Slowly, he returned to consciousness – the burning agony in his left shoulder demanded that he did. Voices, he heard voices, close by. Discussing him in the third person. He strained to make out as much of his surroundings without alerting his captors. His mouth was wadded with something – sponge, maybe dental gauze, he decided. Trying to surreptitiously move his hands told him that they were strapped down tight; this fact came with another shooting pain down his arm, radiating from his shoulder. He screwed up his eyes involuntarily.

“Looks like he’s awake…” The voice was probably female. Realising the game was up, he opened his eyes. He looked up at his own reflection in the mirrored ceiling – apart from the saucer-sized wound in his pectoral muscle, he seemed to be intact. The realisation hit him then, and he felt his guts heave. He tried to move his head, but only succeeded a fraction, as it was secured with micropore tape to a head restraint. A different voice spoke, a male, one used to giving commands and expecting them to be followed.

“He’ll choke. Remove the gag.”

A ghostly pale hand removed a large red sponge ball from his mouth, and he caught a glimpse of chipped black nail polish. He was definitely dreaming, as the people that were supposedly present cast no reflections in the high ceiling. The vomit rose then, stinking of beer and pizza and bile, covering one side of his face, the gurney he was lay on, as he retched. In his current position, he was forced to swallow some of his own vomit to prevent himself from drowning in it.

“Fuck, I forgot how much that stuff stinks.” This from the female again.

He coughed, sputtered, a bubble of vomit breaking from his nostril.

The male voice spoke again. “Mr. Chamberlain, I’m going to re-insert your gag now. You see, I’m going to remove the bullet from your shoulder, and I can’t abide unnecessary shouting.” He heard footsteps across tiled floor, and knew instantly that he had to get away. A gang had caught him, and he’d heard some gangs liked to hear your screams, right before they killed you. He remembered a noise behind him, as he’d waited for the bus, then nothing except running into the night in a blind panic. Time was short, as he could see fingers approaching in his peripheral vision.

The female voice reacted more in shock than in pain. 

“Ow! He fuckin’ bit me!”

“Yes, I thought he might,” said the man with a chuckle. “Hold his head.”

The fingers returned, careful to avoid his mouth for now, holding his mouth in an immovable grip, forcing the damp sponge back in.

Almost instantly, the probable owner of the male voice came into view. The elderly gentleman’s face had probably been kindly once, but a drastic change of lifestyle had etched stress lines into the corners of his mouth and eyes. 

The pain in his shoulder became unbearable, a sharp stabbing in his flesh, and just past the balding pate he could see fresh gouts of bright red blood welling up from his wound, created by an unseen source.

No more vomit came, but he screamed as loud as possible through a mouth of sponge. 

The pain seemed all encompassing, an eternity of agony, while the face in front of him furrowed ever so slightly more in concentration. After what seemed like forever, the face showed him a gore tainted slug he’d managed to dig out of his body. The old man’s gaze never left his own as he spoke.

“Hold still and open wide until I tell you that you may move.”

His body locked itself into rigidity despite his frantic efforts to struggle, to flee. His mouth dropped open, hung slack and unmoving as if some unseen surgeon had painlessly sliced through jaw muscles. A steady and patient hand delicately plucked the sponge from his mouth. He watched, wide-eyed and unmoving, as the old man calmly put his mouth to his wrist. There was a spine-tingling crunch, and the wrist came away bloody. 

His eyes could only track the wrist as it swung around, and dipped, the dark red liquid accreting into one huge pearly bead. A cold sweat broke out on him as he struggled to move his own rebellious body like never before. He’d heard urban legends about guys who gave other guys AIDS, but that was normally a needle or something, wasn’t it? Fuck the technicalities, he thought, his mind now racing. This crazy was going to pour his diseased blood down his throat, putting the final twist on a life that had been going down the proverbial pan for the last five years.

He could move most of his face, and he tried to convey some sense of pleading with the man with his eyes staring in stark terror, and the moans emerging from his mouth, tongue and vocal cords moving without the aid of lips to form meaningful sounds.

In one last desperate and absurd attempt, he’d tried to bat away the falling drop with a frantic swipe of his tongue, but had only succeeded in breaking the delicate surface tension, spattering it all over his mouth. The blood was running in a steady stream now, warm and coppery on his tongue, pooling in the back of his throat, and he feared he might choke again.

“Swallow.”

He found himself obeying so quickly his mouth shut with a wooden clop sound as his teeth met. The blood burned all the way down to the pit of his stomach, like hot coffee drank too quickly, like the vile cough medicine he’d been force-fed at school. At the same time, it came down on the pain like a hammer, and an involuntary shudder of pleasure ran down the length of his body, as he began to pass out.

A slap across his face woke him, and he opened his eyes groggily. He was propped up now, and his head was freely movable. Objects resolved themselves in his view, just as another slap was delivered. He focused on the person who’d delivered it after the initial jolt.

The girl was incredibly pale, raven’s wing of hair swept across her brow, a white lightning-bolt of parting across her scalp. It seemed to him that she’d attempted to achieve the famous “heroin chic” look by the simplest and most direct route – copious amounts of heroin. Unbroken rings of matte black makeup filled her eye sockets. He looked down, and saw the same lacquered black fingernails that had originally removed the ball of sponge.

She stared back, her tough fox-like face never breaking her mask of complete indifference.

He tried to reach up to touch the livid stripe he could see that she’d left on his face, but found that his hands were still restrained. He seemed less afraid now, for some strange reason. He’d concluded that they didn’t want to kill him just yet – the surgical gauze on his chest, covering the gunshot wound, reassured him of that much. They’d given him painkillers too, he thought, as he could barely feel the pain from it that he was sure should be present.

The girl spoke, and he now managed to discern a Cleveland accent.

“Get you anything?”

He spoke very quietly, his throat cracked and hoarse from an onslaught of vomit and blood. The bright lights hurt his eyes, forcing him to close them some, squint at her.

“Lady, what is this place?”

He barely heard the door open as another stepped in. This was the man who’d performed the impromptu surgery on him earlier. He was very short, small, unassuming. He had his hands clasped together in front of him, and he saw that the man’s fingers were tapered, elegant, like a pianist’s. 

“You’re in my home, Mr. Chamberlain.” If there was an accent, he couldn’t detect one.

“How do you know my name? And why’ve you brought me here?” The man cut off further questions with a raised hand.

“Please, Mr. Chamberlain. We have much to discuss, and we don’t have time to waste on superfluous chit-chat.” The man walked closer, still keeping his hands perfectly still. “If I remove your restraints, Mr. Chamberlain, will you promise not to cause a fuss? I’d hate to force you to be still again – it demeans us both as gentlemen.”

He nodded slowly, and the man smiled. The woman moved with purpose, unlatching the padded leather restraints. The man always spoke in the first person, yet this woman always carried out his instructions, as if she were some distant appendage, separate yet still a direct tool.

The man offered him a cigarette, which he lit at arm’s length for him, and Chris wondered if the old man was still wary of him.

“You only started smoking five years ago, correct? After the whole unpleasant credit-card business, yes?”

Chris chuckled, blew out his smoke. He didn’t bother to ask how the man knew – his current theory was that the man was a cop, had access to his criminal record. “No, it was after Carla left me. It was supposed to be her bank account I fucked over.” He shrugged, then knocked some ash off his cigarette, over the side of the gurney, put it back in his mouth. “That’s the kind of thing that can end a relationship, if you’re not careful.”

The old man had a look of what he could only guess was puzzlement. “It doesn’t bother you? Weren’t you innocent?” Chris didn’t look up.

“Sure. But as it turned out, prison was the best thing that could have happened to me, in hindsight. A payment to some associates of mine mysteriously went missing. They decided to take reparations by throwing my roommate through plate glass to fall 3 stories.” He then realised, too late, that this cop might not know the whole story, and that he might have said too much. But the old man seemed to know what he was thinking.

“It’s alright, Mr. Chamberlain. I already know all about it.” He moved closer to the gurney, resting his arms on the metal rail that ran down its length.

“Your criminal conviction for fraud certainly didn’t go down particularly well with the employers once you’d left prison, did it?” He didn’t wait for an answer. “Your mother was terribly upset, wasn’t she?” Chris could only manage a nod.

“Would it surprise you to learn that there was a central figure behind all of this?” The man’s tone had changed, became that of a gentle counsellor, ready to listen to his problems. Chris simply laughed.

“To be honest? No, but until now, I’d always thought it was God.” The old man simply smiled, like he’d just seen the joke. Chris sneered. “Oh, that’s a good one. You’re the one that’s been ruining my life for the past five years?”

It was then the old man laughed, glancing over at the woman, who was also smiling now.

“How short sighted you are, boy. For one thing, it’s not me. Merely a subordinate of mine, but I’ve been doing most of the critical decision making myself.” Chris started at him, eyes narrowed.

“Why?”

“Everyone needs a hobby.”

“What’s the other thing?”

“Sorry?” The man looked at him quizzically, little pink tongue darting out to moisten his lips.

“You said ‘for one thing’. What’s the other?”

He nodded theatrically. “Ah, yes. ‘The other’. That’s a question of time, you see Chris.” His patience finally wore thin, and he jerked forward, exasperated. 

“What?” The woman laughed, once, a harsh bray.

“He still hasn’t worked it out.” The old man’s rebuttal started with another chuckle.

“Chris, it hasn’t been isolated to the past five years. I had your life ruined before it even began.”

Realisation came down on him like a giant hand, pressing him into the gurney.

“What?”

“Your parents resisted until the very end, if that’s any comfort. But I had my way eventually. Your mother was easier, but your father took a little more… persuasion.” With this, the image of the old man swam and blurred, like Chris was seeing him through heat haze. Before him, a hauntingly familiar face; not one instantly recognisable, but maybe the promise of one, like a larval form.

The features were classical and handsome, the skin creamy and unblemished, the curvature of the nose graceful and aquiline. He felt a wave of irresistible desire for the woman now in front of him. It was then, that he realised where he’d seen it before. 

He leaned over the side, retching over and over, as the man, wearing his mother’s face, or maybe the face she would have liked, chuckled.

“Do you have some idea now how far this reaches, Mr. Chamberlain? How deeply my brood and I have been involved in every aspect of your life?” At the end of the sentence, the voice dropped an octave, and the face mercifully changed back to that of his captor.

A fine thread of vomit ran from his mouth as he looked up through eyes half-lidded with revulsion.

“Why have you done this?”

“Your life has been a test up until now. And you, for want of a better word, have passed. But it’s time to put petty concerns behind you.” He took a single, menacing step towards him. 

In a final show of resistance, Chris moved as far back as was possible.

“What the hell are you?”

The man smiled, baring his teeth, displaying a pair of predator’s fangs, sliding smoothly from the gum-line, like a well-oiled machine.

“Have you worked it out yet?”

His hand instantly went for his neck, for the chain that he was sure would still be there, to pull out the crucifix he’d find on the end and be safe.

The man held up his hand, opened it, let the silver crucifix dangle from it’s chain. “Looking for this?” He smiled as the last of Chris’ resistance fell away.

“Julia, if you’d do the honours…”

Before he could react, the woman, who he’d completely forgotten about, was at his throat, biting down hard. Her fangs slipped into his skin, as easily as any syringe. He gasped at the fire that coursed through his body, starting at his neck, raging through his body. He let out a gulping, choking sound, bright rivulet of blood spraying out across his chin, as his back arched from the pain. He tried not to think of the word haemorrhage, or shock. 

The man still spoke in his calm, level tone.

“Take a good long look at your reflection in the mirror, Mr. Chamberlain. This will be the last time you see yourself in it…”

Not knowing why he engaged in such a pointless exercise, he did so. He saw the results of moths of not looking after his appearance  – what was once a fit young man in the beginnings of turning his muscle into fat. The blonde hair, now matted and dirty, that had started to intrude in his vision. The scratchy fuzz that covered his face. What a shitty condition to die in, he thought. Instead, he attempted to name the blood vessels that he could feel dying, one by one.

The carotid artery. Subclavian. Aorta. Gastric. Hepatic. Mesenteric. Genital. Femoral. He could feel his blood being pulled from the recesses of his body, excruciating agony as he felt the veins collapse in on themselves. He knew with unshakeable conviction that he was going to die, and that he was beyond help. He tried to let out a cry, but the absence of blood made his diaphragm quiver, enabling him no more than a gasp as he finally expired.

