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  Dysphoria

  
  







Suffering dipped its toes into the bottom of the well that was her soul. There, it made a home for itself, turning the waters black and murky. It festered, slowly changing into a rot that started at her core and spread itself through her like a disease until she could no longer feel a thing. Even when there was nothing left of her to feed on, it would still survive. Until there was only one way out.
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Chapter 2

  
  







Black. White. Red. That was all that Lilith saw when she looked at herself in the mirror. It was all she saw when she reflected on her life, too. Even the large, intricate raven tattooed on her back was colored red and black, although the white had faded many decades ago. Lilith had gotten the tattoo at the height of the spiritualist movement. Soon, the entire town spoke of the woman with the tattoo who never aged and moved only during the night hours. Lilith had to move towns soon after, but she had fun doing it and she had no regrets. Even one-hundred-and-seventy-six years later.

As she looked at herself in the mirror it dawned on her that it was the first time in a long time that she felt any kind of peace within her. It had nothing to do with positivity, though. Rather, she knew her suffering would soon come to an end.

Lilith was the perfect stereotype. She had the classic appearance of a vampire. Exactly as you would have imagined her to be. Long, silky black hair with green eyes, pale skin, and a small frame. It was as if she had tried to hide herself in plain sight. She carried the stereotypically heavy burden of being a vampire, too.

How boring.

That burden was evident in the dark rings around her eyes, and the hollows of her cheeks from centuries of keeping her jaw clenched.

Lilith found it hard to forget her heartaches when her home was filled with the items she’d collected over the centuries of her life. Each item held memories of a loved one that she could no longer hold, a voice that she could no longer hear in her mind, and a feeling that only ever visited her in dreams. Sometimes, when she would smell the wood of the furniture, her mind would flood with happy memories. But always, she’d return to her reality. It was a life, and a future, that she could no longer face.

Even if she could forget all that, there was the problem of a spirit who liked to make its presence known. Whispers of a voice that had once filled her with love and joy now teased her with memories of a feeling she would likely never experience again.

Ella’s ghost moved in and out of Lilith’s life as it pleased. She’d tried all the methods she’d learned in her life to get her to move on, but Ella was adamant about staying. Which was fairly typical of her, that’s how they found themselves living together in the first place. Ella had come to visit from the seaside and simply never left.

Ella had been the end of a continuous cycle for Lilith. She’d learned of love and loss early on in all her years. From the moment of her first love, the loop of loving and losing would torture her. Each new love dampened the memory of her most recent loss. But each new love would always end in loss, and she would begin again. She had little strength left for it.

Lilith’s memories ran rampant with lovers that had died, people who had left her, and those who could no longer face the reality that she could never give them a child. Centuries of anger, depression, and illness were what she carried with her. She couldn’t allow it in her life anymore. Then again, she had long found herself with nothing left to live for.

Lilith had made a plan to celebrate her life all on her own. She would spend one more night around the people of Kader Town. Then she would wait until morning and step out to look at the sunlight. It would be the first time in hundreds of years that she’d feel the warmth on her skin, and the last time that she’d feel anything at all. At least she would leave the Earth feeling something.

Kader Town was one of the few places she had left. The small town held no painful memories for her. She hadn’t been there long, either. It had been a quiet ten years. But that stillness caused its own hardship. It taught her that no matter how far she ran, she could never escape the way she really felt. 

It didn’t matter how far she traveled, she would still have a drawer full of wedding rings that she no longer wore, and a photo album of families that she no longer had. The smallest of which was the one that held images of her real family. The people that had brought her into this life.

Lilith hadn’t been with them long when she’d been taken by a woman so kind and beautiful that her kidnapping hadn’t even frightened her. That woman became her new mother for at least a century.

They had turned her and there was a reason for it, but Lilith no longer remembered that reason. That had been almost five-hundred-and-fifty years ago. What she did remember about that family was their desire to populate the Earth with others like them. By the time Lilith had turned twelve, she had twenty brothers and sisters there.

They had lived outside of the busiest villages, and on their own and most of what they did was learn about the dangers of The Johns, and about a new world that they were responsible for creating.

Lilith had been the only member of that family to have survived The Great Cleansing. She’d been one of few who hadn’t been slaughtered, or taken, by The Johns.

After The Great Cleansing, the vampire numbers had dwindled and very few still roamed the Earth. It made the job of eating almost impossible. The lack of vampires meant that the number of Johns required was less as well. Eventually, it was unlikely to come across either of them.

It made for some much-needed peace.

As the years went on, feeding became increasingly difficult. Borders became stricter and land became monitored. It wasn’t so simple for Lilith to hunt for her food anymore. She’d had to look into different options, like paying a nurse to steal blood bags for her.

That didn’t work in the city. That kind of thing only went unnoticed in the smaller, less monitored hospitals. And even then, she’d eventually have to leave before any suspicion fell upon her. In her wake, a series of imprisoned nurses were caught for their illegal selling of blood.

But there was nothing for her outside of the country’s borders, either.

There, The Johns were more common, going out of their way to eliminate the races that they felt were unnatural to the Earth. The others like Lilith. It seemed to her that the larger the country, the more money the churches had available to fund such feats. There was no more army for Lilith to rely on anymore. She was alone, So, she decided to rather play it safe. However, boring that may be.

At least within the borders of The Continent, she felt she was in hardly any danger. Especially in a small town like Kader. The continent was a breeding place for apathy and ignorance, which worked to her benefit. She’d been in Kader Town for ten years and hadn’t crossed paths with a single John. There were only three churches. It had been one of the things that had originally drawn her to the town. Of course, she hadn’t set foot in any of the churches. It was the last place that she wanted to be.

Usually, there’d be signs of Johns about if there were any. They all wore the same ring, with the symbol of their group on it. It was hard to miss if you didn’t know to look for it. A cross with flames bursting from it was the symbol of their work, and most Johns wore it proudly. Lilith had often found the symbols hidden in coffee shops where they would meet, or outside churches where they were stationed.

It was how they could spot each other. And she knew well enough that once she’d seen that symbol, it was time to move to the next place. The Johns were experts at sniffing out and killing Unnaturals. It was what they were trained to do, through centuries. The role of a John had always been passed down the family bloodline. So, they were passionate about the hunt. It was in their blood. A genetic code in their DNA to put an end to the Unnaturals.

Lilith had witnessed them on the hunt during The Great Cleansing. She’d witnessed the insatiable hunger in their eyes and their ability to destroy a race in a matter of years. It was terrifying. It was impressive. And she was no match for it.

When Lilith found some peace in Kader Town, she went out of her way for a piece of it. And just as she had wished, it would be the last time she’d ever move home again.

What the locals of Kader didn’t know was that they were her only friends. Most of them did not see Lilith as a friend. They hardly knew her at all. She didn’t talk to many people. Her ability to leave the house was limited to the time between sunset and sunrise, and in a town like Kader, businesses closed early.

She’d met a few of the locals who would greet her in passing. They knew her name, what she looked like, and nothing else about her. To them, she was just a reclusive neighbor who liked to keep to herself.

Lilith saw them differently. Those who greeted her in passing were the only people she ever spoke to, the only ones who ever listened to her, and the only ones who made her laugh. For ten years.

She spoke to the nurse who sold her blood, of course. However, she quickly learned that he wasn’t her kind of person at all so, their interactions were mostly kept as short as possible. She couldn’t take the risk of him leading the authorities to her. It had happened a few times in previous cities, and it had never ended well.

Granted, ten years in the life span of a vampire is minimal. But at least it was a small drop of laughter in an endless pool of silence.

While most of the Unnaturals met their demise at the hands of a John, Lilith intended to go out on her own terms. She was prepared to do so. She looked forward to it.
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Chapter 3

  
  







The church sat tucked away quietly on the far end of Kader. It was one of only three churches in the small town and it hadn’t played the sounds of bells in many years. The building was much older than most of the rest of the town and housed a small convent in the back. From the front, there was not much to notice about it. It was old and white, with a small cemetery to the side.

It was kept barely running by a small amount of funding, donated from a wealthy family who never visited. As far as the town was concerned, the church was built by the family’s ancestors. However, nobody had truly looked into that.

John sat at his desk with his feet up, as he tapped a pen impatiently against his knee. His paperwork was strewn across his desk as it always was. He had spent the last two hours pretending to work, but in reality, he didn’t care at all about his job. He had been staring emptily at the two daggers that hung on either side of his office door.

For as long as he’d been there, he’d known of them. Yet, he’d never even taken them out of their sheaths to have a look. It was typical for him. He lacked interest in most things.

Most of what he needed to get done in the day could be handed over to somebody else. There was always a volunteer eager to help him. His black, slicked-back hair glistened in the sun that filtered through his dirty office window. His chair creaked as he rocked back and forth, a sound he learned to drown out years ago. In fact, he had gotten so used to it that it comforted him.

On the corner of his desk was a scuff mark where he placed his feet every day. Outside his window, the leaves of a large tree created a rushing sound as they danced in the wind. A small woodpecker pecked away, like the ticking of a clock, and in his mind, he considered all the ways his life might have turned out differently if he had never found religion.

A row of photographs decorated the wall behind him. Portraits of older men who were the pastors of this church before him. The plaques underneath every portrait read “Father John”, followed by a surname and two dates. It had mostly been considered a pure coincidence that each pastor of the church was named John. It was a running joke in the community. The big secret was that they were all given that name before taking on the position.

Somewhere in the depths of the church archives was one singular sheet of paper with their real names, scribbled in pencil. It wasn’t a position they had applied for either. In fact, it was a destiny bestowed upon them. John’s destiny had led him to Kader, where there was absolutely nothing of importance for him to do and he couldn’t leave. 

His reality frustrated him. It was his born legacy to snuff out the Unnaturals from the world, but he had been stationed in Kader, where nothing ever happened and no Unnatural had set foot for almost three-hundred years. Most days, John’s calling seemed without purpose at all.

He wasn’t allowed to leave Kader. They had once caught a vampire there. Once. Because of that, it was believed that there might be others. Not that there ever had been signs of any others. There were only a few thousand people in Kader and everybody knew each other, and everybody talked about each other, too. Especially when there was someone with strange habits about.

For three-hundred years the town had been vampire-free. That meant that generations of Johns that came before him spent their lives with nothing to do other than present their sermons and be kind to the community. John Abbott found that to be a very tedious existence.

He had seen the city once when he had been invited to a gathering of Johns from all across The Continent. It had been a momentous occasion. However, he left the gathering feeling somewhat embarrassed. While others bragged of all their hunts and capture of Unnaturals, John had to explain that he’d been the third John of his bloodline not to make a single capture.

He knew it wasn’t his fault. The Unnaturals simply weren’t where he was stationed, and he couldn’t leave, so there was nothing that he could do about that at all.

Still, he hated the way he felt that day and he had prayed that one day he would be blessed with the opportunity to fulfill his destiny. He’d waited patiently for that day ever since.

As much as he sometimes wished he hadn’t, he had found religion once, when he’d had a gun pointed at his head in an armed robbery. If it hadn’t been for that day he might have walked away from the life he knew and sought out a slightly more exciting manner of living.

Granted, there were some perks to being a John. He had a hefty salary, a steady job, and a nice house. Over the years, he’d learned to be satisfied with his boring existence. It had helped him age well and at the age of forty-six, he was still as handsome as ever. According to his mirror.

“Working hard I see,” Sister Rachel’s voice cut through his daydream.

John looked over at her and rolled his eyes, lifting his feet off the table as he wheeled his chair closer to his desk.

“I don’t suppose you’ve made any headway with the proposal to the town planner, have you?” She flashed him a knowing smirk, as she always did when he was behind schedule on something.

John smiled, tossing a paper across his desk. It floated through the air before it came to rest neatly at her feet. Frustrated, Rachel bent down, inspecting the paper that lay before her.

“I suppose this will do,” she sighed, walking towards his desk. 

She slumped herself down in a chair in front of him. She had other reasons for visiting. Immediately, she straightened the pages that lay recklessly across his desk, placing them into neat, organized piles.

“I really don’t know why you keep doing this Rach, tomorrow it will all look the same,” he teased, throwing his pen towards his pen holder.

Rachel jumped out of her seat, rushing to slam the door closed.

“When this door is open, you refer to me as Sister Rachel. We are supposed to avoid suspicion, not create it, John,” she said sternly.

He had gotten used to her angry voice. John had learned exactly how to annoy her, which proved useful on days when he was particularly bored. On that day, he was.  John smiled widely at her and leaned forward in his chair.

“I like it when you call me father,” he said, his voice barely louder than a mumble. 

He looked at her, dressed neatly in her habit. She seemed so silly that way. He knew her better with her red hair loosened and hanging in soft waves down the length of her spine. At least with the habit, he could still see her deep green eyes and freckles. If it weren’t for that, she would have blended in with every other nun in that place.

As much as Rachel wanted to give in to his little game, she had business to discuss.

“We need to get more funding,” she said, getting straight to the point.

John threw his head back in laughter, pretending to wipe invisible tears from his face.

“How do you suppose I do that?” He fixed his face, staring blankly back at her. “We both know that anybody prepared to fund the church wants regular visits and tours and you know as well as I do why we can’t allow it.”

Rachel clenched her jaw before letting out a sigh loud enough to disturb the papers on his desk.

“I know, but the money from the courses and seminars isn’t cutting it anymore. Not with the amount of food that toad of a Sister Mary needs to eat,” she said. Rachel puffed her cheeks out to make her look fatter.

“How did we even wind up with her?” John laughed.

Rachel was ready to snap.

“You hired her from that website, you idiot!” she yelled, an unmissable hint of anger in her voice.

John motioned for her to lower her voice. She hushed, turning her eyes away from him. He knew why she was there, but he didn’t want to have that conversation. Not on that particular day, anyway.  

John leaned back in his chair, spinning so he could look out of the window again. But before he was able to drift off into a daydream, the blinds were pulled closed, plummeting him into shadow. All he could see were Rachel’s eyes as she glared at him.

“You promised me we could do it today,” she pressed, her brow lowered like a toddler who had been denied a sweet treat.

“I know. And we will. But first, we need to make it look like we’re actually doing our jobs. So could you please tell me how things are going with the other sisters?”

John was doing nothing but buying some time. He wasn’t in the mood for Rachel that day, but he would have to be. He had been delaying following through on that promise for weeks. He had run out of excuses to delay it any longer. 

Rachel collapsed back in her chair, flipping the switch to John’s desk lamp. The lamp flickered briefly before dying out entirely.

“Oh great. I am sure that will take you another three months to change,” she complained. 

John chuckled at her frustration. “Unless you change it for me,” he responded, winking at her.

After taking a moment to place his pen back in his pen holder, Rachel was ready to speak to him again.

“Everything is exactly how it was last week and the week before that. We wake up, complete our duties, and go back to bed, which is more than I can say for you,” she argued, motioning at the large stack of paperwork on his desk.

“That reminds me,” he said. “Any of your ladies particularly good at administrative tasks?” 

Rachel pursed her lips and he knew he had pushed her too far. But it was too late, he couldn’t take it back. He would have to deal with whatever lecture she had up her sleeves for him. 

“Don’t you even dare think about it, John. We can’t have any of them getting their hands on such details of the Church and you know exactly why,” she said, frowning at him.

John got up and straightened himself out, checking his hair in a small mirror against the wall. He knew there was only one way he would get her off his back. He would have to follow through on his promise. He placed his hands gently on her shoulders before bending down, giving her a soft kiss on the cheek.

“Let’s go then,” he whispered in her ear. 

A wide smile broke across Rachel’s face as she jumped out of her chair.

“Yay!” she sang as she rushed towards his office door.

The two of them left the office and headed to the back storeroom of the church. There they opened a cupboard, moved the hangers of robes aside, and felt their hands over the back board of the cupboard.

Click.

A small door swung open and the two of them climbed through it. They walked excitedly down a narrow flight of stairs until it eventually opened up into a larger room.

“How are you doing tonight, Elden?” John’s voice called into the darkness.

“Please…not again,” a quivering voice answered.

Rachel quickly made her way around the room, turning on various battery-operated lamps. It wasn’t long before every part of the room was visible. Against the far wall of the room was a metal cross, bolted to the wall. A man with dark hair that cascaded down to his knees hung from the cold metal structure. He was shackled at his hands and feet and had been that way for quite some time.

His hands and feet were left deformed after having been broken years prior. An injury for which he never received any kind of medical treatment. His body was thin and weak and his skin was so pale that the blood vessels were visible as they pumped blood through his heart and into the rest of his body. 

“You are ours and we will do what we want with you.” Rachel’s stern voice echoed off the chamber walls.

The man began to sob quietly as John and Rachel approached a small table that stood alone in the center of the room. On the table were various tools. Some of them were antiques, while others looked as if they were bought that very morning, the prices still visible on the stickers.

Rachel ran her trembling hands slowly over the tools as she decided which would be her tool of choice for that day. It was not fear that caused her hands to shake. It was adrenaline. There, in that dark and cold dungeon, she was able to be who she really was. A powerful woman. A cruel woman. And it was the only thing that truly made her feel alive. 

She slowed for a moment as her hand hovered over the thumbscrew, taking a moment to look back and inspect the man’s already deformed hands before she changed her mind.

“I want the crowbar,” John said as he stared at the man.

His hand was already hanging in the air, open, waiting for Rachel to hand him his favorite tool.

“You always take the fun one,” Rachel whined.

Her eyes continued to consider each of the tools before her.

“What about the breast ripper?” she suggested excitedly, looking in Elden’s direction to see how he would react to that idea.

Elden did nothing but sob quietly. Years of being locked away in that dark chamber had taught him that the more he reacted, the worse it would get. So, Elden kept his eyes fixated on the ground in front of him. 

John reached for the crowbar but he was stopped by Rachel’s soft hand as she placed it over his.

“What now, woman?” he snapped.

A sly grin broke across the young Rachel’s face.

“I have a better idea,” she said.

She lifted up the blow torch before placing a branding iron in John’s hand. “It’s been a while since he had some new markings.” Rachel broke out into a soft chuckle.

John smiled, he nodded eagerly as he turned his attention back to the hanging man.

“Time for your decorations, Elden,” he said, stepping closer. 

Elden whimpered. He wondered if there were any parts of his body left that weren’t already scarred and branded. The sound of Rachel’s shoes bounced off the walls of the chamber as she danced from excitement.

“This branding iron has been part of this church’s inventory for centuries,” John explained.

It would be clear to anybody who saw it that the branding iron was old. A cross with flames sat neatly at the end of a short, thick rod. The wooden handle was almost ready for its next replacement. Every few years it would disintegrate and whichever John was in charge at that time would have a new one made.

Elden had often wondered if those who made the handles knew what they were being used for. And if they did know, would they continue to make them? 

“I know,” Elden said, his voice shaking with fear.

John and Rachel paused, looking at each other with their mouths hanging open in disbelief.

“What did you just say?” John snapped.

Elden struggled as he lifted his head, making direct eye contact with John. His eyes were red and tear-stained. Dark rings dirtied his face and his lips were thin and cracked from months of dehydration.

“I said, I know. You tell me every time you use it. And so did the John that came before you, and the John that came before him too,” he explained quietly.

John clenched his jaw. He swung the branding iron around in circular motions through the air as if it were a sword.

“Well that’s the deal, isn’t it?” he barked, walking up close to Elden.

“If we catch it…we keep it!” chimed Rachel. 

“Exactly! I don’t care how many centuries you’ve been down here. You will stay here one century for every innocent person you have drained of their blood, you filthy beast,” John growled before spitting in the man’s face.

Elden looked back toward his feet, his dark hair falling like a curtain in front of his face. On the side of his skull were the scars from where he had been branded before. No hair grew there anymore. Across his entire body were the faint scars from a century’s worth of branding. On the floor around him were the bloodstains from previous encounters with the tools spread out on the table in front of him.

Some of those stains were his own blood, but some of them were from animal blood that John and Rachel had fed him from time to time. Just enough to keep him alive. They would leave him until he was almost dead before they would feed him again.

He was their favorite toy and nothing made Rachel more excited than the idea of playing with him. John held out the branding iron, brushing some of Elden’s hair out of his face before he began to laugh deeply.

“This is going to be fun, as usual,” John said lowly.

Elden pulled his head away from John, spitting at his feet. As much spit as his heavily dehydrated body could create. 

“Light it,” John commanded as he walked toward Rachel.

With a bright flash, the blowtorch was burning and she held it out toward the branding iron. When the iron was bright red from the heat, John spun around quickly and pressed it hard into Elden’s flesh. At first, Elden bit down hard, clenching his jaw to avoid screaming. His body shook and convulsed from the pain as hot smoke rose from his skin.

Rachel cheered and danced with each mark that was burned into the prisoner’s skin. A bright smile stretched right across her face as if she were seeing something beautiful. 

She bounced excitedly until small strands of hair started to fall out of her tight bun, framing her pale face. After the eighth time that the branding iron had touched his skin, Elden couldn’t stop himself from screaming. Rachel shouted at Elden, teasing him, belittling him, and asking him if he wanted them to stop.

But he knew better. He no longer pleaded with them to stop. He had tried that for the first sixty years and it never worked. It was his fate and his destiny to be hung there in that chamber while they tortured him.

Soon, the entire room had filled with smoke and the scent of burning flesh. Elden knew that there was only one thing that would make them stop. 

Finally, he lost consciousness. Already his wounds had started to heal, but the pain he felt would last. John threw the branding iron down onto the table, causing all the other tools to scatter.

“Come on John. Why do you always do that?” Rachel moaned.

She marched over to the table and immediately started straightening out all the tools. 

The room fell silent again as the two of them breathed deeply to catch their breaths, their chests bursting with adrenaline. It was like a drug to them.

Torturing Elden would fix any bad day and smooth every argument that the two of them had ever had. Sweat dripped down both their faces as they admired their handy work.

After staring at Elden’s newly decorated body for a while they began to laugh. John walked slowly up to Rachel and placed a hand behind her head drawing her in.

“You’re magnificent,” he said before kissing her deeply.

The two of them made their way quietly back up the narrow staircase and through the back of the closet until they were once again in the small storeroom. They took a moment to wipe the sweat off their faces before they headed back toward their own quarters. The church slept while Elden spent the small amount of energy he had left trying to survive. His only solace was that he was alone in there because that meant that no other Unnatural had been caught yet.




* * *




In the morning John woke up early and got ready to deliver his sermon to the congregation. He spoke about patience, courage, and empathy. He spoke so beautifully that several of the older congregation members were in tears. Rachel watched him with pride as he spoke, and so did the other nuns. Afterward, they all met for tea and biscuits and John was showered with praises and compliments.

Couples asked for relationship advice while mothers asked for parenting advice. He was invited to weddings and funerals and birthday parties. Each invitation he accepted and those who had invited him felt blessed that his presence would be at their special occasion.

Some of the congregation consisted of those who had been baptized by John, those who had recovered from substance abuse thanks to his help, and those who had found their purpose with his help. None of them knew what happened in the darkest corners of that building. He interacted with them easily, always wearing his most brilliant smile. While down below, Elden suffered, wishing his end would come, hoping that his time was soon. 
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Chapter 4

  
  







The only thing worse than suffering is loneliness. And the only thing worse than that is to be suffering alone.




That was the entirety of Lilith’s note. Why she even wrote one, she wasn’t sure. She had nobody to leave it for.  She had wondered how long it would even take before she was found, and she was certain it wouldn’t be before her body began to stink.

Lilith hadn’t picked a spot to do it yet, but she was hoping that inspiration would come to her when the time was right. What she did know was that she wanted the best view imaginable. She wanted to see far ahead of her as the sun lit up the Earth.

The only sight she’d had of that, for centuries, was what she had seen in photographs. The thought of potentially seeing it in real life excited her, despite the depressing circumstances of the situation.

Lilith pushed the note aside and did her best to remember the last time she felt as if she wasn’t alone. She couldn’t remember it. Loved ones had come and gone, and through all of it, she had remained on the outskirts of all their lives.

“You’re not going to do it,” a voice said, like an empty echo.

“What do you know?” Lilith responded. “You haven’t been part of the living in some time. Your knowledge of the world is wildly outdated, Ella.”

Lilith had always been the odd one out, for as long as she could remember. It couldn’t be any other way. They would be mortals, and she would be a monster. Only, most of them didn’t know what she really was.

Lilith had tried once, to simply pretend that it wasn’t so. But it hadn’t worked, and she couldn’t make a convincing enough argument.

Her differences would always show their presence. Soon, it would become clear that she wouldn’t eat like the rest of them, or drink. That became particularly difficult at times like Christmas or Easter when her families would come together to celebrate. There were few excuses for explaining it away that worked, too.

Most of the people she loved had come with families attached. It had always been part of what had drawn her to them. They had something she hadn’t had for hundreds of years and she couldn’t help but want it for herself, too.

It’s not to say that she wasn’t involved. Lilith had always been invited to dinners and parties. She’d always shown up and she had always laughed. When photographs had been taken, she’d always been present. But she’d felt more like a ghost around humans, than part of anything great.

“I don’t understand why you’re even involving yourself in this,” Lilith said to the empty space around her.

“Just because I’m dead, doesn’t mean that I don’t care,” Ella’s voice fluttered.

“You can’t surely believe that I want to hang around in this world forever,” Lilith argued. “You know as well as I do how tedious that can be.”

It was always as if the world had been aware of Lilith’s presence, but too afraid to acknowledge it. As a young girl, she’d been loved dearly by her parents, but not quite as much as the rest of her siblings. Whether it was because that was how they truly felt, or if they had just decided at some point that she didn’t need the attention as much, she wasn’t certain.

Lilith lived her entire, tedious existence on the outskirts of the rest of everybody else’s lives. Despite trying to change it multiple times, it only ever ended in hurt. Then everyone would die, and she’d be alone again. That was the cycle of her life.

Lilith had tried everything. For a few decades, she’d made a strict rule only to be with night shift workers. She would pretend to work the night shift too, and that was reason enough for her to sleep through the day.

A few centuries after that came the best news. A new phobia was announced. Heliophobia allowed her to be afraid of the sun without being a total freak. Some people took pity on her for it and accepted her for that. Still, it didn’t explain the eating and drinking problem.

She was hard to live with. It was that simple. And eventually, the world forgot entirely about the Unnaturals. They became nothing more than a legend and folklore, a Halloween costume to most.

For a while, she had tried to convince herself that it was a gift and that there was beauty in solitude. But as the centuries passed and she saw the same life occur over and over again for her, it became painfully clear that there was a difference between solitude and loneliness and that she’d never known solitude in her life.

For the most part of her mortal life, she had been certain that she knew how the world worked. You are born, you grow up, you find love, you die. Then she was transformed and became something other than human. That’s when she learned that there was an entire truth beyond what we learn as humans.

She was born, she grew up, she found love, and then they died.

It also meant that the entire notion of what would happen after she died became nothing but a joke and the notion of what would happen while she was alive mattered nothing. So, she found herself becoming afraid of death.

Lilith had managed to avoid it for the last few centuries but she knew that a day would come when she would have to face her mortality. Although she’d been afraid of many things in her life, she’d faced them anyway. Death would be no different. She hoped.

Lilith had no idea what would come next. Part of it excited her but mostly, she wished that there was another way. She had tried once before and then the idea that she might come back in spirit and that things would still be the same had stopped her.

There had been days before when she’d thought she could smell the scent of a husband that she’d had a few centuries ago or heard her niece’s giggle coming from the bedroom. What if life after death simply just continued without the hassle of a physical form?

Would she still be alone? Would the outskirts of the spirit realm still be where she would forever find herself? And what came after the next death? Nobody could know if there was a second death awaiting once your spirit was tired, too. The idea of life just being an endless, repeating loop had once brought her some comfort, but not anymore.

There were still many hours before the sun came up and Lilith had little to do to pass the time. She couldn’t sit with her thoughts all night, out of fear of chickening out and being forced to live another day.

She reached for her keys, checked her hair, closed her front door behind her, and stepped into the cool night air. It felt comforting on her skin as the breeze wrapped itself around her. Without much direction, she walked.

The sound of a buzzing light caught her attention. She had reached the local pub. Inside were likely a few people that she had met once or twice. Perhaps, for one last time, she could go inside and convince herself that she wasn’t alone.

It wouldn’t be the worst way to spend her final hours.

A seat all the way at the edge of the room became her place for the night. There was no use in drinking any alcohol as it would only make her sick. Still, she ordered drinks, decanting them into the plant beside her.

“Sorry plant,” she whispered as the fourth glass of whiskey seeped into the soil.

It was the only way she wouldn’t be kicked out. No bar wanted to see a seat taken without any income. Lilith was perfectly happy watching the people enjoy their night with those they held close to them.

“I guess he’s not coming then?” a voice asked, pulling her from her thoughts.

Lilith looked up and into the dark eyes of a kind-looking woman with wild hair. It wasn’t someone that she had seen there before.

“Oh,” Lilith chuckled. “I’m not expecting anybody.”

The woman gave her a puzzled look and glanced at her empty glass. Her dark, amber eyes lit up with excitement as she pulled her fingers through a mess of tight brown curls.

“You’re here alone?” she asked. “Like, all night?”

Lilith nodded with a sheepish smile. She had nobody to invite to join her and she’d stopped making friends years ago when she attended her eight-hundredth funeral.

“By choice?” the woman pressed.

“Not exactly,” Lilith admitted.

Most often when she was faced with a similar question she would lie, and say that she was only in town for a short while. But she had little time left in her existence and so there was no more use in lying.

The woman took a seat in front of Lilith and signaled to the bar to bring them some more drinks. Lilith was intrigued by the woman. She admired her confidence and outgoing nature. But mostly, she loved how her freckles looked like constellations against her skin.

It reminded her of a young girl she once knew. The woman in front of her quickly made herself comfortable. She wore gold, flashy jewelry, and a color scheme of various shades of gray which complimented the tanned color of her skin perfectly.

“Well, my friends are the worst,” the woman said. “So if you don’t mind, I will hide out here with you. I’m Akara, by the way.”

Lilith had nothing to say. It didn’t seem like she had much of a choice. The drinks arrived and Akara started talking, and Lilith couldn’t help but consider the irony of spending the last night of her lonely life, in the company of another.
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Lilith’s eyes flickered open. It was dark but even so, she could see that she was in a strange place. She was thirsty, but she’d been thirsty for days, so that wasn’t entirely strange. A large room wrapped around her, filled with furniture that wasn’t her own.

Lilith bolted upright at the sound of an exhale next to her ear. Then, she felt a body move and roll over. She looked over to her right and allowed a moment for her eyes to adjust. A carpet of curly hair sprawled out over the pillow beside her and Akara’s freckled skin peeked out from the linen.

Lilith took a deep breath and let it out slowly. A memory recovered of how Akara had told her story after story as she listened quietly, occasionally giving her thoughts. When Akara had invited her to dance, Lilith had almost declined.

It hadn’t taken much nagging or convincing. Lilith had figured it was an excellent way to spend her last night alive. Only, she had not expected Akara to kiss her so confidently, and so suddenly.

Akara moved again and Lilith listened carefully for the sound of her heartbeat. She closed her eyes and meditated on it. The thumps were slowed. Akara was still in a deep sleep.

Lilith pulled at the corner of the curtains and looked nervously outside. It was still dark. She was still safe. So, she slid quietly out of bed and pulled on her clothes, keeping her shoes in her hand until she was out the door.

She made it home just before sunrise.

Her plan had been a bust. Lilith had been so distracted that she hadn’t thought of a location for her last moments yet and she wanted desperately for it to be perfect. But it was too late. The sun had risen and she refused to die out on the dirty street where she lived.

There were too many kind old ladies that walked past there. They did not deserve to be so badly scarred.

Instead, she crawled into bed and waited for the day to pass. As it turned out, she wasn’t quite ready to die yet. Much to her own disappointment.




* * *




Lilith hadn’t slept that well in years. When she woke up, she found that her top and bottom lashes had stuck together and she could hardly see through the fog in her eyes. She wrestled with her body as she struggled out of bed, hungry and more tired than she’d been in a long time. The old grandfather clock against the wall told her that it was dark outside, and had been for quite some time already.

Technically, she had overslept.

From where she stood in her room, she could see the flashing light on her phone that lay on the kitchen counter, notifying her of an unread message. There was only one person who had her number. So, she knew exactly who it came from.




Are we still on for tonight? C.




It was a meeting that Lilith couldn’t risk missing. She almost would, if she didn’t hurry and get ready. Lilith raced through the shower and pulled on the same black pants and shirt that she always wore, along with the same boots.

Ella’s disembodied footsteps went ignored as Lilith pulled open the front door and marched down the street toward the bar.

It was ladies’ night at the bar that night, which meant nothing special. It just meant that the women of the regular crowd were able to buy half-priced drinks, which they would buy two at a time and hand to their husbands.

Bars in a small town like Kader were often a sorry sight. And it was one of those very sorry nights. There were drunk husbands and wives all over the place. Half of them weren’t even talking to each other anymore. On the television, the sport had been turned on as loudly as it could possibly be so that the eighty-year-old in the back could know what was going on.

The barman leaned against the counter with a book in hand, paying little attention to his patrons. Lilith liked that. It meant that she could get away without ordering anything for some time.

She picked the same table she had picked the night before. The one by the plant. Although, the plant seemed to be hanging on by a thread after all the alcohol it had consumed thanks to Akara.

There, she waited for Cameron. And as usual, he was late.

Cameron was a well-manicured man with a job that often made him the focus of ruthless teasing. Lilith had learned after meeting him the first time that he had chosen to become a nurse because he wanted a job that allowed him to be surrounded by women. In other words, he was a sleaze bag.

But even men like that served a purpose. There was only one thing that Cameron loved more than women and that was money. So, when Lilith offered him large sums of money to break the law and not ask any questions, he didn’t hesitate to agree. And it had been a successful relationship for ten years.

Lilith was about ready to give up when Cameron finally walked through the door of the pub. He stopped first at the bar to order a round of drinks for both of them.

“How are we doing tonight?” he asked as he placed a glass of red wine down in front of Lilith.

“A little tired,” she confessed.

“Oh yeah?” he asked with a smirk. “Working late?”

Cameron turned to scan the room, likely checking to see if there were any eligible young women he had not noticed on his way in.

“Sure,” she answered. There was no use in trying to come up with a lie when he had so willingly handed her one.

Cameron frowned at her. “You know, I’ve known you for ten years and I still don’t know what you do for a living.”

Lilith sighed and gave him a knowing look. A death stare that he had been met with a few times before.

“I know, I know, no questions asked,” he said, raising his palms to the air. “It’s just, at what point are you going to trust me with this stuff?”

“What stuff is that exactly?” Lilith asked.

Cameron motioned with his eyes to the bag. He was the most indiscreet person she had ever met, but somehow he got the job done. And luckily for Lilith, nobody in the bar cared enough to pay any attention.

“The blood,” he whispered. “I’ve been selling to you for ten years, and you’ve never told me what it’s for.”

Cameron was breaking the rules. There had been a strict understanding that he would not be allowed to ask her any questions. Lilith stared at him blankly in response.

“You know the rules,” she said sternly. “You don’t ask questions. I pay you. That’s it.”

“Well, I think it’s time for things to change,” Cameron said. “Tell me what it’s for, and I’ll continue to supply to you. Otherwise, I can pick up this bag right now and leave here with it and you’ll never hear from me again.”

A fury fired through Lilith that she tried hard to control. She felt a pressure in her jaw as her fangs swiveled out from their resting place and pierced into the inners of her lips. Her mind filled with visions of Cameron as he lay motionless on the ground, and the sound of his heart slowing.

“Please, Lilith,” Cameron said. “I don’t want to stop, but I’ve taken so many risks, and my conscience is struggling. Just tell me what it’s for. You don’t have to tell me anything else.”

Luckily for Lilith, she’d been through this a few times before so, she already had a lie ready for him. She just didn’t prefer to tell the lie. Lies only led to more lies, and it was too much work to keep up with it all.

But she needed the bag and she needed it urgently. It seemed acceptable for her to tell him the lie, given that she wouldn’t be around too much longer to have to keep track of it.

“There is a wealthy man who buys it from me, and I buy it from you,” she explained.

Lilith knew it wouldn’t be enough information to keep him happy but she stopped there, hoping to judge his reaction to it.

“What does the man need it for?” Cameron pressed.

Lilith leaned forward. “Look, I really shouldn’t be telling you this,” she said. “I could get into a lot of trouble and so could you.”

“Trouble?” he scoffed. “Do you have any idea what the punishment is for someone who steals blood from hospitals?”

Lilith rolled her eyes. “Whatever man,” she said.

“What does the man need it for?” he pressed.

Lilith sighed and leaned back in her chair. “For medical supplies,” she said with a shrug as if it was the most obvious answer. “He needs to treat people that can’t be treated at a normal hospital. So, he has a setup in his basement, but he needs blood.”

She said it so casually that it was convincing. It had taken her many decades to learn that it was the best way to sell a lie. If she behaved too seriously, it seemed suspicious. The more casual she was, the more convincing she was.

“What kind of people can’t be treated at a nor- oh,” Cameron said, cutting his own question short. “Criminals.”

Lilith raised her eyebrows and forced a smile. “You got it,” she said.

Cameron sat back and thought about it for a while. “I can live with that,” he said. “But I still have more questions for you.”

“Seriously?” she whined. “Is that not enough for you? Come on, man.”

“I want to know what kind of protection I have,” he said.

Lilith couldn’t believe what she was hearing. Had he really only considered that ten years down the line?

“Protection?” she scoffed. “Who says you have protection?”

“If I get caught and lose my job, and get arrested, how can this old, rich man help me?” he asked.

Cameron placed his hand on his backpack and moved it away from Lilith as if to threaten her with leaving. What a foolish man he was. He would never be able to leave with that bag. She simply wouldn’t allow it.

Cameron didn’t know it, but he had only two options. He could leave the bag with her, and walk out of there alive. Or, he could take the bag with him and his blood-emptied body would be found somewhere downriver in a couple of days’ time.

“Let me put it to you this way,” she said. “Should you get caught, you won’t find yourself sitting in a jail cell.”

Cameron sighed and smiled, taking a sip of his drink in celebration.

“You’ll find yourself buried in a shallow grave on the other side of the mountain,” she threatened him.

Cameron shook his head. “I didn’t sign up for this. I want out.”

“What are you talking about?” Lilith argued with a laugh. “This is exactly what you signed up for.”

“I want double,” Cameron demanded. “For my silence.”

Lilith had to admit, she was impressed with his aggressive approach. He had no idea how close to death he truly was, but she didn’t have time for all of that. She wouldn’t be buying from him again, anyway. The bag of blood he carried with him that night was intended to be her last supper.

“Fine,” she said. “Double it is. Starting with the next order.”

“Deal,” Cameron said with a smile. “And tell the old, rich man that it’s a pleasure doing business with him.”

Lilith took the backpack from his hand and left him at the table with both drinks in front of him. As soon as she got home she filled her favorite crystal wine glass with the crimson liquid and took a sip.

Her head rolled back as the memories of the donor came rushing through her mind. In a matter of seconds, she had lived an entire life that wasn’t her own. It was a high that she could never get over.

She saw weddings and parties. Small joys, and sadness in the moments that the woman felt most alone. When Lilith drank the blood of another human, she saw their life, like a memory in their blood. It was a glimpse into who they were as a person, and it was far more fascinating than any film she had ever watched.

She continued to sip, keeping the rest of the bag on ice. As she filled her belly and mind with the euphoric liquid, she regained some of her strength. When her mind finally cleared of the memories of a stranger’s life, she had only one thought.

Akara.
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The smell of hospitals had always made Rachel feel ill. It smelled of chemical cleaners and dirty tissues. It had been at least fifteen years since she had last set foot in a hospital, and she had hoped to never do it again. She’d broken her arm then, and could recall the hatred and distrust she had felt toward the doctor who helped her.

She remembered the beeping of the machines, the same way she heard it that day. It was like a reminder that the seconds were passing and that she was doing nothing of importance with her life.

Nuns were not supposed to think that way, but what could she do to defend herself from her thoughts? Nothing. Absolutely nothing. So, she sat and waited for what she knew would be a long day to come to an end.

One of the nuns had fallen ill and needed to be admitted. It had caused quite a scene at the church. She’d simply collapsed with a loud thud onto the cold floor. What happened after that was a sequence of shouting and sirens that had given Rachel the worst headache she’d had in a long time.

They were waiting on the results of some tests and Rachel had been instructed to stay at her side. It was an instruction that she would make sure John paid for.

There were better things for her to do than sit at the hospital and smile kindly at those who passed her by. The problem, she felt, was that everybody treated her like a nun. And that likely had to do with the habit she wore and the fact that she was, in fact, a nun.

She was expected to be quiet and thoughtful and give of an air of peace. Rachel was tired of it. It was precisely why she made sure never to leave the church building and venture into the public spaces. When she did, she had to greet everyone and be friendly and merry. It was boring and tedious.

But she had no choice that day. As usual, the hospital was full and the tests would likely still take another few hours. It had been about three hours since they’d last seen the doctor. For a while, she considered resting her head back and sleeping. But she knew better. Rachel knew that it would be a matter of minutes before she became a viral joke on the Internet. She couldn’t risk it.

“Finally,” she whispered under her breath when the doctor walked in.

The doctor was an older man who dragged his feet when he walked. His white coat had dirty marks along the collar as if it hadn’t been washed in some time. He looked at his clipboard as he talked.

“We’ve done a few tests now, as you know,” he said. “None of them have been particularly helpful in locating the problem here. There will be another nurse by soon to take some more tests.”

That was it.

Rachel couldn’t believe it. From what she could tell it was far from over. She’d be forced to sit in that stinking, pale green room for another few hours while the ill nun prayed every twenty minutes.

Was she not running out of things to pray about yet?

“Thank you for staying with me,” the sickly nun said, reaching a shaky hand out to Rachel.

There was no way that Rachel would hold her hand. She didn’t know what was wrong with her and didn’t want to risk catching whatever it might be.

“If you don’t mind, I think I’ll go for a walk,” Rachel said to the nun.

She was out of the room before there was even a response. Her feet carried her quickly away before she would be forced to say another prayer. All she wanted was a quiet, secretive place where she could smoke a cigarette.

The further she walked, the less likely it became that she would find one, and soon she was lost in the hospital.

“Damned place is like a maze,” she said quietly to herself.

Rachel must have passed a hundred people by then, all of whom smiled at her and she smiled back, out of expectation. In truth, Rachel was the most unfriendly woman you could ever meet.

Finally, she saw a door that most other people seemed to be walking past. She waited there a moment, pretending to be deep in prayer so that nobody would stop to speak with her. Then, when the coast was clear, she pushed the door open and found herself in a back section of the hospital.

“Perfect,” she said as she looked at the trashcans all around her.

No time was wasted. Within seconds, her lighter clicked and the end of her cigarette glowed bright red. Her lungs filled with the smoke and she could feel as the unfriendliest part of her personality subsided for a while.

With an exhale of a large, white cloud of smoke her headache dissipated and she felt as the knots in her shoulders released. She wondered how many more hours she would have to wait until she could leave.

John had stopped answering his phone after the tenth time she had tried to contact him. He was her boss and she had to do what he said, but there was nothing that said she had to be happy about it.

Rachel leaned against the wall and looked out over the sea of trashcans that were sprawled out around her and smiled genuinely for the first time that day. It crossed her mind what a sight she must have been at that moment.

She closed her eyes, and thought of her bed and how badly she wanted to be in it. Then, she thought of the bottles of wine she kept tucked away beneath her bed. One wine glass was all she had to her name and she put it to good use.

Her morning hangovers did a good job of keeping her somber at the start of the day. The church was at least a peaceful place to heal a hangover. Everybody spoke in hushed tones and walked quietly. There was no loud music or cheering most days and John only really got there at around midday.

She thought of John, how much they had been through together, and how powerful they could be if they were just able to leave the town they were in. The hospital, one town over, was the furthest Rachel was allowed to travel.

There were only two reasons she was allowed to be there, too. One was, as she was now, and the other was to do the groceries. However, most months she handed that task off to someone else.

The rest of the women there had families that they liked to visit, and friends. Rachel didn’t like other people so much. She hadn’t seen her mother since she ran away from home at the age of thirteen.

The church had not been her calling as it had been for other women. It had been a place of refuge where nobody judged her, nobody looked for her, and nobody cared much about her. That was what she wanted.

Her cigarette was close to burning her fingers when she finally crushed it beneath her shoe to put it out. Despite the array of options around her, she left the butt right there on the ground and made her way back into the hospital building.

With her nicotine craving quelled, she decided it might be fun to explore the hospital a little further. Nobody questioned a nun and she figured she could likely walk wherever she wanted, undisturbed.

At last, there was a small amount of excitement to her day. The hospital was large, as it serviced all the surrounding towns. But it was run by people from those towns, which meant it wasn’t quite as strictly governed as the hospitals in the big city.

She pushed her way through doors and walked through rooms, eyeing and ogling injuries and illnesses as she went until she developed a brief, but macabre fascination with the ailments of others.

It was an hour later when she passed a small room with a door that stood just a little ajar. Her years as a nun had taught her how to walk silently, and she knew well enough that such a small gap in the door meant that there was something of interest beyond it. It was a skill that had often come in handy.

Rachel peered through the crack in the door and to her surprise, saw a man in a nurse’s uniform. That might have been common in the city, but it was far from normal for the smaller towns.

There was something intriguing about his bravery to do so that almost made her speak out and talk to him. But she stopped with her mouth half open when she saw what he was doing.

The man looked around quickly before unzipping his backpack. Inside, she saw it was lined with what looked like foil. It was a cooler, disguised as a backpack, which sounded like the perfect kind of bag to her.

She watched as the man shuffled some bags of ice around inside and wondered what he would be doing with a bag like that in a hospital. Organ transportation, perhaps? No, that couldn’t be it. It wasn’t that kind of room he was in.

Rachel stopped herself from audibly gasping when she saw him place two bags filled with blood inside and onto the ice. He then hurried to pull the bag closed.

“What are you doing here, Cameron?” a voice asked from the side. “Today is supposed to be your day off.”

The man chuckled and propped the bag over his shoulders.

“I worked a double shift last night that went over time, I’m leaving now,” he said nervously.

It didn’t take a criminal profiler to know that he was lying and it was clear to Rachel that he was doing something he wasn’t supposed to..

“That’s odd,” the other voice said. “I didn’t see your name down for a double shift on the roster.”

“You know how Carol can be,” Cameron said with a smile. “She must have forgotten to update it. I’ll talk to her on my way out.”

The other voice laughed. “Yes, Carol. If it isn’t one thing, it’s another thing that she’s forgotten. Thank God she isn’t in charge of saving lives,” she joked.

Every fiber in Rachel’s body vibrated with excitement to know that she had just seen someone doing something highly illegal. The day was quickly becoming very interesting.

Cameron said his goodbye, and Rachel knew exactly where he was headed next. She moved away, just a few more feet down the hallway and waited until she heard him push through the gap in the door.

He walked right past her without paying her any attention, just as she had expected. Perfect. Rachel followed him through the complicated hallways of the hospital making sure that she was no more than a few steps behind him all the way into the parking lot.

Cameron climbed into a car that she recognized, too. It was a car that she had often seen noisily screeching past the church most mornings.

How intriguing it was to her that someone from Kader Town was stealing blood bags. She didn’t know everything, but she knew that there were only a few reasons why someone would do something like that. And none of those reasons were good ones.

Rachel couldn’t wait to tell John about it. In fact, she wagered it was a good enough reason to leave the hospital despite his best wishes for her to stay there. Someone in Kader, stealing blood, was exactly the kind of information that he would want to hear. In fact, to a man like John, it would quickly become the best news of the century. It meant that he might finally have the opportunity for a hunt.

It took a matter of seconds to ask someone how to get back to the room in which the other nun awaited her tests. By the time Rachel returned there she’d been gone for over an hour, and the nun was deep in prayer with a circle of nurses around her.

The prayer carried on for three entire minutes and those minutes felt like the longest minutes of Rachel’s life. Finally, the crowd dispersed and she could come up with a reason to leave her there.

“Oh, Sister Rachel,” the nun said with a relieved smile. “Did you hear? They think I am well enough to return. God has been kind to me!”

“That’s great!” Rachel answered. “Let’s go!”

“Not quite yet,” the nun responded. “The doctor said he’ll be back with a prescription for me to take back. It will just be a few minutes, I’m sure.”

Rachel sighed and collapsed into the chair. There was no such thing as just a few minutes in a hospital and she couldn’t leave the woman there now. She’d have to wait.

It was another hour and a half before they were able to leave. By then, Rachel knew that there would be at least one and a half empty bottles beneath her bed by the time the sun rose the next morning.

It had been that kind of day.
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Cameron eased into the driver’s seat of his car and let out a loud sigh. He had come far too close to being caught and he’d long wondered if the risk was worth the money. Sure, he’d used that money to buy his car and most of the tech he owned. He’d even been able to secure a down payment on a house with the money he earned from Lilith.

But there was something in the way she had looked at him the night before that made him feel like prey. He didn’t like that one bit. It was not part of who he like to be. For as long as he’d been doing business with her she’d been nothing but friendly. Yet, he could not get the look in her eyes when she had threatened him, out of his mind.

He’d long wondered what it was for and now he knew. The thought of the old dangerous man treating criminals with his blood had kept him awake at night. Until he realized that he was one of those criminals employed with that man’s money.

Cameron felt that he was part of a circle of people that he did not understand. It scared him about as much as it had excited him. Still, he couldn’t help but feel that his close call in the hospital that day, coupled by the sighting of a nun soon after, was a sign from the almighty man himself to tell him to stop before he got hurt.

There were other things he could do for money.

In the parking lot, with his heart pounding in his ears, Cameron made the decision to capitalize on the business just a short while longer. He would save that money, and then stop. There were still other dreams he wanted to chase. He wanted to marry and settle down and maybe have a son.

His conversation with Lilith had shown him that his current path would not lead him there in a way that he could agree with. How long before he was moving up the ranks and becoming one of the men who needed to be treated in some old criminal’s basement?

That was not what he had become a nurse for. He had become a nurse for the women, and he’d been so busy stealing from the hospital that he hadn’t even landed a single date with any of the nurses.

Cameron had disappointed himself.

He glanced over at his backpack and wondered about what might have happened that day if his boss had walked in just a few moments earlier to see him take the blood. He had once looked up the punishment for theft of blood and had learned that he would serve a minimum sentence of fifteen years in prison if he was caught.

All the money in the world meant nothing to him if he spent that much time of his life incarcerated. The reason he was late for work almost every day was because of how much time he put into his appearance. He knew what might happen to a man like him if he was tucked away behind bars.

Cameron glanced into his rear-view mirror and straight into his own eyes.

“You’re too hot to go to jail,” he said.

Then, his eyes caught a figure in the mirror, standing just a short distance behind his car.

His blood turned cold as he realized it was the nun that he had passed earlier. If he wasn’t certain before, he was certain now that she was a sign from God. She seemed to be looking directly at him too, as if she knew what he had done.

Cameron closed his eyes for a moment and reached for the rosary that hung from his rear-view mirror.

“Forgive me,” he whispered.

When he looked in the mirror again, she was gone. Cameron let out a sigh of relief as he started his car and embarked on his journey home. He’d been so stressed out on that drive that he had to open the window and let the cool air wash over the heat in his cheeks.

Later, when he got home, he threw the blood bags into the freezer, too ashamed to look at them, and headed directly for the bar. There, he drank away his concerns until a neighbor pulled him out of the bar by the scruff of his shirt.

The next morning, Cameron was startled awake, late for work. As he sped past that Church at the end of the street where he lived, he asked for forgiveness again. For a moment, he swore he saw the same nun from the day before peering at him through the window.

Cameron shook his head and blamed it on his massive hangover.

“You’re just being paranoid,” he said to himself.

That morning, he spoke to Carol to sort out the confusion about his double shift and did his best to think of anything other than the blood and the nun. Although, that was proving to be a difficult thing to do.
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Lilith wasn’t entirely sure why she went back to the bar that night. It would be the night of her second attempt at ending her life.

Many reasons had crossed her mind that had convinced her to go to the bar. She told herself that she wanted to see it once last time, that she wanted to enjoy the company of others, and that she wanted to hear the music again before she ended her life.

But right in the center of her stomach, the pit of her gut, where the truth in her mind liked to fester, she knew that she was there to see her again. There was no reason for Lilith to think that Akara would even be there at all, and yet she waited there.

To her surprise, the bar was packed. There was a sports event on television that seemed to be of importance to those around her. Even after having been alive for well over five-hundred years, Lilith still did not understand sports at all.

It was the one thing that she just couldn’t wrap her head around. What was even more puzzling to her was how spectators became so caught up in it all. Lilith had seen every single disaster that had happened on Earth for the last five-hundred years. She’d seen bombs that were hard to believe, revolutions, and the toppling of multiple governments.

Even in the darkest moments of the Earth’s history, people behaved better than they did when their favorite sports team lost.

Lilith watched the patrons of the bar closely as they went about their evening. Every few minutes, she poured another full drink out into the plant beside her. The poor thing was barely alive.

Hours later, the match had ended and some people left, satisfied with the results of the evening. While others stayed behind to either drink away their sorrows or celebrate their triumphs. Lilith felt comfortable in her dark, far corner where nobody ever paid her attention.

Except for once. When she met Akara.

There was much to enjoy at the bar that night. In one corner a husband and wife reminded each other of how much love they shared between them. They laughed at old wounds and celebrated new beginnings.

Across from them was a man and woman who had only just met and already they were convinced that they were soul mates. They stared at each other with swirling eyes as they drank shot after shot. They would likely go home together and fall asleep before any real matchmaking could occur.

Lilith focused in on their heartbeats. The woman’s heart pounded steadily, but a little too fast. She was clearly the more confident of the two. Whereas the man’s heart fluttered every time the woman shifted in her seat. He wanted to kiss her, but Lilith could hear from where she was seated that he was too chicken to do so. The woman would have to make the first move.

Over at the bar sat a man who no longer knew where his wife had gone. She’d stumbled somewhere vaguely in the direction of the bathroom almost an hour ago and hadn’t yet returned. If he’d lifted his head, he’d know that she’d found some friends over on the other side of the room where she joined them to catch them up to speed on what they had missed.

He, however, stared at the bottom of his glass as if to read the bubbles that would determine his future fortune or failure. From the look on his face, it didn’t look good.

Lilith was doing her favorite thing. She was watching people go about their business without interference. It was a fascinating thing to her, as she would sit and wonder about their lives. She would try to picture the color of their sofa based on their personality traits.

She’d try to picture them in their homes, going about their daily chores. She really had nothing better to do. It was a dim night in the bar. Rolling blackouts throughout the country had plunged the world around them into a more romantic setting.

Their light came from candles that sprawled out throughout the bar. It reminded her of a time before electric lighting and she felt a little more at home in the world. There was a certain charm to watching the world by candlelight.

The flickering glow had a way of making even the most ordinary of settings look like a theater production. Whenever they lit the candles, Lilith could pretend that the world was putting on a show just for her.

At that moment, for instance, the man who had been staring into his glass had left, forgetting that he had brought his wife with him. She hadn’t noticed his absence either, and it was only a matter of time before things got heated.

She’d watched that very couple go through the same motions a few times before. It had become something of a routine for them and neither of them ever got less angry about it. For as long as Lilith had been visiting that corner, and that plant, at that bar, she had never seen that couple look happy with each other. Yet, they always arrived together and they always sat together for hours.

It seemed as though they had found comfort in their dysfunction. It was all they knew and neither of them sought fit to fight with anybody else. To Lilith, that was a charming thought. She’d loved a man like that once. And she’d stayed with him until consumption ended their short marriage.

His bloodied handkerchief still lay tucked away in an old diary of hers somewhere in the bottom of her dresser drawer. Every couple of decades she would pull it out and look at it, and be reminded of how his hand felt in the last seconds of his life.

Then, she’d tuck it away again and try to forget. She’d met that husband of hers in a similar fashion to the newly found soul mates that sat nearby. Only, her shots had gone into a nearby spittoon.

She didn’t know what awaited her after death, but she often wondered if all her loved ones would be there too. Would she see that man again? And would he still suffer from illness?

Lilith forced that thought from her mind by attempting to eavesdrop on a nearby table. Only, they weren’t saying anything interesting. They weren’t saying anything at all. The only sound that came between the two old men were sighs and belches.

Finally, the bar started to clear out. Any moment, the lights would come back on and she’d be exposed in her corner. Or so it would feel. Lilith got up and silently left the bar, taking one last look around.

Knowing that she wouldn’t be back, it felt as if she had left a hole behind at that table in the corner with the dying plant. She knew that nobody would even notice her absence.

Some of the homes still had their candles burning, but without electricity, the town of Kader was dead quiet. All she could hear was the movement of the air around her and her own soft footsteps.

When she passed her landlord’s house, right next to hers, she heard the woman drunkenly raging about the government and its failures. That was nothing new. Then she turned and faced her own front door.

There was nothing particularly impressive about her house. It was depressing to see the large windows that sprawled out across the front of it. When Lilith had purchased it, the agent had been too excited to tell her that it was North-facing, which meant it would get loads of sun.

How fantastic.

For ten years those large windows stood with the blinds drawn and curtains to cover them. They were only opened at night, allowing the light of the moon and stars into her living room.

Once, a few years ago, a rumor had spread about the house. Some kids had said that it was cursed. A haunted house. They weren’t entirely wrong. It seemed that some people thought nobody lived there. Until a few of those same kids broke in one night on a dare.

Lilith had come seconds from showing them her fangs when she realized who they were. Instead, she banged on the doors and rattled the windows at the far end of the house. It sent them screaming and no child ever came near there again.

So, to further the stereotype, Lilith led the town to believe that she lived in the only haunted house there was in Kader. It did an excellent job of keeping most people away. For the rest of them, she was simply as unfriendly and unapproachable as she could be.

Lilith opened the door and it creaked. From somewhere deep within she heard a sigh.

She walked through the house and back toward her desk. It was a large, mahogany desk with many drawers and a few secret compartments. It had been her mother’s writing desk. Not the mother that had birthed her, but the mother that had created her.

The drawer pulled open with ease and Lilith pulled out the note that she had written two days before. She read through it again and noted that she still agreed with what it said. Then, she place it on the table and waited.

There were still many hours before the sun would rise and Lilith had finally chosen the right place to do it. The river. In her mind, she imagined stealing a canoe and paddling down the river until she was just beyond the fourth bend. From there, she could see the mountains sprawled out in front of her.

She’d often seen photographs of that exact spot and how the sun had turned the mountains into looming silhouettes with golden rays that displayed behind them.

It also meant that she’d have a few moments in the shadow of the mountains to watch the sunrise before the pain would set in. It would only take her about ten minutes to paddle out there.

Lilith reached into the drawer again and fiddled around until she felt the familiar feeling of a soft leather binding beneath her fingers. She pulled out the small brown book. It had the corners of a handkerchief sticking out from both ends.

Lilith opened it up and looked down at the spots of blood that had now turned the color of rust. He had been her one true love in all her lifetime. Some days she felt as if she still heard his voice as he greeted her when he was home from work.

He’d been one of few that had known the true nature of who she was. And instead of seeing her as a monster, he saw her as a miracle. He had protected her and guided her, and made her feel safe.

She wished more than anything that she would find him again in the afterlife.

“Do you have anything of mine in there?” Ella’s voice whispered behind her.

“Don’t need it,” Lilith answered. “You’re not really gone, are you?”

“Not entirely, no,” Ella answered. “But I’m not really here, either.”

The sound of her phone ringing startled Lilith so much that she jumped in her seat. Lilith slammed the handkerchief closed in the diary again and shoved it back into the drawer, slamming it closed.

There was only one person who had her number and he had no reason to be calling her.

But when she got to her phone, she didn’t recognize the number.

“Hello?” she answered nervously.

“You really snuck out of here rather quietly the other night,” Akara’s friendly voice answered. “Did you think I was going to let you get away so easily?”

Lilith smiled. “How the hell did you get my number?” she asked as she dumped herself down on her sofa.

“I have my ways,” Akara answered. “In all honesty, though, my aunt works for the municipality and she owes me a favor after I stole her dog back from her ex-husband. I hope you don’t mind.”

“Not at all,” Lilith said.

Akara had gone to some lengths to get in contact with her, and it was a touching notion, to say the least. It seemed that Akara also had the worst timing.

“Listen, I had fun the other night,” Akara said. “You’re interesting and fun to talk to.”

“So are you,” Lilith answered. “And, I’m sorry I had to sneak out. I work odd shifts, so I really had to go. You were sleeping so soundly, I didn’t want to disturb you.”

“Please, you would not be the first person to sneak out of my apartment like that,” Akara laughed. “You’re just the only one to have done it so neatly. It’s also the only time it’s happened that I’ve felt disappointed about it.”

Lilith’s heart pulled up tight and knotted into a lump in her throat. It was the last thing she needed and she knew that the best thing would be to cut Akara loose before either of them got hurt. But before another word escaped her mouth, Akara spoke again.

“I want to see you,” she said. “Let me not waste your time with small talk. Will you have dinner with me?”

Lilith should have disagreed and she knew it. She should have made up an excuse and told one of the lies that she had told hundreds of times before, but she didn’t.

“Why don’t I cook?” she offered. “I have a recipe that I’ve been dying to try.”

“That sounds great!” Akara said. “Text me a date and address and I’ll be there. I’m at work, so I have to go. But I look forward to it.”

The call came to an end and Lilith reached for the couch pillow next to her, slamming it into her face. It was a mistake that she thought she was done making. The evidence suggested otherwise, though.

“This is not going well for you,” Ella remarked with a cackle.

“Says the dead woman,” Lilith teased.

“If it wasn’t for her, you’d be a dead woman now too, remember?” Ella’s voice cracked.

“Are you jealous?” Lilith asked with a laugh.

“No,” Ella answered. “I thought I’d just remind you of the truth.”

Lilith sauntered back over to the desk and placed the suicide note back into the drawer. Despite her best wishes to die, she had other plans. The problem with Lilith was that her heart had always had more power than her mind.

Lilith found the biggest glass she could find and filled it with fresh blood. As she poured the blood, she remembered her agreement that she would pay Cameron double and she filled the glass some more.

“Stupid,” she whispered to herself as she walked back to the sofa.

There, she swallowed back the blood in an attempt to keep her mind occupied enough to forget about all the mistakes she had made in the last few days.

“I guess I’ll live to see another night,” she groaned before slipping into the euphoric state that she had been looking for.

To her disappointment, the person who the blood had belonged to had lived a fairly mediocre life. So, Lilith spend the next fifteen minutes staring helplessly at the inside of a church building, and smirking at the irony that she, of all people, would be given the blood of a nun.
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John had been staring at the wall for several minutes while Rachel wished desperately that he would let her leave and get into bed. She was tired, and uninterested in his current dark thought of the hour. Still, she had known when she walked into his office that what she had to tell him would be of importance to him and she had expected precisely that kind of behavior.

Eventually, it became clear that she had lost him to the deepest archives of his thoughts, and that she needed to pull him back out again.

“So? Thoughts?” she said plainly.

John blinked for the first time in what felt like minutes.

“There has to be a buyer,” John said. “He’s taking that blood for someone.”

“He could be taking it for himself,” she argued.

John gave it a split-second of thought and then shook his head.

“No, that is unlikely,” he said. “If he is the one consuming the blood, he would hardly last a minute in a place like a hospital without losing his mind.”

“It would be the perfect place for such a thing,” she said. “He could drink blood as he pleases.”

“There would be too much of it,” John said. “He would smell it and know that it is near. The prospect of a drink drives them mad. His hunger would consume him.”

Rachel took a deep breath. “There could be other reasons he is stealing the blood,” she argued.

“I know, but we can’t let this go,” John responded.

“He could be treating someone or something, I don’t know,” Rachel said with a shrug. “He just didn’t seem like the nursing type.”

John scratched his head. Something just didn’t feel right. In fact, it felt so wrong that he knew it was right. He ran through everything that Rachel had told him again, asking her to repeat bits of information as he turned it all in his mind.

A familiar itch crawled across his body. Something that could barely be scratched at. He needed to be sure. John didn’t want to get his hopes up and he didn’t want to waste anyone’s time.

“I think there’s one here,” John said. “I just don’t know how we’ve missed it.”

“Well, we’ve been looking in the wrong places haven’t we?” Rachel asked. “We’re looking for suspicious deaths and disappearances and people trying to buy blood online and all that. Not once have we considered that they might be buying blood directly from the source.”

“They?” John asked sternly. “Do you think it could be more than one?”

Rachel shrugged. “I don’t know. I doubt it, that man would have to steal a lot more blood than that, but it’s not impossible.”

“Our hospitals are the worst,” John muttered. “How do you not notice something like this?”

“I guess they’re too busy saving lives,” Rachel teased.

“Spare me.”

Rachel had hoped that John would be more excited about the information. Instead, he clenched his jaw as if she had just given him bad news. It was clear that he hadn’t been in his office all day, there was nothing out of place. It was suspiciously neat.

“Where were you all day while I was suffering?” she asked.

Rachel received no answer and she was too tired to care. It didn’t matter to her where he’d been all day, and it didn’t change anything. Still, there were dark rings around his eyes as if he’d had a long and tiresome day.

“So, what do we do now?” she asked. “I’d like to add another toy to our basement. Elden is getting used to it now. It’s not nearly as enthralling as it once was.”

John was tired, and if he was honest, he didn’t know where to begin. He’d never started a case. He’d inherited Elden in the basement. And as much as he enjoyed the fun he had torturing the Unnatural, he liked the idea of adding a new trophy to his cabinet.

“We need to know more about this man you saw, and we need proof of where the blood is going,” John said. “I don’t want to get our hopes up. As you said, there are many reasons he could be taking it.”

“Alright, and how do you suggest we do that?” Rachel asked.

“I need you to be back at the hospital and to spend a fair amount of time there,” John said. “You need to keep an eye on him and see if you can figure out where he is taking it.”

Rachel’s stomach twisted into a tight knot.

“Oh John, please don’t make me go and pray,” Rachel said. “I’ll run away, I swear I will.”

“I would never ask you to do that,” John said with a smirk. “That would just be cruel.”

“Bless you,” Rachel sighed.

“No, we need another plan. A reason for you to be there for a few days,” John said. “I suspect it will be some time before he takes blood again. He’d be daft to do it so often.”

As tired as she was, Rachel stayed up with John for hours as they thought about all the reasons a nun had to be spending that much time at the hospital.

The sun had long set by the time Rachel climbed into bed and reached for the much-anticipated bottle of merlot beneath her bed. She stared at the wall in front of her as she drank, mulling over just how much she hated that small room of hers.

Often, before she went to sleep, Rachel would think about how differently her life might have gone had she never taken the path of a nun and had she never met John. Granted, he made her life more exciting. But, despite that all, she still slept each night in a tiny, cold room. Alone in her bed with only her thoughts to keep her occupied.

It had been many years since it had stopped being enough for her. And yet, she felt stuck in that building and with every brick that built those walls. Rachel felt bound to John, and to the creature they kept locked up beneath the building. There was no reason for it, only that she couldn’t get herself to leave.







* * *







Rachel checked her watch. It was hours earlier than she normally woke up in the morning, but she knew that Angie, her least favorite nun, would be bounding down the steps at any minute. She knew it would happen because it happened every day, waking her up well before she was ready.

That day, she would finally get her revenge.

She heard the door squeak open and the sound of Angie’s large feet as she shuffled across the floor, followed by the usual cough. Rachel waited midway up the stairs for just the right moment, timing it perfectly. As soon as she heard that Angie was halfway down the corridor, she headed up the rest of the stairs.

“Morning, Sister Rachel,” Angie said with a wide smile.

Before the words could properly leave her mouth, Rachel’s toes slipped in front of Angie’s large foot and sent the tall, round woman plummeting down the stairs. Her scream as she fell woke the rest of the sleeping women as Rachel raced down the stairs after her.

“Oh my dear, Sister Angela!” Rachel cried. “What has happened, are you alright?”

Angie struggled to regain her composure as she reached for her leg. By that point, a small crowd had gathered as they all discussed the severity of the bone that had pierced through Angie’s skin. It was a nasty sight.

“Help me,” Rachel said. “I will get her to the hospital. It will be quicker than calling an ambulance.”

It took four women to lift Angie from the ground and maneuver her to the car with her broken leg. Eventually, she lay as flat as she could on the back seat of the car, crying out in pain with every small amount of movement she needed to make.

“John owes me for this,” Rachel whispered as she climbed into the driver’s seat.

“Bless you,” Angie said as Rachel turned the key.

Part one of their plan had been completed and Rachel was on her way back to the hospital with reason. As she stifled multiple yawns, she knew that John was likely still sleeping and cursed him silently.

Thankfully, when she got to the Emergency Room of the hospital there were multiple people who came running to help Angie out of the back of the car.

This time, as Rachel walked through the halls of the hospital, she felt excited. It was different to the last time. The hospital was a buzz, it seemed, but that feeling was likely a placebo.

She knew the possibilities at hand. If John’s suspicions were correct, then they had finally found an Unnatural to hunt. Rachel had dreamed of a hunt since the day she had learned of John’s true nature, and now the chance was right at the tip of her fingers. All she needed was proof that the blood was being sold to someone who intended to consume it.

Angie was wheeled away into a room where the curtain was quickly drawn.

“We’ll call for you if we need you,” a nurse said, pushing Rachel aside.

That was precisely what she wanted to hear.

Just as she had before, Rachel took to the hallways, walking slowly as she paid careful attention to every small thing that happened around her. She needed to find the male nurse that she had seen before.

To her surprise, finding what was likely the only male nurse in the building was trickier than she thought it would be. Eventually, she was bored and tired, and searching instead for the door that had taken her to her trashy smoking spot from the previous day.
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By the time Rachel walked back into John’s office she was soaked from the rain outside, and exhausted. It was well into the night and she was in desperate need of a drink. Rachel slumped down in the seat across from his desk and lit a cigarette.

“Rach, please,” John said, motioning quickly toward the window to open it.

“Spare me, John,” she snapped. “You’re not the one who had to spend all day there. Do you know how awful that was? Besides, you smoke in here all the time.”

John sighed heavily. “I am sure you’ll make me pay for it.”

A large puff of smoke released from her mouth and a smirk broke across her face. It was cozy in the office. Kader was in darkness due to the rolling blackouts and so, the entire space was lit by candlelight. Rachel looked up at the long line of portraits that hung on the wall.

“Which of these idiot-looking Johns do you think captured Elden?” she asked.

“More importantly, we’ve known each other twenty years and that thought has only just crossed your mind?”

“Didn’t think it was interesting until now,” she said. “Do you think any of them had someone like me who would go to boring places and have a boring day looking for something they wouldn’t find?”

“You didn’t learn anything?” John asked.

Rachel shook her head. “And not for lack of trying. I guess it was just his day off.”

She could tell by the clench of his jaw that she had delivered upsetting news to him. But, she didn’t care. Her feet had been aching for hours and she’d become brain-numb halfway through the day.

“There is some good news,” she said.

He glanced sideways at her, the look on his face a priceless image of someone who had annoyingly been toyed with.

“Old Angie has a serious concussion,” she said, blowing out a puff of smoke. “They want to keep her there for a few days to monitor her. Seems like she’s a star patient, being a nun and all.” Laughter bubbled up from somewhere deep within Rachel.

“You will go back there every day, and you won’t stop until you know where the blood is going,” John instructed.

“I knew you were going to say that,” Rachel spat. “Why don’t you go? This was never meant to be my fight.”

John rushed to the table, his eyes red with anger, and his finger pointed in her face.

“You brought yourself into this the moment you pressed that branding iron to Elden’s chest,” he said, his voice croaking from a suppressed shout.

“Calm down, John,” Rachel said, looking backwards as if to peer through the door and see if anyone had heard them.

“We finally have a chance here, Rach,” he said, collapsing into his chair. “I don’t want to miss it. If this is something, then all these years of sitting here and rotting away in this stupid office have been worth something.”

“I know, I know,” she replied. “I just don’t think you know how seriously boring this has been for me.”

“Don’t,” he said, holding his hand up. “I won’t be manipulated by you. Not tonight.”

Rachel’s lips thinned as the skin around her mouth turned white. She hated when he pushed back against her like that. The chair creaked as she slowly lifted herself out of it. Then, with her eyes locked on John’s, she pressed her lit cigarette into his desk, twisting it as she put it out.

With a fresh new burn mark on the wood, she turned on her heels and left his office without saying another word.

John cleaned the mess from his desk and opened any remaining windows. Ice cold air flooded the room as he tried to clear it of the smoke. He wasn’t often in his office that late, but he had waited for Rachel’s return.

He knew she wouldn’t be pleased with him, but her extreme level of unhappiness had taken him by surprise. John trusted that she would do what he asked of her. She always did, just as he always gave in to her manipulations, eventually.

His long, bony fingers pulled through his black hair as he propped his feet back up on his desk. The many faces of the Johns that had come before him stared down at him as he looked at each of them for some time.

John peered at the burn mark she’d left on her desk and reached for his own cigarette. Every moment between him and Rachel felt like a game, and he couldn’t get enough of it.

A chuckle escaped him as he realized that he didn’t have an answer to her question. It could have been any of the men on the wall that had captured Elden. John had no idea who it had been.

He did know it hadn’t been the John before him, or the one before him. But any history before then, he had no clue of. The information was somewhere in the church archives if he had ever had the inclination to look. The temptation had never bitten him.

It was going to be a tough few days for him while Rachel was at the hospital. Not only was he used to her picking up the slack for him, and he knew that her mood would only worsen as the days continued.

John rose from his seat and snuffed the candle on his desk before heading out into the cold air. He had a ritual of walking from his home to the church and back. It wasn’t a far walk, but he liked the fresh air.

That night it was cold and rainy, and still, he slowed his pace to enjoy the walk a little longer. As he walked, he looked at all the homes with their candles flickering and wondered if it was perhaps the buyer of the blood could be so close to him.

From that night on, he would look at every person in Kader Town with suspicious eyes. There would be no avoiding it. Somewhere in the depths of his gut, he knew he was right about all of it. John knew that there had to be an Unnatural passing through there eventually. It was only a matter of time and he’d always dreamed that it would happen in his lifetime.

The rain was dampening his neck, so he pulled at his coat collar, wrapping it up around him to keep the wet out. It felt to him as if there had been a shift in the air as if the weather was a sign that something ominous was coming. He didn’t know if that was a good thing, or a bad thing. All he knew was that things would be different soon.

It had come to him in a dream the night before. Rivers of blood had oozed from all the church walls, pooling at his feet. That was all he remembered of the dream. That, and the overwhelming feeling of power that he had at that moment.

It wasn’t clear what the dream meant, but he had decided to take it as a good sign that something was going to work in his favor and that blood would be spilled that was not his own.

John felt his lips turning blue as he walked. His breath created puffs of white steam before his face. Still, he wasn’t ready to end his walk. Something about the coolness of the rain was helping him think clearly. He lapped the block once more, while he thought about what he would do if he actually did discover an Unnatural living among them.

The thought had crossed his mind often before. But somehow, being faced with the situation in a real sense, none of his previous ideas seemed fitting. No, he needed to do something dramatic. Something important. Something that would put his name in the mouths of others like him.

One day, when his time was over, he wanted his portrait to hang the proudest on his office wall. John wanted to be remembered and that wasn’t going to happen if he did things quietly. Whichever Unnatural was out there, they would not be shown the same kindness that he had shown Elden.

To John, the ever-so-often torture was the kindest thing they could do to an Unnatural. He’d heard of much crueler methods of subduing the blood-suckers that littered the world, dirtying the bloodlines of millions.

He decided, as he rounded the corner to his house, that he would make a list of his favorite methods from John history. Then, he would pull one out of a hat, and allow chance to decide.
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Lilith had been awake for some time as she listened to Akara’s slowly beating heart at her side. There was something comforting about the rhythmic sound. Akara had a strong heart. The rest of the home was peacefully quiet, and so was the street outside.

It was a Saturday, so the town would not wake up until likely an hour or two later. That’s what Lilith had always loved most about smaller towns. People in cities woke up early and started their days at full sprint. It always created a sense of urgency, the desire not to miss out.

Smaller towns were different, though. Everybody rested when suitable, and worked when suitable. Most of the people in Kader Town were business owners or retirees. Everybody seemed to work on their own schedules, and whenever suited them best.

In the distance, there was the sound of a single goose that seemed to be slowly losing its mind. It had become such a common sound in the neighborhood that Lilith often wondered if she’d miss it when it died. That thought reminded her to look up how long geese lived. In all her years of life, she didn’t know the answer to that question.

Akara turned, moving her arm off of Lilith’s chest and it gave her the perfect opportunity to slip out of bed and search her cupboards desperately for some old coffee that might have been stashed away somewhere.

Her cupboards were embarrassingly empty. She had no reason to keep food and drinks the way that normal people did. Although she did usually try to keep some around in case she needed it for the rare visitor to her home.

Finally, tucked behind an old bottle of white vinegar, she saw a packet sticking out that she recognized to be coffee. She reached for it and dusted it off, checking the expiry date printed on the back.

“Four years?” she whispered. “Should be fine.”

She opened another cupboard and pulled out an ancient old coffee machine that she had tucked away, silently praying that it would still work. A few swipes of a dish towel, and a suitable wall socket later, she flipped the switch and did a dance as the little red light turned on.

However, she had forgotten just how loud the old coffee machine was. It gurgled and spluttered, waking Akara from her sleep.

“Is that the sound of coffee I hear?” Akara mumbled.

“If you want it to be,” Lilith said softly.

“Oh god, yes please!” Akara said, pressing her fingers to her temples. “I feel totally wrecked. How am I so hungover?”

“That might have been the red wine,” Lilith smiled.

She felt bad, but Lilith had purposefully chosen red wine so that she could disguise the fact that she had been drinking blood. Akara had insisted on keeping up with her. Akara groaned and covered her face with a nearby pillow.

“Don’t worry, I’ll keep the curtains closed,” Lilith said sweetly.

She poured a cup of steaming coffee and carried it over to Akara.

“Thank you,” Akara said. “How did you know I don’t take milk or sugar?”

“You told me so last night when I asked.”

“That’s right,” Akara said.

Akara propped herself up on some pillows, her wild, curly hair a tousled mess. She sipped eagerly at her coffee with her eyes still closed.

“What time is it?” she asked.

Lilith looked at one of the many antique clocks in her home.

“It’s just after five,” Lilith said.

Akara’s eyes flew open. “In the afternoon?” she asked in a panic.

“In the morning,” Lilith chuckled.

“I don’t know if that’s any better, but at least it means I’m not late for work,” Akara said quietly.

Lilith was secretly grateful for Akara’s hangover. It meant that she didn’t need to come up with an excuse to keep the sun out of the apartment. The only light available shone from a few small lamps scattered throughout the house.

They lay together for some time before Akara finally felt the aches in her body and decided it was time to walk around for a while. She walked through the house as she sipped at her second cup of coffee.

“You’re a collector,” Akara said with a smile.

“A collector?” Lilith said. “Of what?”

Husbands, wives, families, perhaps. Lilith had always felt that people had been her only collection, but even at over five hundred years old, she’d never had a habit of collecting anything. She never understood the point of it.

“Antiques,” Akara said plainly as she motioned to the furniture in the room.

“Oh, I wouldn’t say I collect,” Lilith responded.

“Everything in here is antique,” Akara laughed. “And in great condition by the way. My grandmother use to trade in antiques. She would have drooled over what you’ve got here.”

“I suppose you could call it a collection if you look at it that way,” Lilith said.

“Where did you get it all?”

The truth was that she’d had most of that furniture for a really, very long time. In fact, she couldn’t remember the last time that she had bought new furniture. Lilith didn’t even really know what was fashionable anymore. She had gotten lost in the trends somewhere in the nineteen-eighties.

“I kinda see stuff I like sometimes as I’m traveling,” Lilith lied.

“You must have traveled a lot then,” Akara commented.

The room seemed happier with Akara in it. She moved through the furniture slowly, enjoying every sip of the expired coffee as Lilith watched her from the kitchen, sipping from an empty cup.

“This house must be haunted,” Akara teased. “With all this old stuff? It’s gotta be. Anything weird ever happen?”

If only she knew.

Lilith shrugged. “I don’t know. Sometimes the lights flicker, and that couch is often just a little to the left when I get home. But that could be anything.”

“Sounds like ghosts to me,” Akara said sarcastically. “I wouldn’t be surprised though. You know, I work at a hospital and I’ve seen some things that I simply can’t explain otherwise.”

“You’ve seen ghosts there?” Lilith asked, intrigued.

“Yeah!” Akara said. “It leaves me thinking sometimes. There’s gotta be more to the world than just working until I’m old and dying after. And I know we all feel that way.”

“Not everyone, I guess,” Lilith said.

A cold wisp of air curled over the back of Lilith’s neck.

“Shall I put on a show?” Ella’s voice teased.

Lilith shook her head sternly, knowing that Ella could see her.

Akara slumped onto the sofa and ran her hands over the antique fabric. Lilith took a seat next to her, leaving her empty cup in the kitchen sink.

“You know, I was a good student in school, and I excelled when I was studying to be a nurse, and now I get to help people,” Akara said solemnly. “But my life is kind of boring. I’ve always played by the rules. Sometimes I just want to live a life slightly more outrageous.”

“Outrageous, how?” Lilith asked.

“Maybe in a haunted house, or as a free diver, or just anything with a little more danger, you know?” Akara explained.

“Why would you want a dangerous life?” Lilith questioned.

“I’ve seen first-hand how short life can be,” she explained. “The only people who have any regrets at the end are those who live too carefully. Those who have died of gunshot wounds, or because they’d had an accident during extreme sports and the likes are different. They seem more fulfilled at the end.”

It was at that moment Lilith understood why she was so drawn to Akara. She reminded Lilith of someone she had once loved. It was one of Lilith’s longer relationships and it had not ended well.

“I don’t know,” Akara continued. “I’m starting to think that living carefully is a waste of the life I’ve been given.”

It was as if Akara spoke identical words to the woman Lilith had loved before, Ella. Despite their difference in appearance, there was a lot about Akara that reminded Lilith of Ella. They had even met in a similar way.

“I don’t know how, yet, but I refuse to live my life the way it is expected,” Akara said. “I want to do exciting things, dangerous things.”

“I like this one,” Ella whispered on cue.

“Dangerous?” Lilith asked curiously.

“Yeah, dangerous,” Akara said. “I could live safely, and I’ll die anyway someday. Might as well do things dangerously.”

Lilith had no chance to respond before Akara glanced up at he clock and jumped to her feet.

“Oh, I have to go. I need to get ready for my next shift,” Akara said. “The head nurse can be a real pain if we’re so much as two seconds late. I better be at least ten minutes early.”

Lilith moved to lift herself from the sofa, but Akara pushed her down.

“Stay, I’ll show myself out,” she said with a smile. “But promise me we’ll see each other again.”

A small smile broke across Lilith’s face as she looked up at her. Akara leaned down and kissed her sweetly before racing out the door, leaving what felt like an empty space in the room. As soon as Akara was gone, the house had felt more haunted than ever before.

It was as if Akara’s spirit had stayed behind, and Lilith could still feel her there. But she suspected it was not Akara she felt and, rather, Ella. She did her best to clear her mind of thoughts of the wife she once had by taking a shower.

It was no use, though. With wet hair and fresh clothes, Lilith made her way over to her desk where she searched for a letter that she’d kept for way too long.




Don’t wait for me. I’ll return someday. E.




Lilith had waited thirty years for her until eventually she went searching for Ella. Those thirty years had been terrible. Ten years prior, Lilith had finally convinced Ella to turn and be with her, as an Unnatural, for as long as they felt fit to be alive.

She’d made it quite a ceremony, and they’d both been so eager. Ella accepted her new lifestyle brilliantly, and seemed to adapt seamlessly to her new way of life. But after three years with no sun, and no real danger other than Johns, Ella grew weary of the life she had once so desperately wanted.

Then came the question that Lilith had been fearing most. If Ella could live forever, and be more powerful than most of the people around her, then why should she have to choose only one life partner.

And Lilith had known the answer to that question.

“Because other people make things complicated,” Lilith had answered. “Trust me, I’ve tried.”

“Well, I haven’t tried it,” Ella had argued. “I need to be allowed to try things too. Or am I just expected to believe everything you say and absorb your opinions as my own?”

Their argument had continued on for almost a week before Lilith woke to find the note. She’d finally found someone who had been willing to turn, and spend the rest of their chosen eternity together, but Lilith hadn’t been enough to keep her there.

It had taken almost sixty years for Lilith to recover from that heartbreak and with Akara’s presence in her mind, she felt haunted by those feelings. Eventually, Lilith had given up and left the home that she had shared with Ella, leaving half of their belongings there.

They would eventually find each other again, but Ella would be in a world that Lilith could not access. She remained just beyond Lilith’s touch. A sad reminder of her greatest failure.

How could she keep someone for so many centuries? Lilith had not considered that before sinking her teeth into Ella’s neck. All she could think of was how much she’d loved her and how much she wanted Ella at her side, always.

Lilith knew now that it was never a possibility. The reason she had been so drawn to Ella was also the reason it would never have worked. It was the same reason she was so attracted to Akara.

There was something intriguing about a woman who wanted more from life, no matter the cost. After so many centuries of life, few things still managed to intrigue Lilith. It was dangerous to feel that way about someone she barely knew, and yet, it was the most exciting thing she had come across in some time.

To what extent was Akara willing to go to experience a life more dangerous? She wanted more from life, she was tired of playing it safe, and that was exactly the kind of person who could survive at the side of an Unnatural.

That’s how Lilith had felt about Ella, too. And she’d hoped that by turning her, at least she wouldn’t have to watch her die. But she still lost her and her life continued without Ella, and that had almost hurt more.

Those she had loved and who had died, had not chosen to exit her life. They’d had never been given a choice. Of course, Lilith had been broken up with before. But, to turn someone was not like marriage or courtship. It had felt so sacred to her, so important, so great. In the end, she’d been left to face a future without Ella.

Akara and Ella had the same heartbeat, too. Ella’s heartbeat had stopped after she turned, but Lilith could still remember it so clearly.

Lilith understood that when Akara looked at her and smiled at her, it felt as if she had already broken her heart. But somehow, it was a feeling that Lilith longed for. To her surprise. She’d spent so long avoiding another heartbreak but Lilith had found it where it didn’t even exist and learned that she could not get enough of it.

Because it felt like a heartbreak that she already knew. One that she had learned to find comfort in after Ella.

All those thoughts created increasingly complicated emotions within Lilith that she could no longer understand or piece together. Still, she knew that she would see Akara again. That she had to.

It was like an a dull sensation at the center of her. Akara was the salve to an old wound that had not healed as well as Lilith had once believed it to.

With old emotions now simmering at the top of her mind and new emotions brewing down below, Lilith knew there would be a long night ahead of her. She crawled back into bed and rested her head on the pillow where Akara had slept and took a deep breath in.

Somehow, she even smelled like Ella.

Lilith rolled onto her back and stared up at the ceiling, wondering how her life had managed to make such a complete circle, despite her actively taking detours to avoid it.
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Cameron had arrived on time for work for the first time in many days and he’d all but forgotten about the nun that had him questioning all his life choices just days before. It didn’t matter how her appearance at the hospital had made him feel, he could not afford to stop supplying Lilith with blood. Especially not since she’d agreed to double his rate.

It was almost time for her next delivery, anyway. He didn’t know how long he could rely on the hospital’s terrible administration to help him get away with it, but he had taken a look at his own administration and his own expenses. Cameron had expensive taste, and he needed the money that Lilith paid him.

Despite the potential cost to him if he got caught.

He walked, as if by muscle memory, through the halls of the hospital until he made it to his first stop at the coffee station. Cameron liked to pride himself as someone who liked to keep himself healthy and gave his body only the best of ingredients. But he could not seem to give up coffee and alcohol. To most, it wouldn’t be too bad. To Cameron, he might as well have been drinking poison.

He was a man who thought highly of himself, and wanted the rest of the world to do so too. He knew he wouldn’t be a nurse for the rest of his life, but he didn’t know what else he was going to do, yet. All he knew was that he would go down in history, one way or another.

That was his ultimate goal. It was a goal without a plan.

He had been staring at the wall as he sipped his coffee, without noticing that his boss had wandered in.

“You’re here!” she said sarcastically. “It’s a miracle. Now, all I have to do is get you to do your actual job.”

Cameron didn’t respond, he flashed her a forced smile and downed the rest of his coffee, leaving his cup for someone else to clean. He didn’t enjoy the actual working part of his job so much, but his decision to go into nursing had been strategic. His sister had been a nurse, and so were all her friends. And man, were they beautiful.

The next few hours were little more than a blur to him as he went through all of his usual duties. He made some patients laugh, and others cried, while some were remarkably indifferent about anything that happened around them.

For the first time in months, he had the time to take a lunch break. But he’d been in the habit of not even bringing any food with him and he wasn’t used to eating lunch at work anymore. So, instead, he figured he’d go stand in the sun for a while and enjoy some peace and quiet.

He knew just the place.

Cameron walked through the hospital, toward the back of the building and made his way down to the ground floor. There, he searched for the furthest doors he could find and pushed them open, stepping out into the part of the parking lot that was filled with trash cans.

He understood how unhygienic it was, but he didn’t care. He dealt with sick people all day, he was already covered in germs. From behind one of the trash cans he saw a small puff of smoke.

“Sorry to disturb your smoke break,” he said, announcing his presence. “I’m coming to escape for a while. I won’t make a noise, I promise.”

It was meant as a joke, but whoever was there hadn’t gotten it, or wasn’t in the mood for jokes. They remained perfectly silent, and it put Cameron on edge. He walked around the trashcan to make sure that whoever was there was at least a savory character.

His jaw hit the floor when he stumbled upon a small nun, with a lit cigarette in her hand. Her green eyes widened as she tossed the cigarette to the ground and stepped on it. Cameron knew immediately that it was the same nun he had seen at the hospital before.

“Don’t worry,” he said with a chuckle. “I won’t tell anyone. Do whatever you want. But, I have to admit, a nun was the last person I was expecting to see around here.”

“I could say the same about you,” she answered. “Do nurses often hang out around the trash?”

“Do nuns?”

The woman smiled at him, a sly and curious smile.

“I’m Sister Rachel,” she said. “It’s lovely to meet you.”

“I’m Cameron,” he answered. “I saw you here a few days ago, didn’t I? What brings you to the hospital so often?”

“Clumsy nuns,” she joked. “I’m here to take care of Sister Angie. She broke her leg and has a bad concussion.”

“They’re keeping her here for that?” Cameron asked with a confused frown.

Rachel leaned against the hospital wall. “I guess nuns get extra special care. I guess someone has some debts to even out.” She pointed up to the heavens as she said it.

Cameron tried not to laugh but he couldn’t help it, and a child-like giggle escaped him. Rachel reached into her bag and pulled out her box of cigarettes.

“Want one?” she asked.

Cameron shook his head. “Oh no, I don’t smoke.”

“Good,” Rachel answered. “I’m sure you know just how bad it is for you.”

“Unfortunately, yes,” Cameron responded. “I’ve seen too much.”

Rachel could not believe her luck. The very man she’d been sent there to keep an eye on had walked right up to her and introduced himself. She was curious about him, and what he was doing at the hospital.

“There aren’t many male nurses around,” Rachel said, lighting another cigarette.

It was a tactic that she hadn’t bargained on. She had hoped that her sweet appearance as a nun would perhaps allow her to talk to him, but at that moment she realized that someone who was stealing blood was likely to feel more comfortable around others who were also doing something they shouldn’t.

So, perhaps, a nun that smoked was exactly the kind of person he would open up to.

“Well, not out here,” Cameron said. “The small towns around this hospital remain a little more conservative. But in the city there are plenty of male nurses.”

“So why are you a nurse?” she asked. “And why all the way out here?”

Cameron scratched the back of his head.

“Promise you can keep a secret?” he asked.

“I swear to God,” she answered with a smirk.

Cameron’s eyes lit up. “I do it for the women,” he confessed. “I knew the chances of there being another male nurse out here was slim, and that nurses work long shifts. When I started, I assumed that it would be easy pickings.”

“I guess it didn’t quite go the way you thought it would?” she asked.

Cameron shook his head. “No, these women are here because it is a calling. They’re focused on nothing other than their work, which is good I guess.”

“So, why haven’t you left?” she asked.

“I need the money.”

Rachel knew how little nurses earned. It was a pittance compared to the kind of work they were expected to do. That meant only one thing. Stealing the blood was his main source of income, and he needed this job because he needed the blood.

He wasn’t drinking it. He was out there in the sunlight, and he seemed to be perfectly fine.

“The money’s good?” Rachel asked with raised eyebrows.

Cameron laughed lightly. “No, it’s terrible. None of us get paid enough for what we are expected to put up with all the time.”

She had many more questions for him, but his break was over and he left her as quickly as he could. As Cameron walked through the halls, he couldn’t help but laugh at himself for having been so spooked by the small nun before.

Rachel had been the least nun-like nun that he had ever come across. What had he been so worried about?

He’d been put so at ease by their conversation that he hadn’t noticed her following him closely throughout the hospital as he went about his day. And she didn’t stop until she knew that he’d packed a few more blood bags in his backpack.




* * *




It was already nightfall by the time Rachel spotted Cameron leaving the hospital.

“Jesus, he works long shifts,” she whispered as she started her car and waited to follow him.

What she hadn’t bargained for was that Cameron was one of those guys who idled their car for what felt like a lifetime before actually driving anywhere. Thankfully, once they got moving, it was easy enough to follow him. She simply removed her veil and bandeau, and it was as if she was in disguise.

He had no idea that she had red hair, and so if he saw her in his mirror, he would not recognize her. Still, she could hear his music from inside her own vehicle, which meant he was paying little-to-no attention anyway.

Rachel followed him all the way back into Kader, and it caused her heart to leap into her throat from excitement. Then, he came to a slow stop outside of the bar and dashed inside. Despite the large windows in the front of the establishment, he disappeared into the back of the space where she could no longer see him. It was no use. She waited for about forty minutes and when he still didn’t reappear, she called it a day.
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By the time she walked into John’s office, he was sleeping deeply with his hands in his arms.

“Are you kidding me?” she snapped as she shoved him to wake him up.

“What took you so long?” he asked, wiping his eyes.

“I was doing what you asked!” she argued. “While you sleep sweetly and have pretty little dreams.”

“Well, you’re right about that,” he said with a smirk. “I was dreaming about you.”

“Cheesy.”

Rachel sat down in the seat across from him and rubbed her eyes. It had been a long time since she’d been so tired. Her feet ached, and her shoulders were tight. And she blamed John for making her feel that way.

“So?” he asked, leaning back in his seat, and placing his feet up on the table the way she hated so much.

“I saw where he took the blood, but not who it went to,” she said. “I followed him down to the bar.”

“Which bar?” he asked, unamused.

“The bar,” she said, as if it was the most obvious thing in the world.

John’s feet were lifted from the table and he leaned forward, suddenly wide awake.

“Here? In Kader?” he asked.

“Yeah,” Rachel answered. “I was just as surprised.”

“I was hoping it would be here, but I assumed it would be in one of the neighboring towns,” John said. “And you’re certain that’s where the blood was delivered?”

“Look, by that time, the blood had been out of refrigeration for some time,” Rachel explained. “He’s got a cooled backpack, but even that won’t last long. He was in there pretty long. That’s where he delivered it, otherwise he would have risked its integrity.”

“You sound like a detective,” John teased.

“Isn’t that what you asked me to do?” Rachel asked angrily. “I’m supposed to get information for you, John. There’s your information. I just wish I had seen where it went after he entered the building.”

“You didn’t go inside?” John snapped.

Rachel motioned to her habit. “No,” she said. “Especially not after he and I bumped into each other and started a conversation. He could have recognized me in a moment and known that I was following him.”

“Why would you speak to him?” John asked.

“It wasn’t on purpose,” she said. “We sort of bumped into each other while I was looking for him and he started a conversation. I’m a nun, people do that to me.”

Rachel had decided to leave out the part that Cameron had caught her smoking. She knew that John would be wildly unimpressed by that, and she was in no mood for the argument that would ensue.

“So we know it’s coming back to Kader,” John said. “That’s good information at at least.”

“Great, can I stop going to the hospital now?” Rachel asked desperately.

John laughed. “Yes,” he sighed. “And I’ll help you now with the rest of this. I just couldn’t go to the hospital with you. I didn’t want to set some kind of expectation of me, you know?”

Rachel stared at him blankly. “So now, thanks to you, every stupid one of these women who lands herself in the hospital is going to expect me to be there with them.”

“Precisely why I didn’t want to go,” John said. “By the way, how is Sister Angie doing?”

“I dunno,” Rachel said with a shrug as she got up from her seat. “I’ll phone the hospital and find out tomorrow. She’s got a broken leg. I can only assume that today it is a little less broken.”

She closed the door on John’s laughter and shuffled toward her room. Rachel was so tired that she no longer felt concerned about who might see her returning so late, without her veil and bandeau.

Her feet climbed the stairs slowly, threatening to send her tumbling down just as Sister Angie had. When she finally climbed into bed and reached below for a new bottle of wine, she found her stash empty.

Her eyes stared directly at the wall as she contemplated running away from her life and forgetting John and all he had put her through. But she knew she could never do it. She and John were intertwined like no two other people ever had been. She was certain of that.

It wasn’t for lack of trying. There had been many times when her bag had been packed with the few items that still belonged to her, and she had finally convinced herself to seek a different life.

She had never followed through with it. Those days had always ended in her unpacking her things once more and deciding that she would stay forever, no matter what happened.

The truth was that she wouldn’t know where to go. She had no family left, and she had no way of getting another job. All she had was John, and the church, and her few belongings. Rachel was smart enough to know that it was likely all she would ever have.

She’d be a fool to throw that all away for a silly reason like being tired and out of wine. However tempting it was to her in that moment.

As if he’d read her mind, there was a knock at the door. She knew who it was before the door opened.
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Lilith and Akara sat side-by-side as they had often done over the last few weeks. In fact, hardly a night went by when they did not see each other. Akara had started taking early morning shifts. With the Winter months in full swing, it meant that the sun only rose well after she went to work.

Things were working out for Lilith, but she knew it would soon start to crumble around her. There were only so many nights that Lilith could leave without staying until the next day before her luck would run out.

Even without those problems, Lilith had another issue to work through. She felt guilty for her reasoning. She had stuck around with Akara because, in many ways, it felt like she was with Ella again. In fact, she had almost come close to calling Akara by the wrong name on a few occasions.

The more she got to know Akara, the more she realized just how many similarities there were. They were the same height and felt the same way when she snuggled into Lilith’s arms. She even smelled the same as Ella, which Lilith later learned was because they wore the same perfume.

What was most troubling for Lilith was the fact that Akara already had a few items of clothing that she kept at her house. She simply had a hard time distancing herself from Akara, and it made for many sleepless days.

“Did I ever tell you about this guy at the hospital where I work?” Akara asked.

“I’m not sure, you’ll have to be a little more specific than that,” Lilith teased.

“Well, he’s the only male nurse on the staff, kind of a creep if you ask me. He’s only in it for the ladies, not that it’s ever worked,” Akara explained.

“I actually know Cameron,” Lilith admitted without thinking.

“How do you know Cameron?” Akara asked. “You don’t have friends, remember?”

“Very funny,” Lilith deadpanned. “Cameron helped me out with some stuff once. He’s kind of a hard guy to get rid of.”

“Yeah, that’s the same one then,” Akara laughed. “Anyway, get this. He was telling me the other day that he’s started seeing this stripper. They’re dating. It seems fitting if you ask me, but she’s got him under her little thumb I tell you.”

“A stripper?” Lilith asked. “That makes sense. Cameron would go for a woman who could support him, you know?”

“This is not one of those high-end strippers I know you’re thinking of,” Akara explained. “He met this one over in Dompton, at some shady nightclub being run out of a random guy’s garage.”

“Dompton?” Lilith laughed. “There are only about five houses there!”

“I know!” Akara said, amused. “And Cameron’s stripper lives in house number three!”

Lilith shook her head as she wondered just how a man like Cameron wound up in a garage like that one.

“What’s her name?” Lilith asked.

“You’re going to love this,” Akara said. “Her name is Safari.”

“Safari? You’re kidding. Is that her real name or her stage name?”

“Real name,” Akara answered, struggling to stifle a laugh.

“I guess she must be pretty,” Lilith said. “Last time I checked, Cameron had some pretty high standards.”

Lilith thought about how she’d stupidly agreed to pay Cameron double for the blood. He’d become so bold since then, and so reckless with their meetings, that she’d had to change their meeting spot a few times to avoid suspicion.

Now, they met out in the cold in a parking lot of his choice each week like they were doing some kind of dirty drug deal, or trading top secret information. Lilith had never liked Cameron. The few minutes that she saw him every week felt like way too much time in his presence.

“So you actually do know him pretty well then,” Akara said. “We should all hang out sometime.”

“Oh god, no thanks,” Lilith said. “I find him to be like sandpaper to my skin when he speaks.”

“Now that’s the most accurate description I’ve heard of him in some time,” Akara said as she made her way to the kitchen. “Oh dear, is that the time already. I better get to bed or tomorrow is going to be like torture.”

“I should leave,” Lilith said, lifting herself from the sofa. “Thanks for the movie. I really enjoyed it. See you tomorrow?”

“You know, I’ve stayed at your place what feels like a hundred times now,” Akara said, resting her hands on the kitchen counter. “Why do you never stay here?”

There it was. Lilith’s time had run out. She’d been through almost the exact same conversation with Ella once and she’d opted to tell the truth. It had not gone well, which was understandable. Lilith simply wasn’t ready for the truth to be known yet.

“Is there something wrong?” Akara asked.

“No, of course not,” Lilith said.

She was scrambling to find a reason to give her but hated the thought of lying. It felt foolish. She’d given so many excuses to so many lovers before, and yet, none of them felt right. There wasn’t a single one that she wanted to say out loud anymore.

“Please stay,” Akara said softly. “We could go for a walk together in the morning and maybe you could help me sort out some of the backyard if you like?”

Despite various words screaming loudly in Lilith’s head, she found herself silent for a little too long.

“I can’t,” Lilith explained.

“Why not?”

How could she tell her that it was because their morning walk would likely kill her? There was no way for Lilith to explain the truth to her just yet. She’d only just gotten her Ella back, and she couldn’t afford to lose her again.

Her Ella. That was just the problem. It wasn’t Ella. It couldn’t be.

“I left my door unlocked, it’s not safe,” Lilith lied.

It was a feeble lie, she knew it the moment she said it.

“You always leave your door unlocked,” Akara said. “This is Kader. Nothing ever happens here.”

“I know,” Lilith sighed. “But I have a feeling about tonight.”

That was another lie. The reality was that Lilith had learned many decades ago that feelings could not be disproved. So, she had always relied on them to help her convey what was needed.

“You know what, never mind,” Akara said, pouring a glass of water. “I’ll let you know about tomorrow.”

Lilith kissed her on the cheek and left in silence, guilt burning a hole through her chest and mind that would likely take another few decades to repair. She knew what Akara was feeling at that moment, she could hear it in her heartbeat.

Akara was disappointed and rejected, and Lilith hated to think that she was the cause of that. But she didn’t know what to do. Akara had been an unexpected occurrence in her life, as most occurrences were. However, hers seemed so well-timed.

The last time Lilith had felt as if she wasn’t alone was the last day that she had been with Ella and they had laughed and joked together in the garden. Then, after many years without company, and at her loneliest moment, Akara walked right into her life.

It felt to Lilith like some kind of intervention that she could not piece together and she hated it. She made it home with only a few hours left until the sun would rise. Her home was quiet. More quiet than it had been in some time. And despite her constant checking, she did not hear from Akara that night, or the following day.

Once again, her space and heart felt haunted by the presence of someone who was not missing to her.







* * *







John walked along the shore of the small cove just outside of Kader. He’d been having a hard time sleeping, and it was the first night in a long time that he and Rachel weren’t stationed outside the bar, hoping to see where Cameron’s stock was going. It had been less fruitful than they’d hoped.

They’d followed Cameron one night to a parking lot, but it was so empty that they could not get close enough to see without being spotted. John was growing tired of it all and he was eager to return his days back to normality.

It had been exciting in the beginning, but as the weeks passed, the fun stopped and the task just became tedious. All they knew for certain was that Cameron was not using the blood for himself.

He thought about Rachel and how excited she seemed at the prospect of a hunt, and how different hunting Unnaturals had become compared to the generations of Johns that came before him. There was some pressure to live up to their names, not that all of them ever did anything.

More than that, he wanted to make Rachel happy. She was the only reason he’d stayed in Kader. He’d asked her to leave with him once, but she was more committed to his blood-born duties than he had ever been. She had convinced him to stay, and she had been pulling the reigns ever since then.

His life had been lonely before her, and despite her rough edges, she was a blessing to him. After so many years in each other’s company, he’d never asked how a woman like her had become a nun and he’d never thought to ask her either.

He didn’t care. John only cared that she was one and that she was there with him whenever he needed her most, which was every day, without fail and without question. They lived a secret life behind closed doors and in basements. One that the world would never know or understand.

John liked it that way. As far as he could tell, so did she. Still, there were days when he wondered how much longer they could keep up the game. There would be a day when they would be discovered. He could feel it coming, and he didn’t know what to do about it.

He wasn’t prepared to live his life in a different way out of fear of being caught, though. He’d made that clear to Rachel very early on, and she’d agreed happily to his terms. As close as they were, they lived such separate lives.

John looked out over the ocean and knew that she was in her room, and she likely assumed that he was fast asleep in his bed. She didn’t know that he spent most of his nights walking somewhere, awake, and thinking.

It was a small part of his life that he could keep secret from absolutely everybody. Since the day he had been born, his path had been laid out before him. But his nights, while everyone else was asleep, were different. Those were his and his alone. John owned those precious minutes and he would never let anybody take them away from him.

As he gazed upon the dark body of water, ebbing and flowing in the distance, while crashing against the shore, he saw the beginnings of the sunrise taking shape in the distance. His minutes were almost over.

His lungs filled with the icy cold air as he imagined a day when he could watch the sunrise until the sky was bright and blue. But he knew that he could not, because as soon as the sky lightened, the rest of the world would wake up, and those precious moments of time alone there would be stolen from him.

John picked up a stone to add to his ever-growing collection and turned back toward where his car was parked. He did not know what he would do between that moment, and the moment that he would die, but he could not shake the feeling that things were about to change.

Whether it was for the better or for the worse, he could not quite decide. All he knew was that his patience would eventually pay off, and he looked forward to that day.
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Chapter 15

  
  










Kader was quiet. Winter had arrived and the tourists had ceased their visits. Half the businesses had closed, and the other half barely functioned. Each night seemed to be getting colder. Rachel tucked her hands between her thighs to keep them warm. It was good to be out of her habit. Even she had forgotten the shape of her own body after all those years.

Her red hair looked dull as she glanced at herself in the rear-view mirror of the car. She had sat there, night after night, waiting to see Cameron again. And each night that she returned back to John without any further information, he became more impatient.

He had told her the night before that he could feel a big change coming, that it was a gnawing in his gut. She hadn’t told him, but she’d felt the same way. Each night that she waited outside the bar, she felt as if an anchor had dropped in her stomach.

Some nights it felt similar to excitement and other nights it felt as if she was a caged animal. It would feel as if her heartbeat was pounding against her stomach lining, making her uneasy. Those nights, she was more than happy to abandon her efforts early, and rather visit a nearby restaurant to pass the time.

But on this night, Rachel felt calm. There was nothing that worried her or made her feel antsy. She wasn’t even bored. The town was pretty. With the sky devoid of clouds, the stars were on display.

Puddles from the morning’s rain reflected the moonlight. All of it looked like a movie she had once seen as a child. There was barely a breeze blowing through the trees, a welcome respite from the previous night’s storm.

She gazed out over the entrance to the bar and daydreamed about how she had come to be where she was.




* * *




Rachel had come to John to escape a life that she could no longer face. Her life had become so out of control that in the end, her own sister had paid the price for it. Her sister had always gotten her out of trouble, one way or another.

Rachel recalled the first few nights at the convent, fighting withdrawal symptoms as strange women prayed over her. She could still remember the cold, wet feeling of the water as it splashed her face.

When she had made it through and survived there long enough, they sent her as far away from them as they could. They sent her to Kader Town. Rachel had convinced herself that it would be alright.

For a moment, she had truly believed that religion might help her forget her sister and the coldness in her eyes on the day that Rachel went to identify her body. But it was less than a week before she snapped.

John had found her tucked behind a curtain as she sobbed. She had been inconsolable. It had been her expectation that he would tell her to leave, or pray over her like so many others had, but he knew instantly that it wasn’t what she needed.

She broke that day, telling him all of it. He learned of her debts and the men to which she owed the money. He was told of her sister’s murder, the ultimate settlement of her debts. John did not gasp, or cover his mouth. His eyes did not widen, and he did not call to his savior to rescue his mind from the horror of it all.

Instead, he held out his hand to her and smiled.

“I know now why you have been sent to me,” he said. “You are here to help me with something important.”

Rachel had never been more confused in her life. How could he say something like that to her?

She remembered the cold on her cheeks as a piercing ache set through her eyes from all the sobbing.

“What?” she said through sniffs.

“Trust me,” he whispered.

For reasons she might never understand, she did. She took his hand and he pulled her up and out from behind the curtain. Her hands trembled, and her knees threatened to give way. But something about him kept her steady.

She followed him into the small closet, where he paused a moment to smile at her again.

“You came here to hide,” he said plainly, and she nodded. “What if I told you that this was not your hiding place? But rather, your playground?”

Her mouth hung agape when he pushed the small door open to reveal a staircase. She knew it was dangerous to follow him down there. It was no secret that priests could not be trusted. But her feet carried her without consent down the stairs and into the dark.

When she first laid eyes on Elden, her cheeks dried. He was beautiful. She had never thought herself to be a sadistic person until that moment. She saw the wounds on him, and the suffering in his eyes and knew that she wanted to be part of it.

When John placed the ice pick in her hand and motioned for her to go ahead, she felt alive inside. She should have killed Elden, and yet, he did not die. He clung to life like nothing she had ever seen before.

“Why does he still breathe?” she eventually asked, out of breath.

Rachel would never forget the way he smiled at her at that moment. He held a secret, and she wanted it from him. She placed the ice pick back on the small table and followed him again. But not before taking another look at Elden, who sobbed quietly to himself.

She kept expecting to feel pity, shame, or guilt. But it never came. Rather, she felt powerful. It was the first time in her life she had felt that way without the drugs. She hadn’t believed that it was possible.

They spent the night awake as he told her everything that she needed to know. She loved him for it then, and that love had never faded. He became the savior she had been searching for within that building. He showed her who she really was, and it quietened her guilt. Rachel never cried again.

The first night that he had kissed her, she thought that she would sink into the Earth and come to peace. She fought with every ounce of her not to do just that so that she could linger on his lips just a moment longer.

“I am sorry,” he had said, so quietly that it was barely audible. “I couldn’t help it. Forgive me.”

Rachel had kissed him then again, as gently as she could, before telling him that she would follow him anywhere he went. That had not been a lie. Whatever he asked of her, she did, even if it made her roll her eyes and sigh loudly.

The church had not been her home. He had. Rachel knew that there would be a day when they would both leave that place and find themselves somewhere, free to be together. But that thought often made her nervous. She didn’t know who they were outside of that building.

There was a part of her that was afraid to find out.




* * *




Rachel almost missed it. Had it not been for Cameron’s loud and obnoxious laugh, she might not have seen him leave the bar. She certainly hadn’t seen him enter. Rachel leaned back a little so that she was not noticeable.

It was a foolish notion that anybody would know who she was. Her casual clothes were a perfect disguise.

Cameron had the backpack with him, and Rachel felt her heart leap up and form a lump in her throat. She tried to swallow it back, but it wouldn’t budge. She waited to see who would follow him out of the bar.

Cameron got into his car, a barely-dressed woman on his arm. It couldn’t be her. She had a tan, which would be unlikely for the person that Rachel was really looking for. So, she waited a while longer, paying closer attention this time.

A few minutes later, a woman with pitch-black hair left. She carried the same backpack as Cameron’s, only, hers seemed heavier.

“They’re switching them,” Rachel whispered to herself.

The woman walked gracefully, checking her watch as she marched down the road and into the darkness. Rachel watched her for as long as she could before starting her car and heading in the other direction.

The thought had crossed her mind to follow the woman. But in a small town like Kader, it would be far too obvious. She would have to think of something else. At least she had something to tell John when she got back to him.

Rachel hoped it would make him smile. He hadn’t smiled in a few days, and she missed it. She missed the way it made her feel when he did it. So, when she entered the church, as quietly as she could, she was filled with hope.

John was asleep at his desk when she came to him. He looked so calm, and so tired. Rachel reached out and placed a careful hand on the back of his shoulder.

“John,” she whispered.

He sat upright, his hair glued in the wrong direction. There were lines on his face from where he had leaned against a stack of papers. It made her think of what he might have been like as a young boy.

The chair creaked as he leaned back and covered his yawn with his mouth.

“What time is it?” he mumbled.

“Barely midnight,” she answered with a chuckle.

“What? Why are you back so early?” he asked, checking his watch for a second opinion.

He widened his eyes as if to assist the waking-up process before reaching for a cigarette.

“I’m here because I have some information for you,” Rachel said, sitting proudly on the other side of the table.

“You’ve found our man,” John said, his lips teetering on the smile that she so desperately wanted from him.

“Woman,” she corrected him. “And a beautiful one at that.”

“A woman has been taking the blood?” he asked.

Rachel nodded. “I wanted to follow her, but I don’t want to be too eager and give myself away.”

“Is it anyone we know?” he blurted.

“I don’t think so,” Rachel said. “Tall, thin, dark hair, vampire-looking.”

John looked at her, sarcasm oozing through his deadpanned eyes. “Thanks,” he said.

“My point is,” Rachel sighed. “We finally know what we’re looking for. It’s a starting point, John.”

“You’re right,” he said, rubbing his eyes. “Thank you. I know how tedious this has been for you.”

She looked at him and saw him as the man she had met all those years ago. A smile crept across her face, and she hadn’t noticed her cheeks warming or her crease in the corners of her eyes.

“What?” he said, looking at her with a suspicious gaze.

“I’ve had a lot of time to think while waiting outside that stupid bar,” she said.

“Oh no,” John mumbled as she struggled with his lighter.

“What will we do when we’re one day free from this place?” Rachel asked.

John placed the unlit cigarette into the almost full ashtray.

“Not this again, Rach,” he said. “I told you I don’t like to talk about it.”

“Why not?” she argued. “What’s wrong with dreaming?”

“It takes the fun out of the surprise,” he said. “We’ll know it when we get there.”

“It keeps me going in here,” she said, folding her arms. “I get so bored. I have to dream to keep myself motivated.”

“Am I not motivation enough?” he asked.

“There are days I go without seeing you, or the outside world, or Elden,” she snapped. “Of course, I’m going to spend my time imagining our future together. It would be nice to know that you do the same.”

“I see it differently,” he said as he stood up. John walked around the table and took his place at her side, resting his body on the armrest beside her. “We will be different people when we leave here,” he said. “And I very much look forward to rediscovering who you are then.”

It was not what she wanted to hear, but it was good enough. And they’d had that argument enough times for Rachel to know that she would never win. Rather, she would keep quieter about her dreams going forward. They would be her little secret, something she could enjoy, just like the wine she kept beneath her bed.

“Okay,” she sighed, leaning into him. It was the closest she would get to a hug.

“Tell me more about this woman that you saw tonight,” John said. “How do we find her?”

Disappointed in the result of their conversation, Rachel obliged. She explained everything she saw in great detail. And all the time, she waited for the smile that she felt she deserved.

It did not come. Neither did the sinking feeling in her stomach. Instead, there was just a whole lot of nothing. They spoke, he said goodnight and left, and she snuck back up to her room to search for a new bottle beneath her bed.

No matter how much of the crimson liquid she swallowed, she could not rid herself of that lump in her throat. Every few minutes, she would take a deep breath just to make sure that she was still capable of doing so.

Eventually, she gave up on the wine entirely and pressed her head against her pillow. One smile, that was all she needed. The lack of it darkened her mind, causing her thoughts to twist into shards that pierced through her comfort.

She thought rather of the quiet, puddled street she had watched earlier that night and recalled the peace that had come with it. In the smallest, most hidden part of her heart, she hoped that she would see it again.

It took her a few minutes to understand why that moment had become so important to her. The realization made her sullen. She had been there without any need for pretense. Rachel had worn no uniform, and had answered to nobody. There wasn’t a single person who had seen her there, or knew of her existence.

What bliss it was.
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Chapter 16

  
  










The stillness in her home was slowly driving Lilith mad. Even Ella hadn’t been around to visit her for a few days. It would seem that the lack of Akara’s presence had stilled her spirit. Normally, Lilith would be grateful for it. But, she found herself checking for any message from Akara for likely the hundredth time that day.

Still, nothing. It was a terrible feeling, one that she was no stranger to. Lilith paced around the house as she wondered why she kept going down the same path.

It seemed cruel to search for companionship when she couldn’t truly have it. Perhaps that was the problem. She could have it. She’d tried once and failed. But, she’d only tried once.

The air shifted. It was as if that thought had stirred a presence that had been slumbering for the last few days. Lilith knew it was her, waiting somewhere in the atmosphere for the right time to strike.

It was a rustling in the room, which belonged to feet that could not be seen.

“I know what you’re thinking,” Lilith said out loud, knowing it would reach the right target. “But this time could be different.”

A book flew off the kitchen counter and landed hard against the opposite wall. So hard that the pages ripped from it, fluttering through the air.

“Enough of this, Ella,” Lilith sighed. “She is not you, although there are similarities, yes.”

“You’re right,” Ella’s voice rasped, her figure bursting into sight. “Nobody could be me. How dare you suggest such a thing?”

Her face looked sour as if she’d just witnessed a terrible event. Ella glided across the room, her back turned to Lilith, coming to a stop when she faced the wall. It was like a child who needed to sulk.

“I really don’t know what you were expecting,” Lilith said. “We’re in two separate places now.”

“We weren’t going to be,” Ella blurted out.

It was as if the world had slowly come into focus for Lilith. Her heartbeat became clear, and the smog that clouded her mind dissipated.

“Is that what this is all about?” Lilith asked. “Were you waiting for me to die?”

Ella sniffed, her shoulders tightened. “I saw you write the note,” she whispered. “I thought that you could join me here. And we could be as we once were.”

Lilith shook her head as she stared ahead of her. “Ella, I-“

“You what?” Ella snapped. “You don’t want to anymore? Why? Because of her?”

“There’s something about her that stopped me,” Lilith explained, not carefully considering the consequences of her words.

Ella’s spirit darted across the room, coming to a quick halt in front of Lilith. The shock wave of her speed sent a cold breeze across Lilith’s skin. It was enough to make her reach for the blanket.

“She is a fleeting moment,” Ella hissed. “Do you not remember how we were? You promised me that there would be nobody else. You promised!”

The last repetition sounded like a scream, somewhere in the distance. There was a space where her spirit once stood and although it seemed empty, Lilith knew that if she reached out, she would feel the buzzing on her fingertips.

“Ella,” she sighed. “What did you think would happen when you died?”

There was silence in the room. Her question, it seemed, would go unanswered. It had always been typical of Ella to leave an argument before she lost it. So, it was no surprise to Lilith that her ghost had suddenly vanished the moment a difficult question had been asked.

She lifted off the couch to resume her pacing, her thoughts calculating every new path as carefully as the previous. It was a tug, right in the center of her being, and the rest of her was caught in the middle of it.

No amount of whispering to herself, or shaking her head in a physical attempt to end the thoughts would help. A small seed of hope had sprouted in her mind, and it would not be ignored. It grew with every passing moment until the vine stretched wide enough to constrict any common sense that she once had.

But she had to be sure.

Lilith stuck to what she knew about Akara. She knew that she was beautiful, and that she wanted more from life. The conversation they had about living a life more exciting, and more dangerous, kept replaying in her mind.

Akara had seemed truthful when she said it. And, if she really meant it, then Lilith’s plan might work. Her plan was a feeble one, to say the least. By the end of the afternoon, Lilith had decided that she would tell Akara the truth, and hope for acceptance.

In other words, she would ask for something she had only ever experienced once before, with Ella. That was why her spirit had been so angry. She must have known what would happen.

Perhaps Ella’s anger was a sign that Lilith stood a chance. It wasn’t impossible that Ella felt there was a shot at acceptance, and didn’t want to see it happen because she knew what that meant.

It meant that Lilith would once again throw herself into a world in which she would foolishly believe that she could be happy.

A soft thud against the bedroom wall told Lilith that she was right. Ella was concerned that it would work and that in itself gave Lilith the confidence she needed to go through with it.

“And what will you do if it doesn’t work?” Ella’s voice echoed from nowhere.

“Then I will join you,” Lilith said out loud. “Just as you’ve always wanted. And we can be together, just as I had wanted all those centuries ago.”

The tension in the room changed as if Ella had found some hope, too.

“I beg of you, Ella, do not interfere,” Lilith said sternly.







* * *







When the sound of a knock on the door jarred her from her thoughts, Lilith noticed that her hands were clammy from the nerves. Akara had agreed to meet with her, because Lilith had sent a message promising her that she would tell the truth.

“Please don’t tell me you’re married,” Akara said as soon as Lilith opened the door.

Lilith chuckled at the notion of something so trivial. “No,” she said, straightening her face. “Nothing so uncomplicated, unfortunately.”

Akara stepped inside, her eyes wide. “If you being married is uncomplicated, then I don’t know if I really want to know the truth.”

Lilith motioned for the couch. “Please,” she said. “It would mean the world to me if you’d let me tell you.”

Lilith could hear Akara’s heart pounding almost as loudly as her own. From behind the couch, Ella’s spirit smiled at her, invisible to Akara’s eyes, but not invisible to any other of her senses.

“I think I’d rather stay standing,” Akara said, glancing uneasily at the couch.

“That’s alright,” Lilith said. “Would you like some wine?”

“Very much so.”

Lilith filled the glass as full as she could, knowing that Akara would likely need it. On the coffee table lay a file, filled with carefully chosen items to help Lilith tell the truth that she normally kept well hidden.

“I can’t wait to watch this,” a voice whispered in her ear.

“What’s that?” Akara responded as if she’d heard it too.

“Nothing,” Lilith said with a weak smile. “I didn’t say anything.”

She handed Akara the glass and struggled to conceal the tremor that had been plaguing her all afternoon. It was not unnoticed by Akara.

“What’s going on?” she asked, nervously.

Lilith pointed to the file on the coffee table. “Take a look inside and tell me what you see there.”

Akara did as she was asked. With Ella’s spirit elsewhere, she was comfortable enough to take a seat. Her delicate hands paged through the photographs. At first, she seemed to skim through the images.

Then, she slowed. Akara returned to the one on the top of the pile again, and looked at it was a more careful eye again.

“Your family genetics are strong,” she said. “I mean, ever woman in your lineage looks the same. But I still don’t understand the purpose of this.”

“That is not my lineage,” Lilith said plainly. “That is my life.”

Akara looked up at her and frowned deeply, her face scrunching as if she were staring directly into the sun.

“Your life?” Akara said. “I still don’t get it.”

“These antiques around me,” Lilith explained. “They are not collectibles. I bought them all in the year they were created when they were still considered modern.”

Akara placed the images back down on the coffee table. “Okaaaay,” she said, taking a large sip of her wine. “Are you feeling alright? If you’ve had some kind of mental snap, we can help you at the hospital.”

“No,” Lilith said. “It is not a mental snap. It is the truth. The reason I cannot stay at your home with you is because I cannot be outside in the day time.”

“You’ve got that phobia thingy!” Akara said snapping her fingers. “It’s on the tip of my tongue.”

“It is not heliophobia,” Lilith said plainly.

“Yes! That’s the word!” Akara laughed. “I’ve never met someone like that before. Why didn’t you just say so?”

From somewhere in the distance, Lilith heard Ella chuckle. It echoed through the house like nothing more than the pitter-patter of mice in the ceiling.

“I did not say anything, because I do not have heliophobia,” Lilith said again. “I do not go into the sun because I am what modern media would refer to as a vampire. Only, I much prefer the term Unnatural.”

Akara stopped, her face fell into a resting position and her eyes glazed over.

“Lilith,” she sighed. “Please tell me you did not call me over here to crack a joke. Do you have any idea how rejected I felt the other night? If this is your idea of lightening a situation, I advise you to reconsider.”

“That is not at all what this is,” Lilith said. “Look at the file. Those are all images of me, from times in which I should not have walked. And yet, there I am. Then tell me, have you ever seen me actually eat anything?”

Akara glanced back in her memory for a moment. “Now that I think about it, no. And I’m pretty sure I saw you pour that drink I bought you into that dead plant.”

“I did it with all the drinks you bought me, because I cannot swallow them,” Lilith said. “It would make me ill.”

Akara stood up from the couch and held some of the images right up to Lilith’s face. She squinted at them.

“These are done pretty well,” she said. “But I have to tell you. Vampires really are not believable.”

Lilith sighed in frustration and reached into the file. She pulled out a photograph. It showed the back of a woman as she had her back tattooed with a large image of a raven.

“Your tattoo!” Akara exclaimed. “I didn’t know you had it done old-school style.”

“I didn’t,” Lilith tried to explain. “That’s just how they did it back then.”

Akara rolled her eyes and took the image from Lilith, putting it back into the file. She tossed the file onto the table and started toward the door.

“You know, Lilith,” she sighed, pausing for a moment. “I was really hoping to find myself feeling closer to you by the end of the evening. Now, I need to ask you to stop wasting my time. Don’t be surprised if you never hear from me again.”

“Akara,” Lilith put her hand on her shoulder to stop her. “Please, let me just show you.”

The room tightened, as if Ella was holding her breath, or trying to steal theirs. Akara slumped her shoulders and relented, turning to face Lilith. Her face was fixed in an unamused gaze.

Lilith closed her eyes and took a deep, nervous breath. She felt her fangs twitch inside their hiding spaces. They sat, folded against the roof of her mouth. Until she needed them. Lilith opened her mouth, and they swiveled out, on full display.

Lilith had seen her fangs only in the reflection of a window once, and she had been frightened of their size.

“Oh my God,” she heard Akara whisper.

Lilith retracted her fangs as quickly as she could, hoping that Akara would still be there when she opened her eyes.

“I think I do need to sit,” Akara said gently.

“Do you believe me now?” Lilith asked.

She shaking of Akara’s legs and hands made Lilith wish she hadn’t done it at all. It was not her purpose to have scared her. Akara swallowed hard, and reached again for the glass of wine, almost toppling it.

“You’re not supposed to exist,” Akara said, tears threatening to spill over and onto her cheeks.

“And here I am,” Lilith said. “It is not easy for me, I hope you know that.”

“I can’t believe you did it,” Ella whispered behind her.

Lilith would deal with her spirit guest at a later stage. Akara was all she cared about then.

“I-I don’t know what to say or think,” Akara said. She had not yet blinked since she sat down, and the glass shook violently as she lifted it to her mouth.

There was so much that Lilith needed to explain to her. But as she opened her mouth to do so, she heard a familiar scuffling at her front door. It was the sound of a key being pushed into a lock that was not for it.

“Wait here,” Lilith said. “Please, I’ll be right back.”

Lilith would have liked to believe that nothing could pull her away from Akara at that moment, but she knew that if she did not intervene, the shuffling would turn into cursing and it would not end.

Irritably, she pulled her front door open to meet her neighbor’s drunken, red face.

“You’re at the wrong house,” she snapped.

Without any hesitation, she wrapped a tight grip around the woman’s arm and dragged her across the street and to her own door.

“Bless you,” the woman slurred.

“Yeah, whatever,” Lilith said. “You really have the worst timing.”

With the interruption put out of place, Lilith rushed back across the road so that she could hopefully provide Akara with the closeness that she had wanted. Only, when she got there she found an empty seat and a barely sipped glass of wine.

“She snuck out while you were preoccupied,” Ella said, materializing just to show her smug face. “Excellent work, by the way.”

It felt as if she had been hit in the stomach with a bowling ball. Lilith walked out into the cold street to see if she could still catch her, but Akara was gone. And when she walked back into the house, so was Ella.

On top of the file of images was a single photo that Akara had not seen. It was of Lilith and Ella smiling widely at each other’s sides. Lilith had nothing more to think or do. She sat the rest of the night, staring at the image, wondering if she’d ever smile that widely again.
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Hours had passed and it was still dark within her mind. In fact, Lilith was getting bored with her painful feelings. She felt rejected, and lonely, and was tired of it. Her home was already spotlessly clean, and there wasn’t much to do in Kader after nightfall.

The clock on the far wall told her that it wasn’t long until the town would wake up and then she could do the one thing that brought her relaxation. It had been a long time since she had allowed herself the pleasure of doing it, too. But, if she had no Akara, then she had little reason left to stay, and she could indulge in her guilty pleasure just one more time.

“Look at you,” a whisper slithered past her ear. “I know what you’re thinking. I’d know that look anywhere.”

“Why are you still here?” Lilith barked. “You got what you wanted. She ran away and it backfired. Are you here to celebrate?”

Lilith raised her hand to cover her eyes. She was in no mood for Ella. She could feel her presence lurking nearby.

A chuckle echoed through the room and a moment later the translucent figure of Ella came to fruition just beyond the couch. Lilith didn’t look. Even after death, Ella managed to find a way to drive her mad.

“Do you not miss me?” Ella asked as she wafted through the couch, through Lilith, to stand in front of her. “You have no idea how lonely I am on the other side.”

“Don’t you get it?” Lilith argued. “Of course, I’ve missed you. It’s why I’m doing all of this again. I need some company in this stupid world.”

Ella’s face dropped. Lilith watched as her form flickered in and out of the world as if her connection to the living was wavering with each desperate thought.

“I can’t enjoy you the way you are now,” Lilith said. “I don’t mean to be cruel. But I cannot touch you, or taste you.”

“But I’m here,” Ella said bitterly. “That should be enough.”

“You’re hurting me,” Lilith admitted. “All you are is a reminder of what I once had and will not have again.”

When Ella looked up at her again, there was such fury in her eyes that a warm breeze rushed past Lilith, blowing the ends of her hair back slightly.

“I’m sorry,” Lilith said. “What we had was wonderful, and everything I ever wanted, but that ended when you died and I cannot go through this life alone, or with a memory of the warmth I could never feel again.”

In an instant, Ella was gone. The feeling of oppression that had once filled the room was gone too, and the space around Lilith felt open again. She looked around the room for a sign of Ella, but something told her that she would not find her there.

She closed her eyes and sighed deeply. Thankfully, their interaction had helped pass some of the time. It was only a few more hours until she could go through with her plan for the day.

There was work to do before then. Lilith reached for her phone and opened the house-hunting application that she’d installed years before. It was a carefully chosen one, too. More than a few hours were spent choosing the application with the fewest downloads and reviews, but within the right area range.

When the sun was high enough in the sky, she dialed the number of a plain-looking woman with a meager smile and a very small portfolio.

“Hello, this is Becca,” a friendly voice answered.

“Hi, Becca, my name is Sue,” Lilith responded. “And I’m really hoping you can help me.”

It was a conversation that Lilith was well practiced in. She’d had it many times before.

“What can I do for you, Sue?” the friendly voice asked.

“Are you available to come to Kader Town right now to view my property?” Lilith asked. “I’d like to sell it, but I don’t trust any of the agents in the area.”

“Oh, uh, I just need to drop my children at school and I’ll be right there,” Becca responded.

The conversation ended right there. Lilith hung up the call and moved on to the next option. She could not risk dealing with someone who had children. There were too many dependents involved.

“Hi, this is Maria,” a more stern voice answered.

“Hi, Maria,” Lilith said. “Are you able to come to Kader this morning first thing to view my property?”

“Kader?” the woman asked. “That’s not my area.”

“I know, but I don’t trust anybody here. They’ve been eying my house for too long and I won’t give them the satisfaction of the sale.”

“I see, what was your name again?” the woman asked.

“Sue, and I’m really in quite a hurry to get it done,” Lilith said.

“I’ll come through immediately,” Maria answered. “I know the agents in your area. They steal my properties all the time. It will be nice to take one from them for once.”

“Perfect,” Lilith said, before giving her the address.

The address she had given the realtor was the wrong one. It was for the empty property next door. Still, it wouldn’t take much for Maria to work out that she was meant to be at the neighboring property.

All Lilith still had to do was wait. There was some apprehension as she waited for Ella to make another appearance and antagonize her about it all, but the air was perfectly still. The worst was that at that moment, Lilith did actually miss her.




* * *




The knock at the door startled Lilith awake. She’d almost completely forgotten the plan that she’d set in motion. Her body lifted thoughtlessly off the couch as she pulled her fingers through her hair to neaten it.

“Sue?” a voice called from the door. “Are you home?”

“Coming!” Lilith called.

She raced over to the door and unlocked it.

“I’m so sorry,” she said through the door. “I have a phobia of the sun. Would you mind letting yourself in?”

“Oh, okay,” the uncertain voice of Maria came from the other side.

The doorknob turned and the door creaked open as Lilith hid in the shadows. A nervous, middle-aged blonde stepped inside and the smell of her cheap perfume immediately filled Lilith’s lungs.

Still, there was no sign of Ella.

“Hi,” Lilith said as the door closed.

Maria jumped lightly, her stacked bracelets jingled as she grasped her wrist to stop them.

“I’m sorry, I wasn’t expecting you there,” Maria said sheepishly.

“No need for apologies,” Lilith said with a smile. “I should not have snuck up on you like that.”

Lilith’s palms were sweating with excitement and she felt a familiar flutter in her stomach.

“You’re quite young,” Maria said as she scanned the dark home. “Not that it’s a problem. It’s just that most people in Kader are already retired.”

“As am I,” Lilith said.

“You’re retired?” the woman asked, startled. “What did you do for a living?”

“Exporting,” Lilith answered vaguely. “Please, let me show you around.”

She motioned toward the living room and Maria followed her lead, walking in and looking around.

“I must admit, I can see why the other realtors are so eager for this place,” Maria said. “It’s in excellent condition. And all the antiques as well. You’re quite the collector.”

“Yeah, well, my phobia makes for a lonely life,” Lilith said with a smile. “I have to keep myself busy, somehow.”

Maria smiled. “I enjoy scrap booking,” she responded. “I’m pretty lonely, too. Mine isn’t due to a phobia, though. It’s more of a personality issue.”

Perfect.

Maria was exactly what Lilith was looking for. She watched as the lonely woman walked through her home, snapping images that she thought might be a positive change to her life. Lilith knew what her property was worth. She hadn’t been lying when she said that other realtors had been after it.

“This is a really beautiful home,” Maria said.

“Thank you,” Lilith smiled. “I will be sad to leave it.”

“Where will you be going?” Maria asked. “And do you still need to buy a home?”

A chuckle escaped them both.

“I’m moving pretty far away, and I don’t think I’ll return,” Lilith said.

“So,” Maria said slowly as she glanced uncomfortably around. “Will you move in the cover of dark then?”

“I’m not sure yet,” Lilith lied. “Most moving companies won’t do that. What are the chances you could sell this place with the furniture included?”

Maria gasped. “You’re kidding. It would be like selling a museum.”

“Well, I’m ready to start again. Let me put it that way,” Lilith answered.

“I don’t think anyone would hesitate to buy this home with the contents included,” Maria said. “But all this hard work. You’d just give it up?”

“In a heartbeat,” Lilith said. “When you spend this much time with your belongings, they begin to feel sad.”

Something in the way her face contorted said that Maria knew precisely what Lilith was talking about.

“Well, your call has certainly made my day,” Maria said with a smile as she snapped another photograph.

If only she knew how wrong she was about that. Lilith watched her just a little while longer.

“It might be better if I could come back to open the curtains for some photographs,” Maria said. “I know it might be difficult for you. But perhaps we can arrange something?”

There was no chance and Lilith could not stall any longer. Maria was standing right there and it was like an addiction that had not been fed for too long.

“Let me show you something cool,” Lilith said. “It’s just down the hall.”

Maria glanced down the hall to see if she had missed something.

“After you,” Lilith said, motioning for Maria to take the lead.

Maria smiled and walked cautiously down the hall. “It’s dark,” she mumbled.

“Yes, sorry about that,” Lilith answered.

With a double step, Lilith was right behind her, close enough to choke on her perfume. Lilith moved silently. After all the years since she’d last done something like that, it came to her like second nature. Maria made it to the end of the hall, clearly confused.

As she spun around to ask what she was looking for, the edge of Lilith’s hand struck her right against the larynx. Maria’s eyes widened as she choked. The next blow hit her on the back of the head and the choking Maria fell to the ground.

As was her instinct, she rolled over to face her attacker. It was precisely what Lilith was bargaining on. Maria gasped for air.

“Why?” she whispered.

Lilith leaned down close to Maria’s face. “I’m just so lonely,” she said.

When Lilith straightened up again, she raised one foot and brought it down hard on Maria’s throat, and then a second time, crushing her larynx. The phone with the images of the house fell from Maria’s hands as she grasped at her neck.

Lilith picked it up and walked away from the dying woman. There was more to prepare and, as she readied herself for the next step, she listened to the gargling sound of Maria who slowly suffocated at the end of her hallway.
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Rachel checked her hair in the mirror of the women’s bathroom. It had been a while since she’d last seen herself that way, through the blurred lens of far too much alcohol. She wasn’t alone in her tipsy state, though. John was there with her. It had been his idea to spend a few nights at the bar until their target showed again. Then, they would follow her home and know where to find her.

It wasn’t a perfect plan and Rachel felt that they weren’t ready. What would they do once they found her home? Come back another day? There was still too much to discuss. But John didn’t want to ‘sit around and wait’. And Rachel always did as he asked of her. There was nobody else in the world that cared for her, and she didn’t want to lose him.

At the bar, she could hear the small crowd that had gathered to watch whichever sport was showing on the television that night. It was a sad crowd. It didn’t take long for Rachel to notice that they were there almost every night. That much was evident in the way they spoke to the bartender as if they had been the longest, oldest friends.

She walked back to where John labored over another whiskey. His hair was a mess, and a small cluster of strands hung down in front of his face. It was as if she was staring at something she was never meant to see and it was enough to make her breath catch in her throat, creating a lump that she swallowed hard to remove.

“I don’t think she’s coming,” John said with a slight slur.

Rachel took her seat next to him and ordered another drink for herself. “It would seem you’re right. Perhaps we’ll be here a few more nights still.”

John wasn’t a fan of that idea, he liked to stay out of the public eye. Rachel, on the other hand, was hoping for a few more nights with him at the bar. It was pleasant to spend time with him away from the church grounds. It hadn’t happened before. In fact, outside of the church, she didn’t know him at all.

A man at the end of the bar lit up a cigarette and it stank of a sickly sweet menthol which immediately made Rachel’s stomach churn. There was a time in her life when she smoked the same brand, and couldn’t go on a single date without the sweet smoke in her lungs.

Her drink arrived, late for a bar in which there were only a handful of people.

“I don’t think I know you two,” a man at the table behind them said.

His chair scraped against the ground as he pushed himself up by placing two flat palms against the table. As he walked toward them, his drink spilled without his notice.

“My name is Charl, and this is my bar,” he said proudly as he stuck his hand out to them.

“Nice to meet you,” John said. He avoided the need to give his own name.

“Are you two just passing through?” Charl asked. A clear indication that he had not attended a church service.

“Yes,” John answered, uninterested. “We’re leaving soon.”

“But you’re waiting for someone?” Charl pressed. “Forgive me, I overheard you earlier.”

John clenched his jaw and stared down into his glass. His mood had changed and Rachel felt the muscles in her shoulders tighten as she wondered how to rescue the situation. Clearly, John didn’t like how much Charl already knew.

“My sister,” Rachel said. “We lost contact and the last I heard, she lives here. I’ve been asking around for her, but I think she’s given everyone a new name.”

“This is the kind of place where people come to hide,” Charl said. “I ran away from my wife and opened this fine establishment.”

Charl let out a loud belly laugh and patted John hard on the back. It looked as if he would snap John’s small frame. Rachel’s gentle hand on his thigh was enough to stop John from reacting badly.

“Who is your sister?” Charl asked. “Everyone comes through here eventually.”

“As I said, I wouldn’t know which name she’s given you,” Rachel answered. “I’ve already asked a few locals.”

“Well, what does she look like?” Charl asked. “If she looks like you, then I don’t think she’s here. I would notice someone so pretty.”

“I suggest you keep those sorts of opinions to yourself,” John snapped, turning to stare Charl directly in the eyes.

“I meant nothing by it,” Charl laughed, raising his hands in defeat.

“She’s pale, with dark hair,” Rachel interrupted. “Last I checked, she kept her hair straight.”

“Small build?” Charl asked.

Rachel nodded. “And tall.”

The drunken man’s eyes lit up. “I know her!” he said. “That would be Lilith, I am sure of it!”

John’s posture relaxed. Finally, they had something to go on. He turned to the man and smiled.

“Do you know where we might find her?” he asked. “Or when she usually comes by?”

“She comes here maybe once every few weeks,” Charl said. “Kind of an odd lady. She meets with a man, and as soon as they’ve talked, she leaves. I ask no questions because I don’t think I’d like the answer.”

Rachel and John stared blankly at him. The man seemed to physically recoil.

“Hey, this is a small place. I take whatever business I can get and that friend of hers likes to drink,” Charl said.

“Thanks,” John said, turning his back to the man again.

“But I know where she lives,” Charl said.

Finally, they had something and it took every ounce of Rachel’s self-control not to jump at it like a feral dog. Her hand, still resting on John’s leg, tightened.

“Are you comfortable telling us where?” John asked with a total change of attitude.

“Buy another drink at my bar and I’ll give you directions,” Charl said. “She lives in the same street as me.”

“Forget it,” John snapped.

Before she could protest, Rachel was tugged away from the bar and toward the door.

“What is wrong with you?” she whined as they stepped out into the fresh, cool air.

“I don’t like being manipulated like that,” John said plainly. “That man was boring and drunk and I was tired of the conversation.”

“But he knows where Lilith lives,” she said. “He was going to tell us!”

“She’s on the same street as him. We will follow him home.”

John was walking away from her as he lit a cigarette. Without really knowing where he was going, she followed, as she always did.

“You know what she looks like, right?” John called back to her as he kept walking.

“Yes, I’d recognize her anywhere,” Rachel said. “But what exactly is the plan?”

“We wait here and follow whats-his-face home. Then we know the street. So, we’ll just wait there until you see her,” he explained as if it was the most obvious thing in the world.

“Wouldn’t it just have been easier to have another drink and let Charl tell us what he knows?” Rachel shouted at him.

“Of course, that would be easier,” John said. “But I didn’t like him, and I didn’t like the way he was looking at you.”

“Is that what this is about?” Rachel scoffed.

Finally, John stopped marching away from her and came to a halt. She saw the cloud appear before him as he exhaled slowly.

“I guess I’m just not used to us outside of the church,” he admitted.

“Well, I’m having a good time if that means anything to you,” Rachel said. “I’d like to do it more often.”

“We would risk being recognized,” John said sharply.

“Fine,” she sighed. “Not here, then. We could go somewhere else, a town over or something. It’s nice to pretend that what we have isn’t a secret.”

There was something in the flick of his cigarette that made Rachel believe she had upset him somehow. It was hard to know where his limits were, and they seemed to change depending on the day and the surroundings.

“Let’s just focus on the task at hand,” he mumbled.

The world around Rachel felt so big as if the space was expanding, making her smaller and smaller with each passing second. Whatever John’s plan was, he was on his own. It wasn’t like her to walk away from him, but the alcohol in her system surely made it easier.

She was tired of feeling small that night and willing to deal with whatever reaction she got from him.

“I’ll wait for you in the car,” she said lowly as she walked back toward the other end of the street.

When he didn’t follow her, or argue, it only made her feel worse. She slammed the car door closed, trying desperately to warm her hands. The horizon was fuzzy, and no matter how much she tried to focus on one thing, it was impossible. Every one thing seemed more like one-and-a-half things in her state.

So, she closed her eyes. Outside a soft rain started. It acted like the perfect soothing sound to lull her almost to sleep. Until a banging on the window startled her awake.

“Where’s your friend?” Charl called through the closed window.

Rachel stared wordlessly at him. What was he doing there? She peered past him at the bar. It wasn’t closed, there were still merry patrons inside.

“I feel bad,” Charl relented, still shouting. His breath fogged up the glass. “And I’m sorry I upset your friend. You’re just looking for your sister.”

She swallowed hard and nodded. The man held up a piece of paper, motioning for her to open her window. She thought about what John said, about how he had looked at her, and she didn’t know if it was a good idea. Still, her curiosity won.

She opened the window just enough for Charl to slip the paper through. She took it from him and smiled, quickly closing the window again.

“Good luck!” Charl called before walking back to the bar.

He had given her a map and Rachel couldn’t wait to show it to John. With what had just happened, she knew it wouldn’t be long before John came back to the car to question her about their interaction.

She was right. Mere seconds later, John pulled the driver’s side door open and climbed inside, small beads of rainwater clinging to the ends of his dark hair.

“What was that-“

He didn’t have the chance to finish his sentence. Rachel held up the map and smiled.

“You’re welcome,” she said.




* * *




The nights after they returned from the bar were different for Rachel. They were the only times that she had fallen into bed and not reached for her secret stash of booze. Instead, her head was already spinning by the time it hit her pillow.

Despite the amount of alcohol in her system that night, she couldn’t sleep. The walls felt closer to her than usual, and when she inhaled it felt as if the air had become static. Tucked into John’s jacket pocket was a map to Lilith’s house. They could have moved in on her, and he refused.

It didn’t make sense. There had to be a way to handle the situation. For the first time in all of it, Rachel felt as if she was in over her head.

“What are you doing?” she whispered to herself.

Rachel closed her eyes, willing herself to sleep. As soon as she started dozing off, the sound of shuffling in her room jolted her heart awake again. She bolted upright, her ears stinging as she tried to listen.

The room around her was dark. She could not see where the noise might have come from.

“Hello?” she whispered.

There it was again. It was as if something had barely moved across the surface of the floor. Rachel reached for the lamp beside her bed and switched it on. When the room was empty, she breathed a sigh of relief.

Rachel swallowed hard as she tried to slow her heart rate. When she reached for the light switch again, she noticed the hair on her arms standing upright.

“Can’t sleep?” a woman’s voice asked.

Rachel scrambled backward as she searched the room for the source of the voice. There was nobody there, and she couldn’t decide from which direction it had come.

“Who’s there?” Rachel asked. Her voice quivered with fear.

“You’ve found her,” the voice said again.

Rachel knew that she’d not had nearly enough to drink to be imagining it all. Still, she had no idea what was going on. All she knew was that the voice felt real to her, and she was aware of a presence in the room.

“Y-yes,” she answered quietly.

“What will you do with her?” the voice questioned.

Rachel swallowed hard again, trying desperately to rid herself of the lump that had formed in her throat.

“I don’t know,” she answered.

It felt foolish to be talking to nothing in that way. She’d never experienced anything like it before. It wasn’t clear who was talking to her, but she did find it terrifying.

“I know what you can do,” the voice teased.

Something creaked just beside the bed and Rachel moved away from it. The air around her started to feel thick as she broke out in a mild sweat.

“What?” she asked. “What must I do?”

The next time the voice spoke, it was right next to Rachel’s ear and she felt the breath on her cheek.

“Send her to me,” it demanded.
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Lilith’s bathroom had turned into a gruesome scene. The hook that hung from the shower ceiling was one of the first items she’d installed when she moved in. Only, she hadn’t had a chance to use it until that night.

Maria’s body hung upside down as a small, carefully-placed tube poured her blood into a large bucket. There wasn’t much to do other than wait, but Lilith liked to watch it. It was the closest thing she could get to table-side service.

It was a pretty sight, but one that had taken her some time to get used to in the beginning and it was a method that had taken her many years to perfect. She’d hardly had to harvest food that way for years, but a small part of her missed it. At least it had given her something to do during society’s boring centuries.

It wouldn’t take long before she had most of the blood tapped out of Maria’s body and thankfully, she had picked her victim well. It would likely be some time before anybody was looking for her.

Maria had turned out to be a brilliant target. She had no children, no husband, and no parents looking for her. It was a perfect, and guilt-free killing. As the blood poured through the plastic tube and into the bucket, Lilith’s mind drifted. She thought about previous victims, and how hard it had been to kill some of them.

Some of them fought her, and some of them begged her not to kill them. Not all of them had been worth the effort. There were some who held memories so awful that she had wished never to have tasted them.

Maria’s killing had been an attempt to distract herself from thoughts of Akara. It was preferable to staring at the wall, or her cellphone as she waited for a message or a call to come through. It had worked. Well into the night, she found her mind devoid of the thoughts that had bothered her before.

She had only happy memories and remembered great feasts. There were many years in which the Unnaturals did not need to hide. They would have large tables, with crystal bottles, filled with the finest blood they could find.

There were even some small groups of people who believed it a great honor to have their blood tapped for their feasts. Those memories were always the most enjoyable.

Centuries later, however, Lilith sat alone in her bathroom as she watched the blood pour into a large bucket on the floor of her shower.

It was a far cry from what it once had been. But those memories kept her distracted. So much so that she did not hear the knocking at her front door.




* * *




Akara had already walked up to the door and walked away again many times. As soon as she was faced with the door to Lilith’s house, she felt the regret set in. It was hard to believe that she had truly witnessed two large fangs seemingly appear from somewhere within Lilith’s mouth.

It simply couldn’t be possible.

But she had seen it, and she knew it was true. As soon as she made it halfway back toward her car, she was stopped by a strange feeling in her gut. All she had ever wanted was a more exciting life, and it was within her grasp. Being so close to what she had always wanted, she found her mind filled with a surprising amount of doubt.

As a child, she had loved the stories of vampires and werewolves, and for many nights she had wished that creatures like that were real. Now, she knew one and had strong feelings toward her. Finally, what she had dreamed of was right within her reach, but she had walked away from it.

She didn’t get far, though. Thoughtlessly, she had driven past the bar where she intended to drink her sorrows away. Soon, she was too drunk to think at all, which is why she spent the night staring out over the ocean, wishing she could forget it all.

When her heavy head had hit the pillow that night she had not anticipated the dreams that would follow. Each person she passed would expose their fangs to her as if to frighten her. Some of them demanded worship, while others showed it to her as if it were some kind of secret.

Akara knew that she needed to return. However, as soon as she approached the house again her rational mind told her that it couldn’t possibly be true. That she must have had a slip of sanity and imagined something that had never happened.

“What does it matter?” she whispered to herself.

It was a good question. Whether she stayed or left, her life was permanently altered by the event. She knew something that she never should have known. A world occurred around her that she had missed out on for many years. It was also precisely the exciting kind of life she had wanted, as she kept reminding herself.

Nothing ever happened in Kader and finally, something had happened that was wild enough to get her heart pumping. And she had the audacity to walk away from it, which was precisely why she had decided to return.

After standing in front of Lilith’s door for some time, she found the courage to knock. The sound of her knocking echoed beyond the door and she held her breath as she waited for the response. It didn’t come.

Again, her knocks echoed through the house, a little louder than before. Still, no response from inside. Akara felt foolish as she knocked a third time. She didn’t even know what she would say to Lilith or how she could excuse walking away from her at such an important moment.

Her fingers wrapped over the door handle, and she twisted. The door clicked and creaked and swung open in front of her.

“Lilith?” she asked quietly before stepping inside.

The house was strangely quiet. As she walked through the spaces, she became more and more concerned that something had happened to Lilith. Suddenly, she feared that she might have lost the one person who had made her feel more alive than ever before. Her stomach twisted and her heart raced as she considered the possibility of that.

Rationally, she knew it was wrong to feel that way over a woman who likely drank blood for survival if her information was correct, but it was as if another part of her had been unlocked.

The more she thought about not being with Lilith, the emptier she felt. It hadn’t been noticeable before, but Lilith had filled the quiet gaps in her life and created fulfillment where there had previously only been space.

It was only at the possibility of losing Lilith, that she felt the true impact of their relationship. In essence, it boiled down to how much she was willing to forgive or put up with, in order to keep that fulfillment. And, as it turned out, drinking blood was acceptable.

“Lilith?” she called again.

There wasn’t a word from within the house. Something felt electric against Akara’s skin as she searched for the woman who had bared her fangs the night before. Finally, a small sound from the end of the hall caught her attention.

She walked toward it, eager to tell Lilith that she was sorry for how she had left. Akara wanted to learn everything there was about her and decide, with an educated approach, whether or not she wanted to stay.

The sound had come from the bathroom, and Akara was surprised to find the door open and the bright light on. Worried that something was wrong with Lilith, she stepped inside.
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Lilith sat still, her mind focused on only one question. What would she do with the body? There were so many ways that she could dispose of Maria. She’d tried most of them before and only once had she actually been caught.

It was always the toughest part of the process. Her favorite method was to stitch closed the hole in the neck and dump the body somewhere it would easily be found. It would leave the detectives with more questions than they needed, and that almost always resulted in a messy investigation.

A messy investigation was the best thing she could ask for. It left a large chance that the murder would wind up being labeled as ‘unsolved’.

It also wouldn’t be long before they learned of a few similar killings from about eighty years ago and in a different city. Lilith hoped that they would simply search for a hundred-year-old killer, or see this one as a copycat. It didn’t matter what they thought. She knew it would work.

She was so invested in her thoughts that she did not notice the second heartbeat that entered the room until she heard a gasp from the doorway.

Within a second, she had the intruder pinned against the wall, and less than a second later she saw who it was.

“Is that…” Akara’s voice trailed off before she could finish the sentence.

It was as if she didn’t care that Lilith had pinned her to the cold, tiled wall. Her eyes were fixated on Maria. In any other situation, the intruder would have died and been placed in line, ready to be drained next.

But there was a look in Akara’s eyes that Lilith had not anticipated. She heard Akara’s heartbeat increase, but the pattern of it did not sound like fear. It was something else. Akara’s eyes glanced down at the large bucket of blood on the shower floor. Lilith released her grip and Akara slumped back down into a comfortable position.

It occurred to Lilith that Akara might not be as shocked by the sight as someone else might have been. It wasn’t the first time Akara had seen so much blood, and it certainly wasn’t the first time she’d seen a dead body. In fact, she’d developed a knack for distancing herself from the reality of death.

“I’m sorry,” Lilith said, ashamed of her own behavior.

“You should have locked the door,” Akara said as if to reprimand her.

“I promise you, she had nobody waiting for her at home,” Lilith argued, trying to put herself between Akara and the body.

But Akara wouldn’t allow it. She moved as if gliding toward the pale, bloodless body that hung before her. Her eyes trailed from the hook in the ceiling all the way down to the neatly cut hole in Maria’s neck.

“You’re really practiced at this,” Akara said.

“That’s all you have to say?” Lilith asked.

Lilith chalked it up to shock. She figured that at any moment Akara would realize what she had walked into and the panic would begin.

“I guess I’m getting used to insane surprises,” Akara said plainly. “I mean, I assume you intend to consume the blood?”

Lilith managed a curt nod. “Akara, does this not frighten you?”

“Of course, it frightens me,” Akara said. “You’ve murdered someone and now I’m part of it. Did you not hear me knock?”

“You can leave,” Lilith said calmly. “And I’ll leave Kader and you’ll never see me or the body again. You can tell the police what you saw and clear your conscience.”

“Do you really want me to leave?” Akara asked. Lilith heard her heart tighten.

“No, of course not,” Lilith answered. “But this isn’t right.”

“Don’t you dare make those decisions for me,” Akara said. “I decide what is right and wrong in my life. I wouldn’t hesitate if this had been some cow to be slaughtered for my meat.”

Lilith sighed softly. “This is not the same as that. This is a human,” she said.

“I know,” Akara responded with a slight smile. “Don’t you find that a little exciting?”
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Lilith felt uncomfortable as she pulled the blade through the abdomen of Maria. Her blade was sharp, so the flesh parted easily before her. Meanwhile, Akara hardly blinked. She seemed entirely unconcerned about what was happening in front of her.

It was the first time that Lilith had been interrupted in the process by someone who wasn’t meant to see it. She felt embarrassed that she could be so stupid, and she felt nervous that someone she cared for was watching her do it.

“That should do it,” she eventually said.

“And this will stop her from floating?” Akara asked.

Lilith shrugged. “Most dead bodies will only float after around three days or so. Usually, this is caused by gas in the intestines that creates a kind of balloon. By slicing her open, I delay the process at least.”

“So it will float?” Akara asked with a deepened frown.

“Depends,” Lilith said. “If we’re lucky, some of the creatures in the pond will eat her innards and release the gas before it inflates.”

“I’ve seen that pond, it’s pretty gross,” Akara said.

“You’re sure it’s going to rain tomorrow?” Lilith asked.

“Yes,” Akara answered. “My grandmother’s been reminding me about it all week.”

“Then that should do a decent enough job of washing away our tracks,” Lilith said, relieved.

“It’s going to be a long time before anybody even goes to that place again,” Akara said. “Already it is barely visited. Nobody likes it there.”

The conversation felt too casual for what they were really doing. Lilith understood that Akara had seen dead bodies before, but this had to be different for her.

“Akara,” Lilith sighed. “I’m not sure why you’re being so at ease about all of this.”

“Neither do I,” Akara answered casually. “I suppose nobody knows how they might react to something like this until they are faced with it.”

“I’m sorry,” Lilith relented. “This should never have been something for you to get involved in.”

“You showed me your fangs,” Akara said. “I tried to rationalize it, I really did. But nothing I thought seemed convincing enough. I guess I came back here to confirm that I wasn’t losing my mind.”

“And you found me with a bucket of blood,” Lilith said, tapping her foot against the edge of the bucket.

“When I was younger, I would watch my friends jump from the diving boards and I stood on the ground as my cousin jumped from a plane to go sky diving. I always dreamed of being brave enough for an exciting life,” Akara reminisced.

“This is not like sky diving,” Lilith warned her.

“I know,” Akara said. “But it’s more exciting than anything else going on in Kader. I can always pretend that Maria was a terrible person or something. Like we’ve done the world a favor.”

“But Maria wasn’t a terrible person,” Lilith said. “It is important that you understand that. What we’re doing here is not light-hearted. Sure, I’m used to it by now. But that doesn’t make it right.”

“I know,” Akara said, glancing at the ground. “We’re just told to be good and follow the rules all the time. I’m tired of it. I spend my life serving others, and it gets me nowhere. I am not rich. I have hardly any time to myself and none of that is going to change any time soon.”

“I’m not sure I understand where you’re going with this,” Lilith said.

“This,” Akara answered, waving at the split-open carcass of Maria. “I’m breaking the biggest rule ever, and it doesn’t seem as if the world has ended. It confirms what I have always known.”

“What’s that?” Lilith asked.

“That nothing really matters.”

Lilith couldn’t have stopped her smile even if she tried. She’d been where Akara was and had the same revelations before. They were dangerous, but ultimately freeing.

“In that case, help me get her off these hooks,” Lilith said with a chuckle.

Without hesitation, Akara climbed into the bathtub and helped Lilith lift the heavy weight of Maria’s body off the hooks. Of course, Lilith didn’t need the help, she’d gotten her up there just fine on her own.

Akara’s help certainly made everything go a lot quicker and it wasn’t long before they drove up to the edge of the pond. The water was dark and filled with trash. Lilith understood why nobody wanted to do there anymore. And, judging by the state of the place, Maria wasn’t going to be the only body in that water.

It stank worse than anything she’d ever smelled in her life. In fact, Lilith didn’t like the idea of being so close to it and inhaling the air that surrounded it. She was certain that the entire area around it was a health hazard.

“Let’s be quick,” Lilith said.

Akara nodded and opened the trunk of the car. The two of them wrangled Maria’s body to the edge of the pond and pushed her in. Then, with a nearby stick, they shoved the body further into the water.

Akara let out a loud sigh and dusted her hands off against her pants.

“I’ll be honest,” she said. “That was easier than I thought.”

“Only because we didn’t have to worry about getting anything bloody,” Lilith said. “And because we have no connection to the woman.”

That reminded Lilith that she still had Maria’s phone. She reached into her pocket and motioned for Akara to follow her. They walked together for about three minutes, away from the lake. There, Lilith buried the phone as deep as she felt necessary.

“Why here?” Akara asked.

“Nobody will look for it here,” Lilith said. “It would make no sense to do that.”

“What about the ping thing that they always talk about on crime shows? Can’t they trace that stuff?” Akara questioned.

“Sure, but that’s why I took such a roundabout route to get here,” Lilith said.

“And why you took her car, and made me follow you in mine” Akara said with a sigh.

“Exactly,” Lilith responded with a smile. “Now, about her car.”

“Yeah, what exactly are we going to do about it?” Akara looked back toward where the two cars were standing.

Lilith could see the excitement fade, and she had expected it to happen. Only, she had expected it would be much sooner.

“I’m going to ask you to follow me again. I need to leave it somewhere completely random.” Lilith didn’t know where she would leave the car yet, but she was sure she’d figure it out.

“Why don’t you follow me?” Akara suggested. “I know where to go.”

It was a surprising offer, but Lilith was happy to take her up on it. Half an hour later, she was following Akara into an abandoned skate park about an hour outside of Kader Town.

“This is perfect,” Lilith said as she hopped in the car with Akara.

“Won’t they find your prints and stuff?” Akara asked.

“They might, but it will link to someone who should definitely be dead by now,” Lilith answered.

The rest of the drive was quiet. Although Akara seemed to be handling it all very well, she hardly said a word until she came to a stop outside of Lilith’s house. It was nearly morning again.

“I’m sorry,” Lilith said. “This isn’t easy for anyone and I hate that I’ve put you through it.”

“I made my choices in all of this,” Akara said blankly. “But, I need to rest before my next shift.”

“I just ask that you sit with this for a while,” Lilith said. “I know that in the moment it seems so easy. But, the actual death and disposal of the body is not the hard part, okay? It’s what follows after. Please, just think about it more. And whatever happens, you can come to me and I can help you through it.”

Akara gave her a nod that she understood. With that, Lilith left her and headed inside before the sunrise flooded Kader with light. As Akara promised, she could already see the first of the rain clouds forming over the town.







* * *




Several days had passed, and still, there was no mention of the missing Maria. She really had nobody that would miss her, which meant that nobody was looking for her. Lilith had learned as much from drinking her blood.

Maria had lived a lonely life, with little going on. She had her job, and even that wasn’t very successful. She sold perhaps a handful of houses each year, and most of them sold for well below their asking price. Lilith liked to believe that Maria might have welcomed death if she’d been given the choice.

Lilith had not yet heard back from Akara, but she knew that she needed time. So, she did not press the matter with her. But, she did find herself pacing around the house as she wondered constantly about how she was doing. Eventually, she took her pacing outside and started going on nighttime walks to clear her head.

She hadn’t paid much attention to the neighborhood for many years and was surprised to see how much the town had changed. There were many more, new houses about, and for the past few days, it seemed that she had new neighbors.

There was a car parked outside the house that she didn’t recognize and it was there almost every night. Still, she never saw any lights on in the house. She didn’t think much of it. Anybody who paid any kind of attention to her would have noticed that there wasn’t a movement in her house while the sun was out. Most people would find that odd.

The moon was full and bright that night and the weather wasn’t too cold. The previous days had been wet and rainy, so she enjoyed the stillness of the town after the bad weather. She could see everything ahead of her, and the town seemed serene to her that night.

Finally, she made it to the front of her own house and turned to go toward her front door.

“Stop,” a voice called to her.

She did just that and turned to see a tall man with dark hair. A nun hovered just behind him, her eyes fixated on Lilith as if they were meant to know each other.

“I know what you are,” the man said in a deep and threatening voice.

“You’ve got the wrong person, I’m sorry,” Lilith said. “I don’t know you.”

“I didn’t say who you are,” the man responded with a sinister smile.

Lilith felt as if her insides had turned to lead. She wanted to scoff and walk away from them, but she couldn’t. Something about him felt wrong, and she hated the way he looked at her.

“Consider this a warning,” the man said before motioning for the red-headed woman to go back to the car.

That’s when she spotted the ring on his finger. The burning cross set off a feeling of chaos inside of her as she rushed into her house and locked the door behind her.

“Stupid,” she whispered to herself and she pressed her head against the door.

The sound of a car driving off made her exhale and become calm. They had been outside her house for days and she hadn’t even known that they were watching her. Lilith had become too distracted for her own good and it had put her life at risk.

Within moments it felt as if her world was closing in on her. Ella had been right. There was no winning, and there was no changing her situation. It was impossible. She had pulled Akara deep into it all, and she had to think of her as well. There was no way of knowing just how much information the John had on her.

It felt as if the air had been siphoned out of her lungs.
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Beth walked through the quiet spaces of the church, stepping as carefully and quietly as she could. She was afraid, but she’d heard something and she needed to make sure that they weren’t in any kind of danger.

Most nights, she would sleep through sounds like that, but something she ate had made her ill and she couldn’t sleep.

That was when she’d heard a voice call to her. It told her that she needed to take a look through the church. 

Who was she to ignore an experience so profound?

As she moved through the spaces, she heard voices. Those voices sounded real, unlike the voice that she’d heard earlier that night. They were talking quietly, but they seemed to be in hurried conversation. She followed the sound for reasons she did not quite understand.

It didn’t take long for her to realize that the voices were coming from Father John’s office. She looked at the clock and saw that it was well past midnight. He should have been home and there should have been nobody else there. Something was wrong.

Beth continued to move carefully toward the office until she was right outside the door. She pressed herself against the wall so that she wouldn’t be seen, and shallowed her breath.

“I still don’t understand why you’re dragging this out,” Rachel said as she slumped down on the chair in his office.

“Do you have any idea how strong those things are?” John responded. “It’s not like going up against another human. I want her to be on a back foot, I want her afraid.”

“What if she takes off?” Rachel pressed.

“She won’t,” John answered. “You saw the way she looked at that other woman. She’s not leaving until they’ve spoken. We’ve got time.”

“So what’s the plan then?”

There was the sound of John’s feet being placed up on the table. It was followed by the sounds of rustling pages. Likely Rachel, correcting the heaps of unfinished paperwork on his desk.

Beth considered leaving. It was clearly a conversation that she was not meant to be part of, and listening in on it didn’t feel right. As soon as she moved away from the wall it felt as if two invisible hands had been placed on her chest. They pushed her back and held her there.

“Listen,” the divine voice whispered to her.

Beth paled and took a deep breath. She was not the kind of person to fight against the forces that she did not understand. 

“I want to keep her, like Elden,” Rachel said.

“We already have Elden,” John argued. “Think about it, Rach. We could take her body up to the council and they might finally move us out of this stupid town.”

“So you just want to kill her? Without any fun?” Rachel asked.

Beth covered her mouth so that they wouldn’t hear the slight gasp that overcame her.

John sighed. “We can keep her for a while, but we can’t hurt her too badly,” John said. “And then we kill her and show her to the others. It’s our time to shine.”

There was an anger in John’s voice that seemed completely unlike him. Beth knew him as the charismatic, positive man that she saw every day. But at that moment he sounded like a hungry animal. His voice sounded like gravel. Like he was furious at the world.

“So, how do we catch her then?” Rachel asked.

“Well, the best way to catch her by surprise is to flood her with light,” John said. “I say we break down the door and smash the windows. Let’s flood her home with enough sunlight to cause her as much distress as possible.”

“That’s a great idea,” Rachel laughed.

Beth didn’t know what was going on, but she needed to get closer if she wanted to confirm who was inside the room. She held her breath and leaned forward with the idea of simply peering around and into the room.

But as she looked inside, she made eye contact with John whose face fell into a serious stare.

“We are not alone,” he said sternly.

Rachel spun around and saw Beth. The color faded from her face as she rose from her seat.

“Please, join us, Beth,” John said, motioning to the chair next to Rachel.

Beth swallowed hard as she entered the room. She was still in her sleepwear and felt completely exposed to both of them.

“I’m so sorry,” Beth said quietly. “I heard a noise, I was worried that someone had broken in.”

“That’s really no problem,” John responded. He got up from his seat and guided her to the chair where she sat down carefully. “That was the right thing to do. Although, had it been intruders you might have found yourself in a lot of trouble.”

“I-I heard a voice,” Beth explained nervously. “It told me to come to the church and see.”

Rachel looked at her with a frown. It was not a look of confusion, but rather a look of surprise. As if she knew what Beth was talking about.

Beth looked at John, hoping that he would believe her. He was once again the charismatic person she knew before.

“I needed to be sure before I alerted authorities,” Beth explained, her voice trembling with fear.

“How much did you hear?” Rachel asked.

“Not much at all,” Beth lied. “I was only making sure you weren’t intruders.”

“How long were you standing out there?” John asked.

His voice had changed again, and there was a look in his eyes that she did not recognize. Beth felt like she was in a trap. As if the answer to his question would seal her fate. It didn’t feel right to lie, but she didn’t want to tell him the truth, either.

“Not long at all,” Beth answered.

“Okay then,” John said with a bright smile. “We were just having an urgent meeting about some matters. I appreciate you checking on the noise, and valuing the safety of your sisters here. It is admirable.”

Beth nodded silently. Her legs were shaking and she clasped her hands together to stop them from trembling.

“I’ll just go back to bed then,” she said with a forced smile.

What she really wanted to do was run. Her legs wanted to carry her out of the church and down the street. But she wouldn’t know where to go from there. Her family lived some distance away and outside of her sisters at the church, she had no close friends.

“Just one more moment,” John said plainly.

When she looked up at him again, he was way too close to her. She felt two arms wrap around the back of her chair, keeping her arms in place. They were Rachel’s arms. She hadn’t even noticed Rachel leave from where she was seated.

“What are you doing?” she asked as she tried to struggle free from her grip.

“Just some safety precautions,” John said with a smile.

His cold hands wrapped around her throat and squeezed. Beth struggled as hard as she could but it was no use. She was pinned to the chair, unable to move her arms. She hoped that she would wake up, that it would be a nightmare.

It couldn’t be real. She was in a church. Something like that simply could not be happening in a place like that. But, as she felt the panic set in, and as the world around her grew darker, she knew that she would not wake up.

The last thing that Beth saw was John’s face as he choked the life from her.




* * *




“This is stupid,” Rachel spat. “Someone could see us.”

John looked up at the row of windows and saw no lights on. “We’re far enough away,” he said. “Besides, it isn’t so much work.”

“This hole was not meant for her,” Rachel said. “This was meant for some other old man who died. You know, the guy who used to fix all the classic cars about three blocks down.”

“I know,” John answered. “But do you have a better idea?”

“No,” she sighed. “I’m just tired, and I’d like to go to bed now.”

“Relax, would you?” John asked. “It’s not as if this is the worst thing you’ve ever done. Or should I take you back down to the basement?”

“Just how much longer?” she argued.

He tossed the shovel out of the hole and smiled up at her. “I’m ready, you can roll her in.” 

Rachel pushed Beth’s cold body into the hole and it landed with a thud. It had been John’s idea to bury her in the cemetery, beneath a hole that was meant for another body.

It was the last place that anybody would look. All he did was dig a little deeper. Then, when Beth’s body was lying in the bottom of the hole, they covered her back up again. What remained was a hole that looked just the same as it did when they had first walked up to it.

“Help me out of here,” John said, raising his hand to her.

Rachel tugged on him with both hands, putting all her weight into it as John clambered out of the hole. He looked down, as if pleased with his handy work. He had dirt in his hair, and on his clothes and, to Rachel, had never looked more handsome. Rachel wanted to stay there for a few moments longer, but she knew it was unlikely.

As if he had read her mind, he turned to her and said, “I have to go. I need some rest, and so do you.”

Without another word, he walked away from her and in the direction of where she assumed he lived.

As she walked back toward her own room, she thought of what he said. He had told her that if they pulled it off and did well with the Unnatural, they could possibly leave Kader.

It was an exciting thought for Rachel, and she wondered where they would go. She never thought leaving Kader was even a possibility for her. But the more she thought about it, the more it felt possible.
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The days had been a veiled kind of a blur for Akara as she went to work, ate, slept, and repeated the cycle again the next day. That was just how her life had been before meeting Lilith. It was as if, for a brief period of time she had escaped her world, only to find her way right back where she had started.

It was inevitable that one day it would all come closing in on her. At work, with each deceased patient she saw she thought of Maria. Every time a body was rolled into the morgue she wondered if it was the same body she had shoved into the pond.

In the background, she kept the news channels playing just in case anything was mentioned. Akara was on edge. Only, it was masked by her ability to disconnect from the world around her. She was able to justify her paranoid behavior by relabeling it as ‘careful’.

She hadn’t spoken to again Lilith yet. The reason why escaped her. Each time that she took her phone with the intention of contacting her, she stopped. That was the one place where her disconnect would not work. They would likely talk about it, and then she could not escape it. She knew that, so she kept her phone on silent and tucked it away in her handbag.

Her colleagues complimented her on how dedicated she was, taking on extra shifts, and hardly taking a rest. In reality, it was a subconscious effort to distract herself from the truth. The truth was that she had helped hide the body of an innocent woman.

Eventually, one night she got into bed and fell right asleep. The extra shifts had done a good job of exhausting her to the point where she could no longer keep her eyes open.

When she woke up, she felt different. The numbness that she felt toward the world had changed and her body ached all the way into her bones. Her head felt as if she had hit it against something and her jaw cracked as she yawned. It was tight from clenching it all night.

As she dragged her heavy legs out of bed, she realized that what she felt was not caused by any physical injury or ailment. It was emotional. She felt as heavy as the corpse that she had stuffed into the trunk of Lilith’s car.

It was as if her own stomach had been slit open and exposed. Akara felt bare to the world, despite nobody being there to see it. She knew that she no longer belonged there because she had done something truly terrible.

There was no point in phoning anyone to confess. No matter what she did she would be punished and it would do little to silence her guilt. Her rational mind told her that the best chance at rescuing her life was to do nothing at all.

If Maria’s body was found and she was caught, then she would face whatever consequences were required. But there was always the chance that it wouldn’t be found. In which case she could continue on in the world.

Nothing she did could stop her guilt or her conscience from torturing her. However, she decided to feel that torture in the free world instead of from inside a prison cell.

The pain in her stomach only worsened as she reached for her phone.

She scrolled through her recent contacts and hovered at Lilith’s name. No matter how hard she tried, she could not get herself to dial the number. No, she needed more time.

Lilith would have to wait.







* * *




Lilith had looked at the map of Kader Town and all the surrounding towns. There were only three possible places that the John could have come from. She had narrowed it down to her favorite two. But now that she had that information, she didn’t know what to do with it.

She’d never taken on a John by herself before and she felt entirely defenseless against him. There had also never been an occasion when she’d come across one who kept a nun as his accomplice.

Lilith wasn’t quite sure what to make of it. It unsettled her. There was something in the nun’s eyes that had Lilith afraid.

She had heard the nun’s heartbeat and how it had fluttered when Lilith had looked her in the eyes. Most people showed fear when faced with an Unnatural. This woman, however, seemed excited by it. It was as if the nun was cold to the world, tucked behind a John like she was his prize or possession.

Lilith had not left the house again. Every few hours of the night, she peered through the window to see if they were there. They had not returned, and she wasn’t sure if that was a good thing or not. Worse still, she had nobody to ask. Lilith had alienated herself from other Unnaturals after Ella’s death. It was an attempt to keep herself safe and not draw any attention to herself.

Now she realized what a mistake it was. It meant that she had nobody to ask for help. Still, she had to do something. Doing nothing simply wasn’t an answer. If they had really been out there all those nights, then they would certainly have seen Akara visiting her.

As a nurse, she kept strange hours, too. It wasn’t impossible that the John and his nun suspected her of being an Unnatural, too. Or that they might use her to lure Lilith out of her house. Lilith hadn’t yet had the chance to explain to Akara about Johns and the war against the Unnaturals. She had assumed that there would be more time.

Lilith’s phone buzzed, and she answered it without looking. She’d been so eager to hear from Akara, that she’d convinced herself it was her.

“Hi,” Lilith said, forcing a cheerful voice.

“I didn’t expect you to answer,” Cameron said on the other end.

Lilith sighed and placed a hand over her eyes, pressing the tips of her fingers against her temples.

“Hi, Cameron,” she said. “I thought you were someone else.”

“Nice,” he responded sarcastically. “Listen, I’ll keep this brief. I am calling to tell you that I can’t supply you anymore.”

“What?” she snapped. “What do you mean? I’ve doubled the price. How is that not good enough for you?”

“It’s not that.” He sounded uncomfortable, and it quickly became apparent that someone else was listening.

“Cameron, what is going on?” Lilith asked nervously.

In her mind, the John had found Cameron and was trying to cut off her food supply. She’d experienced it before, and it would have been a smart move on his side.

“My life is just different now, Lil,” Cameron said.

“Don’t call me that,” she barked. “Different how? It’s a lot of money, Cameron. Don’t be stupid.”

“I have a girlfriend now,” Cameron said with a quiver in his voice. “I respect her enough, to be honest, and she doesn’t like my little side hustle.”

“Side hustle?” she scoffed. “At the rate that I pay you, your nursing is the real side hustle.”

“Look, it’s dangerous and I can’t take the risk,” Cameron blurted out. “She thinks I can get that money another way, a better way.”

“What? Is there an open pole in that garage for you to dance on?” Lilith asked.

“Don’t be like that,” he said softly. “There’s nothing more to explain to you. I won’t do it anymore. It’s not worth the risk.”

She had no more chance to argue with him. The call dropped and she was once again plunged into silence that could only be filled by her nagging thoughts. It felt as if the world was just one great big expanse around her and in the center of it was Lilith and her home. It was the loneliest feeling in the world.

“Ella?” she asked, hopeful that there was at least some kind of entity with her.

But there was no sound, not even a creak.

“Shit,” she whispered.

Lilith looked at the two churches that she had chosen out as the potential hiding places for the John. There had to be some kind of sign of where it was. She’d been there ten years and never noticed. Whatever the sign was, it was clearly small and easy to miss.
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“You are kidding me, right?” Rachel hissed.

Her and John hurried down the hallway, pressed together as she herded him into the privacy of his office.

“Not at all,” he said. “I don’t think we should have done it.”

“You have an Unnatural tied up in the basement, whose sole purpose is to be our torture object. We’re in the middle of capturing another one, and you’re feeling bad about killing Sister What’s-Her-Face?”

“It’s not the same,” he argued. “And her name was Beth.”

Rachel closed the door to his office and closed her eyes. For the first time in years, she counted in an attempt to calm her anger. She barely made it to eight before she lost all patience for the exercise. She pressed her head against the door and clenched her jaw so hard that her head hurt.

“Whatever your issue is, it’s too late anyway,” Rachel said.

From behind her, she heard the sound of John’s feet being placed up on his desk. With her anger already burning hot behind her eyes, she couldn’t imagine a more annoying sound.

When she faced him again, she was certain that she would throw something at his head.

“Put that cigarette down,” she demanded through gritted teeth. “We’ve already taken so many risks. I don’t want to bury another one.”

“She was only doing the right thing,” John said.

“She was spying.” Rachel’s throat was constricting with anger. Her voice sounded tired and raspy.

For a moment it looked as if John was going to roll his eyes. However, he was smart enough to change his mind.

“All I’m saying is that we don’t know what she heard,” John said plainly. “She might not have heard anything at all.”

Rachel felt as the tip of her face numbed from frustration. She hadn’t felt that angry in many years.

“Don’t look at me like that,” John argued.

“Like what?”

John motioned vaguely in the direction of her face before lighting his cigarette. Rachel collapsed into the chair where she usually sat. Only this time it felt like the most uncomfortable seat on the planet.

“So what do you want to do about it?” Rachel said.

“About what?” he asked.

“About the dead nun, you idiot,” Rachel snapped.

John shrugged. “There’s nothing to do.”

To Rachel, it felt as if the very air in the room had cracked along with her sanity. Her frustration exploded through her until it made her head spin.

“So,” she said, clinging to the desk. “Why are we even having this conversation?”

John exhaled a large puff of white smoke. It covered his face, giving Rachel much-needed relief from looking at him.

“I was just telling you what was on my mind. You kept asking me,” he said. “It’s not my fault you got so wound up about it.”

“Enough of all of this,” Rachel said, her voice quivering with rage. “You’re the one who taught me never to quiet the violent side of me. You were the one who said that I should find good ways to act upon it so that nobody innocent got hurt.”

“She was innocent.”

“She was spying, John. She was far from innocent.” Rachel leaned forward to pluck the cigarette from his mouth before smashing it down into the ashtray. “Enough!”

“You’re saying that I’m the reason you are the way that you are?” John asked.

“Yesssss,” she whispered.

“Well, might I say that I am very impressed with my work?” John’s mouth turned upward into a sinister smile.

“Drop it,” Rachel snapped.

A breeze washed over the back of Rachel’s head. She looked for a source. An open window, or a gap in the door perhaps. But she found nothing to explain it. The coolness of the strange air gave her a brief relief from her anger.

“What are we doing about the Unnatural?” Rachel asked, doing her best to calm down.

“Lilith?” he asked.

“Are you aware of another Unnatural that I could be referring to?” Rachel bit the inside of her cheek to stop herself from hurling hurtful comments at him.

“Don’t be so tight,” a woman’s voice whispered from somewhere near her.

Rachel’s mouth dried up. It was the same voice that she’d heard in her room before. Only then she had assumed that she’d had something slipped in her drink and hallucinated it. It felt as if small, thin fingers brushed over her shoulder.

“He only needs a bit of distraction, that’s all.”

Rachel glanced around the room again. She was aware that the color was draining from her face.

“Are you alright?” John asked. “You look a little ill.”

“I’m fine,” Rachel answered, her attention elsewhere.

“I think you know just how to distract him, don’t you?” the disembodied voice stated.







* * *




Lilith had lost track of how many hours she’d gone without sleep. She’d spent most of those awakened hours rolling around on the couch. Her head hurt and the continuing silence in her home was driving her insane.

It wasn’t until she had finally gotten the energy for her next meal that she spotted what she’d been looking for. Lilith glanced down at one of the images that had held her captive for hours.

It wasn’t on the building. She’d been looking in the wrong place. It was in the background. Lilith couldn’t be entirely certain, but it was the closest thing she could find that made sense. She pulled the image up close to her face. There, on a gravestone, she saw what she could only explain as a burning cross.

She had found the place that she’d been looking for.
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Lilith

You have no idea how much I hate writing this. Since we last saw each other, I’ve experienced a lot. I do not expect you to understand. Let me just say that you’re probably more comfortable with all of this than I am.

I am not sleeping and I grow more paranoid as the days pass. Please do not worry. I am not going to tell anybody about what happened. But I’m starting to think that my conscience is catching up with me. I see a priest and a nun following me around everywhere. It sounds like a crazy thing to see, but I think it is a message.

The only explanation for it is that I’ve pushed myself too far in all of this.

I cannot see you again for some time while I figure this out. I do hope you understand. I ask that you do not contact me. I will reach out to you again when I’m ready.




Akara




Knowing that she had found the place she was looking for, Lilith had finally fallen asleep and when she woke up she found a note had been pushed beneath her door. She wondered if she could ever forgive herself for having missed the chance to see Akara when she had come to deliver it.

Lilith read the note a few times, expecting it to cause her pain of some kind. In reality, she felt little at all. She wasn’t surprised. Ella was the first person to ever have agreed to a life with her, and it hadn’t ended well.

Nothingness was the answer that Lilith needed. The fact that there was no real, noticeable emotional reaction within her after reading the note made her feel more ready than she could ever be.

Only, there was one part of the plan that she had changed her mind about.




* * *




It had taken Lilith all of ten minutes to decide that there was nothing more to prepare before she moved forward with her plan. As she walked toward the old church, she wondered how centuries of history had led to a day when she was the one who didn’t belong, while the church was considered the only place where nothing could ever be done wrong.

She had walked the Earth for so long as the evil in society, but she could not help what she was. Meanwhile, every person in that church had made a decision to become who they were. They’d been given a choice. Lilith’s flaws were tied up in her nature, something that she had no control over.

There were only a few hours left until sunrise. The sun was a failsafe in case her new plan didn’t work. As she walked up the few stairs toward the door, she found it hard to believe that she was there at all. Surprisingly, it felt right and her feet moved easily over the old concrete. She walked up to the front door and considered knocking. Lilith didn’t know how to approach a building like that one. Church hadn’t been a part of her life for hundreds of years.

Her hand hovered in front of the wooden door with the intention of knocking, but she stopped. Instead, she wrapped her hand around the door handle and pushed. The door opened, which wasn’t all that surprising. It was common for people in Kader Town to leave their doors unlocked.

Lilith’s new plan was to hand herself over to the very people who wanted her dead. It seemed like a fitting way to go. That way, she didn’t have to wonder about what might happen to her body, or how long it would be before she was found. Her greatest fear was that she might come back like Ella did, only to learn that nobody had missed her at all and that her body was still where she’d left it.

At least she knew that Ella had missed her.

The inside of the building was bone chillingly quiet. When she stepped inside, her footsteps echoed through the space. All she needed to do was find a space to sit and wait. Eventually, the two people who wanted to get to her most would find her. Then it was up to them to do what she hadn’t been courageous enough to do to herself.

She sat for all of two minutes before she became unbelievably bored. By then she’d done all she could think to do to pass the time. Most of the spaces she explored were just as boring as the last. The art on the walls gave her the creeps. All of the subject matter was either people who were dead or in the process of dying.

Lilith knew that there would be no artwork of her after that night. Although she did like the idea of that. She imagined what hers might look like. Would she be dead? Or still dying? Nobody would think her special or important after her death. In fact, there’d be nobody to remember her at all.

Except for Akara. Lilith understood that the likelihood of Akara looking for her was small and that all she’d find was an empty house with dust. And maybe a note.

An unexpected sound stopped Lilith dead in her tracks as she walked. It was coming from somewhere in the sidelines of the building. It sounded like people in hushed conversation, but she couldn’t quite make it out.

It felt as if a gust of air forced her in the direction of the sound.

What she could hear clearly was the sound of two heartbeats going at a speed much higher than usual. She focused in on it, to identify where it had come from. Then she quietened her steps and approached. Lilith stopped when she got to what seemed to be an office door.

The sounds were coming from inside the room. She glanced toward the windows and saw that the sun would soon be up. She needed to get back to her seat if she had any hope of being found and killed.

But her curiosity could not be stilled. She reached out and turned the handle as slowly and quietly as she could. Lilith held her breath, hoping that the door would not make a noise as it opened.

To her luck, it moved silently. She pushed it open and took a step out of the way so as not to be seen. Lilith listened to the hearts to make sure that they had not heard her. She might have picked it up in any small changes in their rhythm.

But they did not change. Their beating remained steady. By then, knew exactly what they were doing in there, and she found it greatly amusing that they were doing it in a church. It fed her curiosity. What she found even more amusing was that she was about to disturb them.

Lilith couldn’t wait to see their faces.

She spent a few moments wondering whether she would surprise them with a clearing of her throat, or perhaps a shocked gasp. In the end, she settled on an unexpected, but casual greeting. She prepared herself to behave surprised and marched right through the door.

But when she was confronted with the truth, the surprise she felt was real. It was the very two people she had been there to see.

She recognized the woman’s red hair. This time it cascaded in bright red curls along her naked back. The hands that grasped at her were almost certainly the hands of the priest who had confronted her. She immediately knew the ring on his finger.

“You,” Lilith growled.

She had felt nothingness before and had bargained on that lack of feeling to get her through it. But suddenly, she was filled with rage.

The young nun scrambled from the priest’s lap as she tried to cover herself. And when her eyes met Lilith’s, her face paled to impossible shades of white. The priest reached for his pants in a hurry as he got to his feet.

There they were, the two people who believed themselves to be righteous enough to decide whether the Unnaturals deserved to live or die and they were doing something that most members of their congregation would believe to be a great sin.

There was nothing that passed through Lilith’s mind other than pure, red rage. By the time Rachel had made it over to her, Lilith already had the dagger in her hand. How it got to her, she wasn’t sure. But it felt almost as if some unseen hand had given it to her.

Rachel hadn’t noticed what had happened, either. When Lilith saw Rachel reach out toward her, she grasped Rachel’s hands and pulled her closer. Their eyes were level with each other when the blade pushed into Rachel’s chest.

Lilith watched as the realization of the pain set in for Rachel. Then she twisted the blade and tugged it upward.

“What’s the problem?” Lilith snarled. “Am I the only one who deserves to die? Tell me, why would you think that?”

She pushed Rachel away as she clung to the dagger. It was over for the young nun who fell to the ground. Their altercation had given John just the right amount of time to get over to her. It was for him that Lilith felt the most anger.

Lilith was tired of her life being disturbed by the men of the church.

But he was quicker than she anticipated. His hand wrapped around her throat. Lilith felt a blinding pain as her head was smacked into the edge of the door frame behind her. She heard the crack in her skull.

“What have you done?” he asked.

There was so much hatred in his voice that it stirred Lilith. She glanced down at Rachel who bled and grasped at her wound and she remembered all her family who had been killed by their predecessors.

Lilith could still see their pleading faces as they wished to cling to life. Everything that had ever caused her pain came flooding back to her. She tightened her grip on the handle of the blade and stabbed it between his ribs.

The dagger moved smoothly through his flesh, but he did not take his eyes off her. She had cut him deep and Lilith knew that he would not be standing for long. She didn’t care if he strangled her before he died. She had gone there to be killed by him, so it only seemed fitting.

Lilith tugged at the dagger and freed it from his rib cage before swinging again, pushing it into his leg. When she twisted it, she felt as it tore at his flesh. His grip around her throat loosened, so she pushed it deeper. Finally, he released her neck and stumbled backward, his hand reaching for his ribs. John kept his focus on her as he struggled to keep his balance.

“Why did you come here?” he rasped.

Lilith didn’t want to answer that. She hated the idea of giving him the satisfaction. Rather, she took a step closer to him and dropped the dagger. He looked down at it as if he considered reaching for it.

Lilith heard Rachel’s heartbeat slow and she knew that the nun didn’t have long to live. With that, she was satisfied. Meanwhile, John’s heart rate increased rapidly.

Lilith reached forward and wrapped her hands around the back of his neck, tugging him toward her. He could barely stand anymore, and he stumbled into her.

Their bodies fell to the ground and by the time John had realized any of it, Lilith had sunk her teeth into him. His warm blood filled her mouth and flowed over her lips. With one taste, she had access to every part of his mind.

She saw all the times that he had spent with Rachel and how he had gotten to be in Kader Town. Lilith saw his childhood and the depths of his feelings toward his mother. She understood then that the redheaded nun was the only person in his life.

Lilith listened as John’s heart also began to fade and waited eagerly for it to stop. But another memory flashed through her mind at the last second that made her stomach sink. It turned the taste of his blood entirely foul.

It was a face that she had not seen since she was a young girl. Her brother, Elden. She saw him bleeding from the head and mouth and begging for mercy. Lilith had never known what had happened to Elden, but she saw him then in the memories of the man who’s life she was drinking.

It felt as if something cracked inside her. They had taken too much from her and she was done pretending that she could continue on with it. She pulled her teeth from his skin and wished to wash the blood from her mouth. Lilith no longer wanted to see what he remembered.

When she stood up and looked down at John, she spat at him. A mixture of his blood and spit flew into his fading eyes.

“Elden.” The name escaped her as a sound barely more audible than a breath.

She felt the bruises on her neck from where John had choked her. Lilith had lost a lot of energy and a lot of oxygen. Her hand grasped his desk to steady her balance. She didn’t know what she was reaching for but she knew she needed something, anything. So, when she felt the ashtray in the palm of her hand, she settled for it.

Her fingers gripped the large ashtray as tightly as they could as she brought it down on John’s head. With each blow, she felt as his skull fractured beneath her strength, and his flesh softened. It wasn’t until he was barely recognizable that she stopped.

Lilith didn’t want to give him the opportunity to beg for mercy like Elden had. He did not deserve it.

It wasn’t enough for Lilith to end her life. She had to put an end to all the pain that she felt. All of which had been caused by men like the one who lay dying at her feet.
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The pews created a perfect aisle that would lead anybody entering the church directly toward Lilith’s masterpiece. At the end of the rows was a large wooden cross that had once been bare. A monument to a belief that had ruined the lives of so many who now lived in the shadows.

That wooden cross now held the body of John Katz. It had taken Lilith most of the remainder of the night to get him up there. At his feet lay the still half-naked body of Rachel, draped like something out of one of the paintings that lined the walls.

As it turned out, Lilith’s death would look like an artwork. She was fairly certain that now she would be remembered for something. As one final touch to the scene, Lilith carved the symbol of the Johns into the top of the cross.

She hoped that it might serve as a message to others like her to stand up against them just as she had. However, she had her doubts that it would work. There weren’t that many left, and most of them paid little attention to the news.

Lilith took one last look at it all before pushing the door of the church open and stepping outside.

For a brief moment, she felt nothing but a comforting warmth on her skin. The bright light enveloped her as if to embrace her, welcoming her back to it. But it was fleeting. Within seconds, she felt the blisters on her skin.

She wanted to scream or cry, but she thought of Elden. His cries for help and mercy ran through her head again. Lilith would not die the way that he had. Instead, she closed her eyes and held her breath.

She allowed the pain to sear through her and welcomed it as an end to her sadness. Lilith did not know what waited for her on the other side of life and death, but she was ready to discover it.

When her body hit the ground, it felt warm against her skin. Lilith listened to her own heartbeat for once and to how it slowed. Encased in sunlight, she waited for that final beat to sound in her chest.

“There she is,” Ella’s voice rang from the atmosphere.
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Two young hands wrapped around the burned woman’s body and dragged her back into the church. There wasn’t a lot of time before the first people arrived to speak their morning prayers. The young nun knew that what the early birds would find was horrendous, but she would do nothing to stop it.

All she knew was that she needed to get the young woman who lay almost entirely scorched, back into the church. It had come to her like a message, somewhere from the thin air that surrounded her head.

The voice of a woman. Who was she to deny something so divine of its instruction?
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