that we are all in
this together." He offered his hand in friendship. 


I wasn't sure if this was a way to disarm me or occupy me.
An attack was always imminent, so why should now be any different. 


We shook. I offered my response to his admission. "I
could say that I understand, but I don't. There was no reason for the hate
other than selfish need, but I warmly accept your apology and offer my own. I
wish that we could live in peace for as long as we work for the U.S. and
beyond."


The hand shake completed, and satisfied that at least
temporarily I had an ally within the wolf clan, I gestured for my new friend to
enter the gym with me. Haley took hold of the gym door. "I cannot speak
for the whole of my kind, but for me, you are okay."


We walked through the door together into a sea of streamers,
lights and glitter. The music was extremely loud even if I didn't have the
ability to detect sounds easily.


Smiles spread across both our faces as we watched the others
of our kind enjoying themselves on the dance floor amongst the humans. My time
of quiet reflection and growth was over. It was no time to embrace being a
vampire. Tonight was our night to be part of what we were created to protect.


We both stood in the doorway taking in the scene as the
throngs of teenagers before us writhed to the music. Scanning the room, I saw Sunnie sitting with a cluster of girls at a table on the
opposite side.    


Placing my arm around my new found friend, I shouted into
his ear. "This is our night to shine. Our night to be
one of them. Make the most of it."


He knowingly looked at me and smiled. We graciously went our
own directions. Making my way across the dance floor to her table, the madly
chatting girls grew silent when I stepped forward to take Sunnie's
hand. She beamed with excitement as I took her to the dance floor with me. Her
short dress of satiny red reflected the sparkle in her eyes. 


We settled in. The song ended changing to a slow song which
allowed me to pull her near. We didn't speak. We just danced and held each
other close until the second refrain. 


Tussling with my hair, Sunnie
spoke for the first time since we had been reunited. "Long week you have
had from what I hear."


"Well you have heard correctly. Who should I thank for
keeping you informed?"


Her hand gently stroked my face. "Your
friend Darby. I really like that girl. There is something about her
personality that is completely infectious. She is so bubbly."


I retorted, "You better watch her, she has teeth you
know."


Sunnie smiled and laughed.
"Don't you all?"


"Most of us."


We continued to sway to the soft sounds of the female lead
who was singing. "I thought you weren't going to make it tonight. I was a
little worried when the rest of the base kids showed, and Veronica and you did
not. Thought maybe you had decided you liked her better."


"Let's erase any doubt about who I want to be with
right now." I pulled her closer and kissed her lips.


The kiss ended as the song faded to a stronger, faster rock
beat. "I am not sure that proves it, but it is a start."


We both laughed as we mutually decided, without saying a word, that we would sit this one out to catch up. She and I
rushed from the dance floor to get out of the way of the intense dancing of
several teens that were digging the music being played. Sunnie
pointed to a remote location in a corner as we stepped from the dance floor. We
were quickly yanked back to the middle by Logan and Darby to join in the fun
with them. The four of us reveled in the song which became another then
another. We danced until Sunnie gave me a look as if
to say she needed a break. Pushing through the crowd, we were intercepted by
Veronica at the edge of the dance floor. Our eyes locked together. With a wave
of her hand to the DJ, the music changed to another ballad. 


Veronica spoke, "Sunnie would
you be a jewel and let me enjoy this dance with Ethan. We have a matter we need
to discuss."


I looked to my date who nodded a tepid yes. 


Moving to the middle of the floor, we held each other close.
I was sure it was much closer than Sunnie would care
to see.


Veronica spoke, "This dance is more than I could have
hoped for from you tonight."


I did not reply because I wasn't sure what I should say.


"It is okay if you don't feel the same way. I only came
here to protect you."


I spun her around and sensually pulled her back to me by
reflex. My body had taken a mind of its own. I was too amazed at what had just
happened to realize that the dance floor had begun to empty, leaving us almost
completely alone.


"Protect me from what?" I inquired, as I dipped
her then sat her upright as my hand moved along her thigh. 


Veronica seemed as lost in the moment as I did. "Ethan
just hold me close for a moment."


I did as she asked. There was an issue of surrender in her
body I had never felt before. She was trembling. 


When the song ended, she took my hand and led me back to Sunnie who was on the verge of tears from having witnessed
our passionate interplay. The crowd around us grew hushed.


Veronica rested her hand upon Sunnie's
shoulder. "Don't worry, he is yours for as long
as you love him. I know that now." Veronica placed my hand in Sunnie's and disappeared amongst the crowd. 


I could feel the eyes of a couple hundred teenagers staring
to see what was going to happen next. I took Sunnie
back to the dance floor as the music played. 


Though the music was beating hard, I took Sunnie into my arms. We danced to our own melody. 


Sunnie whispered loudly in my ear.
"What was that all about?"


Thinking for a second I said, "Veronica realized that I
don't hold her the same way I hold you."


Sunnie instantly kissed me
passionately and wrapped her arms around my neck. I held her in place and swung
her around, allowing her feet to dangle as we spun. Sitting her back down on
the floor, I steadied her, but we still bumped into Logan and Darby who were
standing nearby. Darby had a saddened look upon her face.


Concerned I asked, "What is wrong?"


Logan did not answer. He pointed toward the exits. Filtering
into the school were soldiers and the local sheriff's department lead by
Walter. The contingent lined the walls and blocked the entrances. Suddenly the
music stopped and the gymnasium lights were turned on as Mathias stepped into
the room. He was greeted by harsh glares and harsher words from a few braver
souls which were discretely silenced. 


As he surveyed the room, he was handed a microphone that was
connected to a portable set of speakers put in place by two communication
officers. "I am afraid ladies and gentlemen the night must come to an end.
I am Mathias Dencourt, a representative from Fort
Cooper. It seems that we have a possible contagion loose with the building. One
of your fellow classmates has been very sick as of late and has chosen to expose
you all to the possible dangers of his condition. If you would please follow my
team of trained staff outside, you will be administered a round of antivirals
that should prove completely effective against the virus. So, if we can begin
the process of exiting the building promptly, we can insure that you all our
safe from the condition."


Sunnie clung to me tightly as the
guards rounded everybody else up in a manner that exposed me as the culprit.
The loathing stares as the partiers were escorted out would be nothing compared
to how I would be treated across social media and at school if I was ever
allowed to return. Mathias was more than amused at his little game. A wide
smirk was maintained the whole time as the tide slowed to a trickle. Soon, the
only remaining students were entirely comprised of my group mates sans
Veronica. Miraculously, Haley had eluded capture.  


Mathias began making his way to where I stood when the
lights flickered off and the environment returned to its previous state, though
not as jovial. A ballad began to play through the speakers. Sunnie
and I both turned to see a dark shape duck behind a curtain. 


I took charge of the offering of more time. To her surprise,
I took her by the hand and guided us to the center of the floor. She curled
into my arms as we began to dance. Every eye in the room was upon us as the
chorus began to play. 


"What will happen now?" She asked through tears. 


Glaring around the room at the armed men, Mathias and the
others I worriedly said, "I don't know. I really don't know." 


The dance continued in silence until she looked at me as the
last few lines fluttered away. "I wanted us to have forever Ethan, but we
don’t... but we don't."


Stopping as the music faded, I cuddled her into my arms as I
stared into the depths of her. "No Sunnie, we
don't have forever, but we have right now."


As the soldiers closed in, we shared a final kiss.
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