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CHAPTER ONE




DRACULA AWOKE TO a world of agony. 

Pain shot through his fingers, traveled up his arms and exploded in his brain. Through a haze of misery, he absorbed the details of his surroundings. He found himself in a clearing surrounded by trees, far away from the daytime safety of the estate. His spread-eagled limbs were stretched to the breaking point, his upright body suspended above the forest floor and restrained in some terrible manner. 

Dracula twisted his head and spotted a metal spike protruding from his wrist. The nail had been driven through his flesh and into a wooden beam. The same held true for his other wrist and both his feet. The reality of his situation snapped into terrifying focus. 

He had been crucified.

With growing desperation, he strained against the nails but they wouldn’t budge — his body remained pinned to the wooden beams. There was only one explanation. The nails must have been cast from pure silver, the only metal that could restrain his kind. Making matters worse, first light slashed across the horizon and shafted through the surrounding canopy of trees. Morning was approaching fast. 

Dracula wondered how he had ended up like this. He searched his fragmented memories and remembered hunting a terrified tourist who had gotten lost among the sprawling vineyards on his estate. He had fed on her blood, witnessed her eyes glazing over. Everything after that was... Darkness. Someone must’ve poisoned the woman’s blood. And that meant it was an elaborate set-up. The prey was the bait and the hunter was the one being hunted. The cross added a touch of the perverse. Someone was clearly mocking the legends that had sprung up around his kind.

These insights brought more questions. Who could be behind this? His enemy list was long, but who would dare go up against him? The answer came a second later, when a vague silhouette coalesced from the shadows of the forest. 

He wasn’t alone any longer. 

The new arrival grew more distinct with each successive step. Dracula knew there would be no escape. No last-minute pardon. He had been tried, judged and found guilty. Swift punishment was about to be meted out. After so many years, death was upon him. 

Across the horizon, vibrant light shimmered and seemed to expand as the fiery orb of the sun revealed itself in all its fearful glory. To Dracula, it was like staring into the wrathful gaze of God. A instant later, his body burst into flames…























CHAPTER TWO




IT WAS GOING to be another stunning sunset in Venice Beach, California. Streaks of red dappled the cobalt sky and both tourists and locals had paused to take notice. Smog might have been the bane of a city known for its nightmarish traffic, but it sure made for some gorgeous Instagrams. 

As the ocean swallowed the sun, the activity began to shift from the beach to the wide variety of restaurants and bars that made Venice Beach such a hotspot. These establishments ranged from trendy hipster enclaves to “We only accept cash” beach dives. Among the latter group, NuiPia, translated from Tahitian as Big Beer, was the oldest, the sleaziest and the most revered. The place had history and street cred. In a town that could often be fake and plastic, NuiPia felt authentic.

AC/DC drifted from the watering hole’s jukebox and garish neon Miller and Bud Light signs glittered next to muted high-definition TVs recapping the evening’s sports highlights. The man who commanded the bar, swapping dollar bills for frosted pitchers with speed and precision, blended in perfectly with the grungy establishment. Shoulder-length hair framed his intense features - people always mistook him for a musician even though he couldn’t carry a tune to save his life. He appeared to be in his early thirties but his timeless eyes seemed much older. Vincent (or Vince, as regulars called him) didn’t sport tattoos or piercings, as did several of the other bartenders. The only individual touches to his appearance were a gold locket worn around his neck and a Guns N’ Roses T-shirt that accentuated his athletic frame. He didn’t care particularly about the band, but he knew many of the paying customers he served did, and he did care about blending in. Like most natural predators he had mastered the art of camouflage. Why dwell among the shadows when one could disappear in plain sight? 

Vincent topped off a pitcher of Sierra Nevada while keeping his eyes on the sizzling hamburger grill. He noticed an Adidas-clad meathead impatiently waiting for someone to fill his order. Pedro, the second bartender/assistant manager, a middle-aged Guatemalan who looked like a pirate, was busy flirting with a sun-kissed beauty. The young girl had long ceased to be flattered by the older man’s attention and was growing uncomfortable. Vincent decided to launch a rescue attempt. He tapped Pedro on the shoulder and pointed out the disgruntled gym rat in the far corner. “Let the lady enjoy her drink. We got mouths to feed.”

Pedro snapped to attention, the young woman’s spell broken. Vincent smiled. Just another day in the trenches. It was the middle of August, at the height of the tourist season when every day felt like a weekend and every weekend felt like a shitstorm. Vincent didn’t mind the crowds. In fact, he welcomed the action. He didn’t need to work for money, but he had signed up for this gig because it kept his mind focused on the present instead of dwelling on the past. 

Vincent was about to hand two Korean girls a giant frosted pitcher of beer when the sound of glass breaking caught his attention. Great! What now? He whirled and his eyes found the source of the commotion. A college kid was being pinned against the jukebox by some drunk asshole. His attacker seemed right out of a casting call for some Z-grade biker picture. 

Vincent responded without hesitation. He didn’t care who started it - the instigator could be identified later, the trigger probably a dispute over who got to pick the next song – all he knew was that no one got away with physical violence on his watch. Vincent jumped over the bar in one smooth motion. Within seconds he was upon the biker but the guy’s reflexes were quicker than expected. Moving with surprising agility for a man of his bulk and level of inebriation, he sidestepped Vincent’s grip and fired off a left hook. The punch missed but the man’s fingers brushed against Vincent’s neck and succeeded in tearing off his locket. The jewelry flew across the bar. 

Vincent could feel the anger building inside of him. He was pissed now. 

The drunk tried to use his beer bottle as a weapon but Vincent dodged the fumbling attack. His steel fingers closed around the man’s wrist and started squeezing. The biker let out a sharp gasp, part expletive, part scream, and dropped the bottle. It rolled across the sawdust-covered floor, adding its swishing contents to all the other spilled drinks of the night. All part of NuiPia’s charm. 

Vincent snatched the troublemakers’s collar in a tight grip and dragged him toward the exit. There were grins, gasps and shouts of applause. The douchebag had clearly made some lifelong friends this evening. Vincent tossed the man onto the sidewalk and fixed him with a sharp glare that silenced any thoughts of retribution. As the biker stumbled away, Vincent stepped back into the bar. His attention shifted toward the College kid who nodded at him gratefully. “That was, rad, man. Thanks.” Some folks were still watching the exchange, but most had already moved on.

Vincent canvassed the floor, looking for his locket but it had disappeared. A edge of concern invaded his thoughts. The locket was an object of sentimental value that couldn’t be measured in money alone. It was his most prized possession. 

As Vincent frantically continued his search, he felt eyes on him. He looked up and noticed shadowy movement behind a nearby window. Had the biker returned? With quick strides, Vincent approached the window in question and peered outside. The sidewalk was deserted. Whoever had been watching him was long gone. 

Glancing down the street, a feeling of unease gripped him. Losing his locket suddenly seemed like a portent of darker things to come. 	




















CHAPTER THREE




IT WAS A little after three a.m. when Vincent closed up shop and started down the Venice bike path. He lived nearby and was looking forward to the walk home. The beach was deserted and silent, except for the steady, hypnotic crashing of the waves or the occasional muted foghorn. A thick mist was rolling in, casting its phantom tendrils across the strand and shrouding the fat oceanfront properties. 

After about fifteen minutes, Vincent reached his apartment, a modern two-story loft. It was all corrugated steel with tiny, blackened slits for windows that kept both the sunlight and prying onlookers at bay. 

He unlocked the door and was about to enter when a banging sound gave him pause. 

There was no mistake. The noise originated from inside his place. 

Vincent stopped in his tracks, body coiled, senses alert, and waited for the sound to repeat itself. He didn’t have to wait for long. There was a crash of someone knocking over furniture. He hesitated for a final second before he thrust the door open. A yawning darkness awaited. Now defined by a renewed silence. Someone was in his apartment. The question was who? And more importantly, why?

Vincent immediately ruled out the possibility of a break-in. Burglaries were on the rise despite the patrolling police helicopters that scoured the skies most nights but he sensed this was different. He was picking up a thrumming heartbeat, a muffled bump…bump. Instead of rising in tempo, it seemed to be fading. There was also something in the air. Something all too familiar. A scent so tantalizing that Vincent couldn’t help but throw all caution to the wind. He made his way down a winding hallway and emerged in a spacious living room. The room was bathed in darkness but to Vincent’s senses, it seemed fully lit up. And wherever he looked there was… Blood. Pooling across the hardwood floor, spilling over the couch and coffee table, precious pints going to waste. 

Vincent tore himself away from the sight of the crimson liquid and located the hapless donor. It was none other than the charming troublemaker from the bar. Small world. 

The biker was slumped in a chair, his shirt drenched in blood, throat slashed from ear to ear, sheeting red. Vincent remained riveted. He had not consumed a drop of human blood in nearly twenty years but the sight before him was almost too alluring to resist. His breathing accelerated as the man’s fading heartbeat became deafening. Demanding Vincent's attention. The blood tempting him with its thick, rich texture and coppery smell. And for one split second, Vincent caught himself reaching out for the dying figure. He knew the man had lost too much blood already and was beyond all help. There was no harm in leaning over and…

NO!

Twenty years ago, he made a promise. A promise he intended to keep. He might be a vampire but as long as he walked this Earth, he wouldn’t feed on humans. 

The biker let out his last rattling breath, and a sultry, almost mocking, female voice piped up from the far corner of the room. “Up for a nightcap?”

He should’ve known…

The speaker remained hidden, cloaked by the wall that separated the living room from the adjoining kitchen. But Vincent didn’t need to see a face; the voice told him who was lurking within the shadows. 

“Angelique, you always did like to play games.”

“And you liked to play them with me.” 

Angelique peeled from the darkness. Sandy brown hair perfectly framed her strong yet sensual features. There was a smoldering, dangerous intelligence in her eyes. This woman was in a league of her own. And she knew it. 

She was decked out in stylish punk-rock/Suicide Girl attire. A fitted leather jacket accentuated her narrow waist and her tiny blue miniskirt did little to cover the perfectly shaped, milky thighs that tapered into a pair of badass leather boots. “What happened, darling? Why did you decide to grow up and become so boring?” 

There was a history here, a story that Vincent had tried to forget. You couldn’t outrun the past because when you lived forever, the past had a nasty way of catching up with you. Like it had right now. 

“Nice place you got yourself here,” Angelique said. She tilted her head toward the crimson spatter dripping down the walls and furniture. “I thought it could use a woman's touch.” Angelique smiled, revealing twin fangs flecked with blood.

Vincent wasn’t amused. “You killed a man inside my house! Are you out of your mind?”

“It's nice to see you too, Vincent. Sweet little gig you got yourself there. A lot of cute tourists passing through that joint who won't be missed.”

“I don't feed on humans anymore.”

“I noticed.” 

Angelique nodded at a series of cages holding gerbils. The panicked vermin were squeaking and clawing at the bars of their cages, catching a whiff of Angelique’s predatory heat and coppery perfume of blood. 

“Aren’t you worried that PETA might bang down your door one of these days?” 

“I’m more concerned about the cops.”

Angelique extricated an item from her pocket. It shimmered in the moonlight.

VINCENT'S LOCKET. 

Angelique threw it at him and he caught the pendant in mid-air. Vincent opened the locket and inspected the faded picture of a beautiful blonde woman. The picture was what mattered here, not the jewelry. 

“Thought you might like it back,” Angelique said. “I know how sentimental you can be.”

“What the hell do you want from me?”

“Vincent, I didn't pay you a visit for old time's sake. I'm afraid I have some bad news. Two days ago, the master was murdered at his chateau in France.”

Vincent's voice filled with shocked disbelief. “Dracula is dead?”

The question earned him a solemn nod from Angelique. Her voice was tight and hard as she continued. 

“Rafael has called for a meeting of the clan. Whoever is responsible is going to pay dearly for their crime.”

Vincent shook his head. “Sorry, but count me out. This isn't my world anymore.”

“That's where you're wrong,” Angelique said. “You may choose to live by your own rules, Vincent, but you're still a vampire, and you're still part of the clan, like it or not.”

“Are we done here?” 

A thin smile twisted Angelique's lips. She knew Vincent would come around. “See you in three days, darling.”

As Angelique vanished from view, Vincent's dismayed gaze shifted toward the dead man bleeding all over his living room. 

This was going to be a long night. 




***




The blinds were drawn, lights dimmed. Muted daytime traffic sounds drifted in from outside. Vincent was wide awake and staring at the ceiling, his mind tormented by warring impulses. He couldn’t sleep, fearing the nightmares waiting to descend on him as soon as he closed his eyes. Those dreams would be colored by memories he had struggled to keep at bay but would now return with the vengeance and intensity of a jilted lover. No matter what Vincent did today, he wouldn’t find any peace. 

A decision had to be made. Before Vincent even realized it, he was making his way toward his small desk. He took a seat and fired up his laptop. There was one last moment of hesitation. 

Fuck it.

Vincent logged onto Priceline and booked a red eye to Paris. 




















CHAPTER FOUR




VINCENT DROVE HIS Mercedes Bentz rental car down a two-lane country road that carved its way through endless rolling hills. Towering trees and vast vineyards stood silhouetted in the milky moonlight. There was an air of remoteness and isolation about the place even though the nearest town was only half an hour away. This was Bordeaux wine country, where monks had first embraced viticulture during the reign of Charlemagne. 

Vincent eased his foot off the gas as the road began to turn. The flight had been uneventful and for the most part painless. He left Los Angeles around two in the morning and arrived in Paris after 8 o’clock in the evening, a nine-hour time difference allowing him to avoid daylight all together. He traveled first class and made sure to book a whole row. He opted for the aisle seat and kept a safe distance from his window, the shade drawn of course. Most of the legends surrounding his kind were Hollywood bullshit. Vampires couldn’t turn into bats, wolves or mist and they were immune to crosses but sunlight could destroy them. A different vampire might’ve decided to sit out the flight in the cargo hold, secure inside a steel sarcophagus with two human servants along for the ride to assure that the coffin arrived at the right address, the promise of immortality assuring their loyal assistance. But that was way too dramatic for Vincent and not his style. 

That was Dracula’s style.

The bucolic forest landscape continued to unfold before Vincent. Strange to think that Dracula had chosen this area as his home for the better half of the last century. Then again, Vincent never did understand how Dracula’s mind worked. He was a legend and an enigma. Vincent wondered often what had driven the Count to choose a Texas Ranger to be one of his children of the night. 

Vincent had promised himself not to dredge up the old days, but he had also known it was a promise he’d break. Much of the past seemed like a blur, but that fateful moment when everything changed was etched into his memory and still held its dark sway over him. 

The year was 1876 and he’d been tracking a vicious murderer across the state of Texas. The fiend had left ten bodies in his deadly wake, all of them female, their blood completely drained, albino corpses lined with twin puncture marks. The killer seemed to be always just one step ahead. Toying with him. Pushing him to the edge. The pursuit had become a game of cat and mouse, and it was consuming Vincent’s every waking moment. 

He finally tracked his quarry to a small town near the Mexican border. Two more bodies had been found and the locals relayed in hushed tones that a European gentleman had arrived earlier in the week, a man of means and manners whose very presence could cloud the minds of every unfortunate soul he came in contact with. He seemed to cast a nearly supernatural spell over the fairer sex. The gentleman in question was staying at the Old Moses saloon and according to all accounts, had only been spotted outside his room past sundown. Rumors about the stranger were spreading.

Pale moonlight illuminated the rundown Wild West saloon as Vincent stepped through the swinging doors of the establishment. The shadow that the brim of his hat cast over his face masked his initial shock upon seeing what was waiting for him. He had walked into a nightmare. The saloon now transformed into a place of death. Mauled patrons were sprawled everywhere, a wasteland of broken bodies, the floor slippery with their blood. Vincent’s trembling hand closed around his silver Ranger badge, knowing all too well that it held no authority over the beast that rose from the center of the carnage. The moment their eyes hooked into each other, Vincent was stricken with mortal awareness – staring back at him was death itself. The gentleman who smiled at him through a bloody mist was a thing outside of nature. Vincent remembered his gun leaving his holster, and he remembered cocking the hammer of his pistol and squeezing the trigger. 

Again and again. 

Bullets tore into the enigmatic figure in a mad volley, puncturing flesh and destroying the man’s elegant coat. When the firing chamber was empty and the hammer clicked impotently, click, click, a metronome of spent violence, Dracula rose. Vincent was gripped with terror as he saw the bullet holes sealing shut before his very eyes, inhuman tissue regenerating in the blink of an eye. Vincent was a tough man; he’d confronted all kinds of human evil in his twenty-nine years on this earth but the crucial difference was that those degenerates were men, flesh-and-blood creatures who could succumb to the power of steel. This monster was unlike anything Vincent had ever faced before. Vincent didn’t just lose his humanity the day he went up against Dracula. He lost his soul. For he had not merely met his match but caught a glimpse of the Devil himself.

Now Vincent cast these thoughts of the past aside as the hill grew steeper and he was forced to switch gears. According to the rental’s GPS system - they could’ve used one of these back in his Texas Rangers tracking days - the chateau should be coming into view any minute now. The forest was already thinning a bit and the vineyards now began to take over. 

A moment later, Vincent spotted the chateau. His first thought was that the term ‘chateau’ didn’t quite do justice to the structure. The sprawling estate that loomed at the top of the vineyards was a stark silhouette projecting a sense of mystery and dark wonder. Like Dracula himself, the keep wove a nearly hypnotic spell over anyone who laid eyes upon it. Not quite a spooky castle but the next best thing, it was the type of place where one would expect a vampire to set up shop. While most of the vampires Dracula spawned did their best to blend in and be modern (some with greater success than others), Dracula had never chosen to adapt to a changing world. He didn’t need to. Dracula was the master, even if Vincent refused to call him that. The Count might hide in the shadows but he would never pretend to be something he was not. 

The throaty roar of a motorbike bashed the air, breaking the chateau’s spell. Vincent turned his head and spotted a Harley gaining behind him. For a split second, Vincent caught a glimpse of the massive, leather-clad figure poised behind the handlebars. The vampire biker wasn’t wearing a helmet, his long mane of blonde hair trailing in the wind. This Twenty-First Century Viking flashed Vincent a menacing rock ’n’ roll grin, making sure to reveal his fangs. Another one of Dracula’s lost children (or experiments, depending on how one wanted to look at it) returning to pay his respects to their fallen master. As the biker pulled ahead, he cranked the engine for good measure. The bike’s engine wailed. 

Vincent tensed. The incident confirmed one thing he had known all along - he wasn’t looking forward to this dysfunctional family get-together. 

Not in the slightest. 




***




Vincent's car rolled up a driveway that was surrounded by vineyards on both sides and led right up to the chateau’s main gate. A six-foot-tall crumbling wall, overgrown with ivy, encircled the chateau. The wrought-iron gate stood wide open. It appeared that Vincent wasn’t the first to arrive today. He maneuvered his vehicle through the open gate and made his way up a cobbled, circular driveway dominated by a highly adorned, centuries-old ornamental stone fountain. Streams of water bubbled and poured from the mouths of Gothic nymphs. The fountain’s water appeared dark and murky.

The rental car slid to a stop, joining the other vehicles parked around the fountain. The Harley that had just passed Vincent's car. A black Hummer. A sleek Porsche. Vincent guessed that they were all rentals, just like his own vehicle, but the choices told their own story and revealed the personalities of their individual drivers. Dracula had made a pretty eclectic group of monsters over the years. Monsters Vincent was about to interact with for the first time in decades. 

Once again Vincent wished he could be anywhere but this place but he didn’t really have a choice. He had never been friendly with the Count but he couldn’t deny the legacy that bound him to the creature and the other members of the clan. Dracula’s blood coursed through their veins. If Vincent had truly wanted to defy the Count, he’d have walked into the daylight long ago. Despite everything, Dracula was family. And one inevitable truth held true among all families – funerals brought everyone together. That’s what this would be. Dracula’s funeral. 

A fiery red Ferrari appeared in Vincent’s rear-view mirror as he killed the engine. Seconds later, a stunning blonde emerged from the sports car. She was wearing a sexy red dress that left little to the imagination. Vincent had met her once or twice over the last eighty years. Her name was Coraline and she’d been twenty-one when Dracula turned her, but she looked about five years older. According to Angelique - she was always up on clan gossip - Coraline was a failing starlet during the heyday of old Hollywood in the 1950s, a Marilyn Monroe wannabe riding the casting couch express toward a full-blown heroin addiction and the inevitable overdose. But Dracula took a shine to her and decided to add her to his freak pack.

Vincent killed the engine, got out of the car and made his way up the pebbled walkway that led to the chateau’s main entrance. Vines climbed the façade of the chateau and tall trees nestled against the surface. Dracula had acquired the property right after World War II, Eastern Europe having lost its appeal in the wake of the Red Menace. The chateau was actually more of a bastide, a country home, originally built by wealthy Seventeenth Century citizens who sought to trade their sweltering city mansions for the cooler countryside during the hot summer months. The structure held about twenty rooms and could accommodate a large family with a full staff of servants. The property was brooding and Gothic but a pale shadow to the dark glory of Dracula’s castle back in Romania, which was a tourist attraction today. Funny how the world turned. 

Vincent passed a series of giant, cracked flowerpots when Coraline sidled up to him. She moved with grace and nearly unearthly sensuality as she fell in step with Vincent – maybe he was beginning to understand why Dracula added her to the family.

“Hello, Vincent.” She embraced Vincent and he could smell her cloying perfume. It was too sweet and way too overpowering but it summed up who Coraline was – a woman who demanded to be noticed. Men who ignored her did so at their own peril.

“Hi Coraline.” 

“This place sure is something else,” Coraline said with a smile that could shatter hearts. “Only thing missing is a lightning storm.” 

Vincent nodded. 

“Dracula always had a flair for the dramatic.”

A youthful voice chimed in. 

“A nice way of saying he was hopelessly stuck in the past.” 

Vincent and Coraline turned toward the new arrival, a young teenage boy who approached at an unhurried pace. The kid, who wasn’t really a kid and was far older than either Vincent or Coraline, cocked his head at them both. His name was Sebastian and he looked to be fourteen but had actually seen two centuries turn. He wore black slacks, a dress shirt and a tie of the same color. He looked like a teen pretending to be an adult. 

Sebastian was an orphan and a thief who began his pick-pocketing career back in Victorian England, just another victim of social upheaval brought upon by the Industrial Revolution. His life had taken a sharp turn the night he tried to lift the Count’s purse but for some reason Dracula had spared Sebastian (Dracula used to call him his own Oliver Twist, a nickname the teenage vampire detested but had stuck). Sebastian hadn’t physically changed a day since that distant night but his frosty, ancient eyes betrayed his true age. 

“Sebastian, it's been a long time.”

Vincent smiled warmly. He’d always liked the little devil.

“Too long. Vincent, it's good to see you after all these years. Funny how there comes a point when only death seems to bring people together.” 

Footfalls sounded behind them, steel-heeled boots clicking across the gravel courtyard. Vincent fired a sideways glance at the approaching biker who moments earlier had been showing off his steed. Clad in black and brown leather, tattooed and studded, sporting faded jeans and a sleek pair of Ray-Bans, he looked like the perfect candidate for a Hells Angels recruitment poster. He appeared to be in his late twenties but strutted his stuff like a teenage punk who needed to get his ass kicked. 

The biker ignored Vincent and regarded Sebastian with a sneer. “No one told me this was going to be an after-school party.”

“I'm two-hundred-and-ninety years old, asshole.” 

“Tell that to the bouncer next time you want to cop a feel at a titty bar.” 

Coraline was the sole person to laugh at the joke. Angelique had mentioned to Vincent that the former starlet had a thing for assholes, and it appeared she wasn’t far off the mark.

Vincent watched as Sebastian gave the biker a long, measured look. 

“Meet Zane. The master’s most recent addition to the family.”

Vincent held the biker’s stare as he turned toward him.

“So you must be Vincent,” Zane said. I thought you turned your back on the clan.” 

Vincent didn’t comment. Zane took his silence as encouragement to lean closer. 

“No offense, buddy, but you don't look so tough to me.”

“Maybe I'm not,” Vincent said.

“That's not what Angelique says.”

“I wouldn’t believe everything that comes out of her mouth.” 

”Angelique says she never hunted with anyone as merciless as you.”

This made Coraline perk up and she appraised Vincent with renewed curiosity.

“She’s been known to exaggerate,” Vincent said.

Vincent disliked Zane pretty much on sight. And with each new confrontational word that came out of the biker’s pierced mouth, Vincent doubted that he’d change his mind on the matter any time soon. 

Zane stepped even closer. He had about five inches and sixty pounds on Vincent, but the former Texas Ranger wasn’t impressed. 

“I know you guys had a history,” Zane said. “But nowadays, she belongs to me.”

“Last time I checked, Angelique didn't belong to anyone.” 

Zane smirked and turned toward the chateau. Coraline fell in step with him. The two vampires dipped through a series of arched columns supporting a large awning that bathed the main entrance in shadow.

Vincent turned to Sebastian. “What’s his story?”

“Drug-dealing biker asshole who crossed Dracula’s path in the 70s. Your ex seems to have taken a shine to him.”

“Angelique likes to play with new toys. But she gets bored fast.”

“She never got bored with you,” Sebastian noted.

Vincent didn’t argue the point one way or another. Instead, he said, “You looking forward to this as much as I am?”

Sebastian grinned. “You kidding? Wouldn’t miss it for the world.” 























CHAPTER FIVE




THE HULKING DOOR opened with a creak of iron. Vincent and Sebastian ventured inside Dracula's castle, passing the stone pillars that marked the entrance hall. Vaulted ceilings, pointed arches and detailed woodwork added to the medieval atmosphere but to Vincent’s surprise, the interior décor displayed a number of contemporary touches. The chateau might’ve looked ancient, but it did offer a few amenities of the 21st Century. Electric torches flickered inside sconces, painting surreal shadows. Modern art and sculptures blended with the tapestries, mosaics and various other ancient items gathered over many lifetimes. The detailed moldings and cabinetry projected Gothic elegance and contributed to the chateau’s museum-like, surreal atmosphere.

As the vampires made their way across the vestibule, their footsteps echoed across the perfectly preserved flagstone floor. A few moments later, they arrived inside a great hall. Five thick wax candles were suspended in heavy holders on the wall and the flickering flames painted a ghostly picture of the room. A long, antique wooden table surrounded by high-backed, winged chairs dominated the chamber and was further illuminated by a sparkling chandelier that hung from the ceiling. There were a number of large windows, the wooden shutters latched to the walls. The blacked-out glass allowed muted moonlight to filter through. 

A resonant voice marked by a faint echo of a foreign accent – Italian or French, perhaps - greeted them. “It appears the circle is complete.”

The speaker was none other than Rafael, the eldest member of the clan. He sat at the head of the table, his brooding eyes silently evaluating the newcomers. 

Vincent met Rafael’s gaze and held it as he closed in on an empty chair. All indicators suggested that Rafael had appointed himself new leader of the clan. Was it a position he occupied because no one else cared to contest it? 

Vincent had no idea how secure Rafael’s leadership was. He was cut off from the politics of the clan, which meant he had only a vague sense of who was favored to succeed Dracula, and he didn’t know whether a great storm might be brewing or if calmer days lay ahead. Vincent hadn’t seen most of these vampires in decades, nor did he care to catch up with them. They had grown apart, their paths diverting over the decades and centuries. The moment Vincent decided to stop feeding on humans, he became persona non grata among the circle of apex predators. And he was okay with that.

Rafael surveyed the room, using his striking, commanding presence to dominate the meeting. He fit the image that the world had of vampires. Swarthy, exotic good looks complemented by black hair and a compact physicality. His European clothes were tailor-made from the finest materials, clearly designer shirts and slacks that adhered to a muted color scheme. The overall effect was both seductive and alluring. He reminded Vincent of the master. If someone had to recast Dracula, they could do far worse than Rafael. 

But looks were only one part of the package. Dracula had been magnetic but also cunning, a ruthless intelligence forged by the brutality of another age. Even though Rafael was the eldest and once upon a time had been a Free Imperial Knight of the Holy Roman Empire, Vincent harbored doubts about his long-term leadership potential. He had strength – on some level they all did – but there was also softness there, a proclivity to let his emotions take over, and to rule with his feelings. Time would tell if Rafael had matured since their last encounter but deep down, Vincent doubted it. As the years flew by, vampires didn’t change but instead became more set in their ways. It was a sad truism that Vincent had witnessed countless times in himself.	

Vincent took a seat at the large wooden table, joining Sebastian, Rafael, Coraline and Zane. Angelique was present too. There were two new faces with which Vincent was all too familiar: Faust, tall and physically imposing, his impossibly brilliant blue eyes like chips of frozen ice, framed by blond hair that was almost silver. His chiseled Nordic looks were tainted slightly by a Teutonic cruelness. If anyone would contest Rafael’s leadership, Vincent mused, it would undoubtedly be Faust, a former member of the SS who had begged Dracula for the dark gift as his troops were being pushed back by the Red Army. The poetic irony wasn’t lost on Vincent and must’ve appealed to Dracula’s dark sense of the absurd. Like his famous literary namesake, Faust had struck a deal with the devil but instead of sporting horns, this demon in human disguise flaunted fangs. 

Sitting right next to Faust was Julian, attractive in a thoughtful, erudite way, a dreamer, his gaze revealing a deep sensitivity and spirituality. Julian had been a priest before Dracula sank his fangs into him and was the most tormented member of the clan. Julian kept a prayer book and wore a gold crucifix around his neck – he despised what he had become but lacked the courage to take a stroll into the light (after all, suicide was a deadly sin). Julian liked to judge and be judged and was “emo” long before the term was coined, but for all his self-pity and drama, he lacked the will to take action and alter his world.

A sudden gasp from the far corner drew Vincent’s attention. He turned in the direction of the sound and his eyes landed on an attractive twenty-something couple almost hidden away in the far corner of the room. Their mouths were covered with duct-tape and they had been tied to the chairs with heavy ropes. Panicked eyes ticked back and forth, terror metastasizing with each new arrival. And below the couple’s fear, there was something else. Shocked disbelief. Despite what their senses were telling them, they couldn’t quite accept what was happening around them.

Vincent's eyes locked with the female’s and lingered for a second too long. An expression of disapproval crossed Vincent’s face. Touched by the woman’s mounting terror, he shifted his attention to Angelique. 

“What’s the meaning of this? I thought it was only supposed to be the eight of us?” 

Faust answered by hurling two wedding bands onto the table. 

“Meet Paul and Maria, American newlyweds honeymooning in the French countryside. They had the misfortune of running into me. I guess they should've booked that cruise instead.” 

Faust rose and languidly approached the couple. 

Maria and Paul began to squirm - this wasn’t their first interaction with him. The numerous bite marks tattooed across their arms and necks told their own story. The man tried to remain brave but was failing as miserably as the woman.

“You can’t have a proper reunion without some party favors.” 

Faust ripped off Maria's gag and she gasped. Her voice was a parched whisper. 

“Who… are you…? What are you going to do to us?” 

Faust's answer was to extricate a SS officer’s dagger from the scabbard chained to his belt. The chain was adorned with SS runes, a reminder of the Nazi fascination with their Germanic pagan roots. The wooden handle was decorated with an eagle, Swastika and enameled runic button. A weapon of another age well suited for a creature who didn’t obey the laws of time. The blade hovered before Maria’s terrified eyes, eight and half inches of polished steel engraved with the SS motto “Meine Ehre Heisst Treue.” Translated it meant “my honor is loyalty.” 

Who did Faust swear his loyalty to nowadays, Vincent wondered. Was he loyal to Dracula, loyal to the clan? Or merely loyal to his own selfish needs and hunger for power? 

Paul let out a muffled moan, straining against his unyielding ropes. Faust caressed Maria's neck with the cold steel of his blade, its surface capturing her terrified reflection. 

Maria spoke, her words a tremulous whisper as the first tears made their way down her beautiful, blood-caked face. 

“Please...”

The blade touched her vulnerable skin, its sharp tip drawing a point of blood. 

Vincent stiffened, responding to its coppery smell. He had turned his back on his old life but the call of the blood remained. Instincts could be controlled but they couldn’t be completely suppressed. 

“Speak up, I can't hear you,” Faust said.

“That’s enough.” Vincent ordered. 

Faust regarded him as if he had lost his mind. 

“What’s the problem?”

“Feed if you must, but don't torture them.”

Faust shook his head with disbelief.

“Is he serious?”

The question hung in the air. 

“He is, isn't he? I guess Angelique was right about you, Vincent. You’ve lost your sense of fun.”

“I knew coming here was a mistake,” Vincent said.

He was about to rise when Rafael intervened, his resonant voice booming within the large dining hall. 

“Stop, both of you. We've come together today to honor the passing of our master, not to squabble amongst ourselves.”

There was a moment between Vincent, Faust and Rafael, the tension palpable. Maria was caught in the middle and appeared hypnotized, the blade remaining suspended above her forehead. 

“Faust, you’ll have time to play with the meat once we’ve taken care of business,” Rafael advised him. 

The German vampire inclined his head slightly, an acknowledgment of Rafael’s authority. The hunting knife slid back into its leather sheath and Faust rejoined the table, his unflinching gaze never leaving Vincent. 

Rafael nodded and proceeded with the meeting. 

“None of us would be here if it hadn’t been for the generosity of our master. He shared his gift, gave us his strength. We were given a future when death was all too ready to claim us.” 

Rafael’s magnetic gaze swept the chamber, taking in the vampires gathered around the table, looking at each of them in turn. 

He started with Faust. 

“Faust, even if you had survived the war, the Allies would have punished you for your crimes against humanity...”

Rafael turned his gaze to the next member of the clan. 

“Angelique, your lovely neck would have been no match for the steely kiss of the French Revolution...”

Little emotion registered on Angelique’s face but Vincent thought he saw her lips quiver ever so slightly. She didn’t like to talk about the past and Vincent knew that she had endured much during her human years.		

“Sebastian, what was the life expectancy of an orphan working the streets of Nineteenth Century London?”

Sebastian sagely nodded his head and the grave look on his face suggested that he had far exceeded it. 

Rafael fixed his attention on Zane. 

“Zane, after gunning down a Highway Patrol officer, both the cops and the Hells Angels wanted you dead. The master offered you a way out.”

Vincent took this in, curious despite himself. He knew next to nothing about Zane except the obvious fact that he had acted like an asshole earlier. He sensed that Rafael had merely touched upon the tip of the iceberg with his words. Vincent reminded himself to query Angelique later. The biker seemed to have it in for him, and Vincent liked to know who his friends were as well as his enemies. 

Rafael continued addressing the rest of the clan, using their shared history to remind them how grateful they should feel for being able to sit at this table. 

Vincent bristled inwardly at Rafael’s obsequious tone. Rafael, who had encountered Dracula while on some knight’s fool errand, truly was a fool if he believed half of what he was babbling about. Vincent, for one, wasn’t shedding any tears today. He had known what Dracula was when he tracked him across Texas and the passage of time hadn’t changed his opinion. He had come to respect the master-vampire to a degree but felt that, like all of them, Dracula was far beyond redemption. 

Rafael finished by summing up Vincent’s encounter with Dracula in the saloon and how merciful the master was in sparing him that night. He then proceeded to address the whole table. 

“If not for Dracula, most of us would be dust, like everyone else we once knew and loved. He gave us the gift of eternal life...”

“Some would consider it eternal damnation,” Julian said.

“If that's how you feel, then why not end your unholy existence, father?” Faust asked, a wolf sniffing blood and the promise of a fight. 

“God teaches us that suicide is not an option,” Julian countered.

“The words of the creator or the feelings of a coward too terrified to meet his maker?” Faust asked. 

Vincent realized that Rafael had his work cut out for him if he wanted to be clan leader. Half the job seemed to consist of a willingness to play cop when everyone else wanted to break the law. As Rafael tried to restore order to the room, Vincent actually felt a little sorry for the former knight. 

“That's enough! I didn't call for this meeting so we could bicker among ourselves. The master’s murder must be avenged.”

“What was Dracula doing back in Europe?” Vincent asked. When Vincent spoke of Dracula, he used the Count’s name and never referred to him as “master.” It was a subtle but telling distinction. “I thought he was hunting along the Ivory Coast?”

“Dracula had grown tired of being so far away from home,” Rafael said. “He felt that our kind had lost touch with the old ways and wanted to reconnect with his past.”

Vincent's eyes locked with Rafael’s. He chose his next words carefully, calibrating them for his current audience.

“How did Dracula meet his end?”

Instead of providing an explanation, Rafael rose to his feet and tilted his head toward the sweeping marble staircase at the far end of the dining hall.

“Better if you all see for yourself.”




***




Torches swept the underground crypt, flames guttering, and shadows danced across the rough-hewn, calcined walls. The stench of death suffused the air. 

Rafael led the group toward an altar that dominated a medieval mausoleum. The master’s charred remains were splayed out across its stone surface. The sun had stripped all flesh off his form, leaving a blackened skeleton behind. The head had been severed and was splayed out next to the bodily remains. The hollow sockets of Dracula’s skull pointed at the ceiling, unseeing. The sharp fangs that dominated the rows of teeth were the lone evidence of what he’d once been. The severing of the head made reanimation impossible, even if some of the movies claimed otherwise. The killer or killers had known what they were up against and what it would take to put an end to Dracula’s bloody reign. 

Vincent studied the remains of the monster in contemplative silence. Someone had succeeded where he had failed. Dracula had turned every one of them into monsters but once the change had taken hold, they’d become mirror reflections of their creator. His blood coursed through their veins, his curse branding them throughout all time. In the end, they all followed the same dark call of the blood. How could Vincent judge Dracula, considering the monster he himself had become? There had been numerous times when he’d wished to be free of Dracula’s power but now as he peered upon the Count’s pathetic mummified corpse - all that remained of a once-formidable legend - he didn’t quite know how he felt. Was it relief or horror? Or perhaps a little bit of both? Because the truth was, if the master could be murdered, then none of them were safe. 

So much for immortality.

A hushed, stunned silence had descended over the mausoleum. Julian made the sign of the cross, which earned him a smirk from Faust. Vincent was the one to break the quiet and ask the question that was on everyone’s mind. 

“How?”

Rafael answered in a halting voice. 

“I found him in a clearing about five-hundred feet from the castle. His hands and feet nailed to a cross, a stake rammed through his heart, his body exposed to the ravages of the sun.”

A moment passed as everyone processed the full horror of what had happened. Vincent examined the silver nails and stakes laid out across the stone table next to Dracula’s burned remains. 

“The nails and stake were made of silver?”

“Yes,” Rafael nodded. 

“The head was removed after the body was burnt?” More a cold assessment than a question, but Rafael still nodded his head.

“Looks like our vampire killer did his homework.”	

“I'm amazed that after being exposed to the sun all day, anything at all would remain,” Sebastian commented.

“The master was one of a kind.” Rafael’s voice was tempered with deep awe as he spoke. “The most powerful vampire to ever walk this Earth.” 

“What about the chateau’s caretaker?” Vincent inquired. “Any familiars protecting the master during the daytime?” 

Rafael pointed at three nearby coffins. 

“Dracula had three humans that ran the property: two females, one male, all in their later twenties, all of them Algerian immigrants. They were dead when I arrived at the chateau. Bullets to the head, very professional. No sign of any resistance.”

“Could it mean that they knew the killer?” Vincent wondered.

“Or they were just caught off guard,” Angelique said.

Vincent nodded, and he realized that a part of him missed all this. Analyzing a crime, breaking it into its component parts while trying to recreate what happened. For a brief moment, it felt like the last hundred years had never happened and he was still a Texas Ranger who tracked bad guys for a living.

“How did they get Dracula on the cross?” Coraline asked in a hushed, reverent tone. Almost as if she felt it was a faux pas to raise her voice with Dracula’s remains splayed out before her. 

“I’m not sure but my guess is, he must’ve been tricked into drinking tainted blood or the blood of a dead person,” Vincent explained. “It would put any one of us in a coma but a vampire of Dracula’s stature would only be out for a few hours.”

“Enough time for the killer to achieve his objective,” Faust said and regarded Rafael with a sudden trace of suspicion. “I'm curious, Rafael. What were you doing at the castle?”

Taken aback by the mistrustful tone in Faust’s voice, Rafael explained, “The master requested my presence.”

“Could you just be a little less specific?”

Growing defensive, Rafael said, ”I don't know what was going through Dracula's mind. And I don't appreciate the insinuation here.” A charged moment as they stared each other down, neither willing to give up ground first. 

So the infighting and power play for the clan begins, Vincent thought. Suddenly, another idea occurred to him.

“The killer could’ve finished the master off within these castle walls. But he wanted to draw out his suffering and send a message.” 

“A message for whom?”

“All of us,” Vincent said. “This was personal.”

The vampires pondered the possibility. Rafael finally broke the tense silence.

“I know we’ve all travelled far to be here tonight and it’s getting late. The sun will be rising soon. I suggest we retire for the day, get some rest and continue this investigation tomorrow evening.” 

Vincent had to agree with Rafael. They’d needed time to digest what they’ve learned. Best that they rebuild their strength and tackle the problem in a few hours with a renewed sense of vitality. 

One after another, the vampires began to file out of the underground crypt. Vincent was the last to leave and now only Rafael and Angelique remained in the mausoleum, the torches painting their alabaster faces an inhuman red. There were important matters that needed to be discussed. 




***




Rafael’s wary gaze followed Vincent until he disappeared from view. He didn’t even try to disguise his suspicion or reign in his accusatory glare. 

“I thought you said he wasn't coming.”

“I guess he changed his mind,” Angelique said.

Rafael nodded, eyes slitted, his mind churning. “So what do you think? Did he do it?”

“You want my honest opinion? There's no way in hell. Vincent prefers the direct approach.” 

Rafael remained doubtful. 

“You sure you're not letting your personal feelings cloud your judgment here?”

Angelique responded in a firm, confident voice. “It wasn’t him.” 

Rafael nodded as if he was accepting Angelique’s assessment, but his narrowed gaze belied his true feelings. “I want you to keep an eye on him.”

With these final words, Rafael left the crypt. Angelique's attention shifted back to Dracula's remains. She had loved Vincent once, and maybe she still did, but if it should turn out that Vincent had something to do with the master’s murder, his bones would soon be joining Dracula’s remains. She’d make certain of it. 




















CHAPTER SIX




RAFAEL THREADED HIS way up a narrow stone staircase, its walls bare and beaded with moisture. The eldest member of the clan emerged from the crypt area, passed through a steel door and returned to one of the main hallways. A few candles flickered inside sconces but Rafael didn’t need an external light source to navigate the chateau, not with his vampire senses mapping the way. He traversed a carpeted, wood-paneled corridor that swept away in a gentle curving arc, passing a series of doorways that led to the chateau’s sleeping quarters. His destination lay at the very end of the hallway: a massive timber door adorned with strange symbols. 

The master’s chambers. The place where Rafael planned to spend the night. 

With Dracula gone, he would be the new leader of the clan and in his mind he deserved his maker’s quarters. The choice would communicate who was in charge in case anyone decided to challenge his position. The clan wasn’t a democracy, never had been and never would be, not if Rafael had any say in the matter. Picking a new clan leader would not be determined by votes but by seniority. And Rafael was nearly as old as the master himself. He’d been a knight who chose to plunder the wrong tomb. Why had he been spared while his men were massacred? He wasn’t better than the charges under his command, but he was willing to die for his cause. And such blind devotion appealed to the master. 

It was something he could corrupt and distort. And he had. 

Rafael, the noble, misguided, knight who’d swung his sword at the attacking vampire, all too willing to lay down his life for his men, was no more. Dracula had tainted him. He’d become just another addition to the master’s collection of lost souls.

Rafael inserted a steel key into the lock and its rasp echoed down the dark passageway. Gears clicked and the door opened. Dracula’s private quarters awaited. 

Rafael disappeared inside the chamber and the door fell shut behind him. He flicked on a switch and the recessed lights in the ceiling sprung to life. The bedroom was stunning and put the other sleeping quarters to shame. An ornately designed oaken coffin dominated the chamber while priceless treasures decorated the walls. Foremost among them was a giant portrait of the master himself. 

Rafael had no idea who had been commissioned for the piece but the artist had captured Dracula’s enigmatic appeal. His face seemed alive in the painting, the hooded eyes seeming to follow Rafael with mysterious intent. Once again Rafael’s heart was wracked by grief and he experienced a flash of growing anger. 

How dare someone be so brazen as to go after the master? 

And even though they had succeeded, their victory would be short-lived, that he was certain of. Rafael would hunt down the guilty party and make them suffer the way they had made Dracula suffer. They would curse the day they had set foot within his chateau. 

I’ll do you proud, old master. 

Deep down, Rafael felt Vincent was the most likely candidate if the killer should turn out to be a member of the clan but Dracula counted his share of human enemies too and that would be the line of inquiry to focus on first. The final outcome of their investigation was for certain – blood would be spilled, and the guilty party would pay for their crime.	

Rafael turned away from the painting and directed his full attention to Dracula’s coffin, which sat atop a platform that had been raised a few steps off the floor. The grand, sumptuous casket had been handcrafted and dated back centuries. None of the other members of the clan slept in coffins anymore but the idea held a strong appeal for Rafael, especially on this night. Some might call it outdated but to his eyes, the coffin represented a rich tradition and part of his heritage. Rafael loved being a vampire and disliked the notion of having to adapt to a crass, superficial age. Dracula didn’t adhere to the post-modern rules of vampirism; he would have scoffed at the notion of a sensitive vampire. Were tigers and lions sensitive to their prey? Apex predators didn’t live on soy patties and tofu burgers. They dominated the top of the food chain for a specific reason - they were vicious killers. Those who forgot this simple truism would end up paying the ultimate price.	

Rafael stepped up to the open coffin. It was lined with plush red velvet, a resting place worthy of the king of vampires. Rafael slid into the coffin and sealed the lid with an audible snap. As the world was erased by complete darkness, his thoughts turned to his maker. 

I’ll make your killer pay dearly, old master. I promise you that. 

It was a promise that Rafael would not be able to keep.




***




Faust added more wood to the fireplace and the flames flickered and sizzled, painting his features a sinister red. There was a fireplace in nearly every room of the chateau, even the kitchen and patio, reminders that the estate had been built before centralized heating. 

Faust turned away from the fire and regarded the two hapless human prisoners. They looked like they had stumbled upon a horror movie set. The chamber was dominated by a collection of medieval torture devices. There was a rack, an iron maiden and an assortment of rusting chains that hung from the wall. Paul’s arms and legs were tied with leather straps to the rack and Maria was chained to a stone pillar. Their gags had been removed. Dracula had jokingly nicknamed the chamber his hobby room. No one could say that the master didn’t have a sense of humor, but maybe one had to be a vampire to appreciate it.	

A random visitor might think that the Count was just a rich freak with a penchant for the Middle Ages and the disposable cash to take his hobby a few steps too far. But the truth was far simpler. Once upon a time, torture devices very much like the ones in this chamber had been used in the Count’s service. Designed to both terrify and rend vulnerable flesh and bone, they’d been used to inflict terrible harm upon his many enemies. This room was Dracula’s way of expressing his nostalgia for a past long gone. 

Unlike the master, Faust didn’t long for times gone by. He’d been a card-carrying member of the Nazi party but he avoided looking back, knowing nothing good could come from it. He had kept some souvenirs from the old days (his dagger was one of them), but generally he avoided anything associated with the period. The Third Reich had fallen and Hitler had decided to snack on a bullet. The End. The stronger force had prevailed, might makes right, and the world had irrevocably changed. So had Faust, for that matter. After all, vampires didn’t hold any allegiance to any nation but stood outside of humanity as the top of the food chain. 

If Rafael felt honored to have received the dark gift, Faust almost saw it as his destiny. Spurred on by Hitler’s ideology, he’d grown up believing that he was fated for greatness, but that had changed as soon as he encountered Dracula. The Count showed him the true path to timeless glory. Dracula had eased his transition, allowed him to connect with his darkness and strength. And now that Dracula was out of the picture, a new golden age for their kind could commence. 

The Count had kept their numbers low, fearing that humanity would turn on them if they became aware of vampires’ existence. But hiding in the darkness wasn’t a solution. Vampires were superior to humans in every way and foreordained to rule over the inferior species. Hitler had talked about the master race. Well, here they were. Ready to reshape the world in the vampire’s image with humanity’s blood as their clay. A new day would dawn for their kind and the clan would soon be ruling humanity. First from the shadows and then, as their ranks swelled, in plain sight. Most men longed to be slaves, to serve those who were stronger, and Faust was all too willing to satisfy that need. Rafael might want to believe that he was in charge, but he would soon learn otherwise.

Faust stole another glance at Coraline, admiring her statuesque beauty. Blonde and blue-eyed, she’d have been desired and envied in Germany. Screw that, the woman was a hit wherever she went. Blondes never went out of style. Faust watched as Coraline playfully snapped a chain around her wrist while closing in on Paul. 

“Castle and dungeons, talk about a mid-millennium crisis.” Coraline grinned at Paul, amused by her own joke. The young man’s eyes were alive with terror. He’d seen what these monsters were capable of. On the surface they appeared human, but nothing could be further from the truth.

As Coraline moved in closer, Maria and Paul’s eyes met for a brief instant. They tried to draw strength from each other but saw their own terror reflected back at them. After the horrors they’d experienced in the last few hours, hope was fading fast and their will to find a way out of this nightmare was being eroded. 

Coraline twirled her long strands of hair, synchronizing the movement with the spinning chain, long nails brushing against cold steel. Her eyes lit up, struck by another idea. She fished out her cellphone and started snapping a few pictures of the two hapless victims. 

“For the wedding album.”

Coraline paused, sensing movement behind her – Faust had decided to join her. He regarded Maria with eager eyes.

Paul gnashed his teeth and his frustration exploded to the surface. 

“Goddammit, take me, but let her go.”	

His pleas fell on deaf ears. There was no mercy to be had from the vampires. 

Faust and Coraline descended on the hapless couple. 	

Paul and Maria’s screams echoed throughout the castle, their desperate cries for help going unanswered. 




***




That night, Vincent dreamed of the woman who changed his life twenty years before. Her name was Sasha and she hadn’t been on his mind for a few months now. But this morning, as soon as the first rays of sunlight stole across the keep and Vincent closed his eyes, descending into sleep, she was with him again.

Vincent found himself on a foggy, deserted stretch of beach. This wasn’t Venice, nor was it a tropical paradise. The sand was a dark brown-grey, the sky a death shroud that cast a sickly pallor across the foaming, surging sea. Black rocks rose from the ocean like the jagged, rotting teeth of some submerged giant. 

Lighting up the darkness in the near distance, a luminescent figure made its way down the endless strand like a lone ray of sunshine. A blue dress accentuated her stunning figure and danced in the furious gusts of wind. Her dirty blonde locks of hair spun around her face, imbuing her with a raw, untamed elemental quality. She strode toward the boiling ocean with a sense of tragic purpose, a siren returning to the sea. 

Sasha’s ageless gaze turned heavenward. Toward the horizon where the morning sun began to rise. The sunlight burned through the fog, which parted like dense clouds, turning the gloom into brilliant day. The rays sparkled across the ocean and advanced toward the land. In Vincent’s dream, it felt like Sasha slowed down for a second, stopping her steady advance so that she could tilt her head toward Vincent and exchange one final look with the lover whom she was about to leave behind for all time. 

Vincent could feel his lips parting in a soundless scream. He started to run toward her. Maybe if he reached her in time, he could shield her with his body and take the first fiery hits of the sun. But his feet had become clay, the sand sweeping him back so that each step turned into an exercise in futility. 

All that Vincent could do was watch. Watch as the sun washed over the woman he loved.	Watch as the fire consumed her, reducing her to a pile of ash.

Vincent screamed and the nightmare shattered around him, the beach replaced by the unfamiliar surroundings of the guest room in the master’s estate. 

For an eternal moment, Vincent remained frozen in place. His body was shaking, his skin coated with crimson perspiration. Slowly, he centered himself, regaining control and shaking off the nightmare like so much dead skin. The dream brought back the other memories. Memories of that fateful day when he’d woken to find the side of the bed empty, Sasha long gone, the note tucked under her pillow the lone indicator that she had ever been there in the first place. 

Vincent remembered being taken aback but not disturbed. It was not common for Sasha to wake before he did, but it did happen on occasion. Having mistaken the note at first for a romantic gesture, a smile had lit up Vincent’s features. As he read Sasha’s final parting words, his expression changed. At first incredulous, his initial disbelief became an icy terror that clenched his gut and seemed to claw its way into every part of his being. The handwritten note was composed in a beautiful, delicate script and read as follows: 

	

My dear beloved Vincent. I leave you with a heavy heart, but I find that there is no other way. For every night I go on living, some unfortunate soul must perish. Why should my own life be worth the blood of another? I hope that in time you'll understand why I did what I did and that you can forgive me. I wish you all the best.

Yours forever,

Sasha




Vincent dropped the note, allowing it to drift to the hardwood floor of their Venice beach loft. A heart-wrenching instant later, he was out the door, not sure where he would start his search but knowing that he couldn’t spend one more moment inside their home, which was filled with the many reminders of everything they’d shared over the years. 

Vincent recoiled under the power of this memory. He slipped out of bed and almost as if in a trance, removed the necklace. A wistful, forlorn expression crept into his features as he opened the locket and beheld Sasha’s likeness. 

The dream had brought it all back. Correction: it wasn’t the dream but finding himself in this place, surrounded by Dracula’s disturbing legacy, that gave renewed urgency to memories once thought to have been successfully banished to the farthest reaches of his mind. Dracula’s chalet was designed to keep the past alive, and it was living up to its reputation. 

Vincent checked the time. It was half-past nine and he had barely gotten two hours of shut-eye. He felt wide-awake, energized, and knew it would be impossible to fall asleep again. He decided to get up and explore the castle while the others rested. There was nothing else to do but fill the long hours before nightfall. 

It would be a long day, Vincent thought. 

He had no idea how prophetic those words would turn out to be. 




***




As Vincent rose and left his room, somewhere else in the castle a door creaked open and a phantom intruder slid into Dracula’s private chambers. For a moment the shadow paused, taking in the surroundings, before proceeding to the sealed coffin. 

Inside the casket, Rafael rested, eyes closed, body relaxed. His mind had already long drifted into a peaceful slumber when the coffin’s lid was torn open. A beam of ultraviolet light washed over him, blinding the startled vampire. Before Rafael could fully process what was happening, there was a flash of metal. The stake tore through his chest and punctured his heart in less than a second, the organ already flooding with oxygen as the assailant brought down the mallet with deadly force. 

Rafael cried out, his voice a mixture of pain and shock, and found himself pinned to the bottom of the coffin like an insect inside a display case. He looked up, his eyes finding the assailant... A shadowy figure loomed above the eldest member of the clan, features cloaked in dense shadow, looking like death itself. Rafael’s eyes widened further as he caught sight of the steel blade. He knew all too well what was coming next. The new and soon-to-be former leader of the vampire clan exhaled a final bestial scream before the blade separated his head from his body. 




















CHAPTER SEVEN




THE SUN EDGED over the horizon and the first rays of light crept across the rolling hills, caressing Dracula's chateau and chasing away the last vestiges of darkness. A new day had arrived.

Vincent stood inside a glass structure that sat atop the roof of the chateau. Tinted glass shielded him from the sunlight while offering a spectacular view of the surrounding mountains and vineyards. Vincent took in the sunrise, delighted and awed by the spectacle. This was his first actual dawn since Dracula turned him over a century before. But his elation was tempered by more troubling thoughts. He was still haunted by his nightmare and the memories it had dredged up from his past. 

Sasha. 

The woman who changed everything. 

Vincent opened the locket he had almost lost the other night and studied the faded photograph inside. The picture didn’t quite match the woman in his memories. As time passed, it became harder to tell who was the real Sasha – the one who haunted his dreams or the one he carried close to his heart. But Vincent would be hard pressed to put his feeling about her into words. All he knew was that she’d been the shining beacon that guided him from the darkness. 

Sasha had come to Dracula’s attention in the seventies. She was a Boston girl trying her luck in California. Her appetite for music and art brought her to San Francisco, where everything would change for her but not quite in the way she anticipated. She must’ve been a temptation that Dracula couldn’t resist, so innocent and beautiful, her life ahead of her, flush with possibility and promise. With a simple, brutal act, he changed the course of her existence. It wasn’t enough for Dracula to feed on Sasha’s blood; he had to also steal her light and extinguish her fire, dragging her into his own sordid darkness. 

But Sasha refused to follow the script that the master envisioned for her. Instead of becoming a broken, shattered creature that would follow Dracula’s every whim and remain at his beck and call, Sasha stood her ground and maintained her integrity. Dracula might’ve taken her flesh and blood, twisted it into something dark and monstrous, but he would never be able to possess that which he wanted most – her soul. 

Sasha died that night in 1971, but she refused to fall under Dracula’s dark spell. She might be a vampire who thrived on the blood of the living, but she would not take a life and blemish her conscience with the sins of Dracula’s kind. She’d feed off other living creatures, becoming weak in body but remaining strong in spirit. She somehow managed to do what none of them had been able to –retain her humanity in the face of the encroaching darkness. It was this defining characteristic that caught Vincent’s attention. It was the reason he fell so hard for her.

Incoming footsteps broke Vincent’s reverie. He spun around and his eyes settled on Angelique. Despite everything that had happened between them, Vincent couldn’t deny that she was a beautiful woman. At least on the surface. But Vincent had gotten a chance to see what hid behind that veneer of beauty – a creature both cruel and venal.

“I thought I might find you here,” Angelique said with a knowing smile. “Amazing, isn't it? Dracula wanted to live like a vampire. But he wasn't quite ready to forego all the privileges of being human. Enjoying a sunrise was one of them.”

“Where's your boyfriend?” Vincent asked.

Angelique’s smile vanished. “Zane’s not my boyfriend.”

“What is he then?”

“A diversion.” Angelique’s gaze remained fixed on Vincent. “How do you pass your time nowadays, Vincent?” Angelique asked. “Don’t tell me you’re resigned to living in the past? Memories can be comforting, a link to better times. But they can also become a prison from which we refuse to escape.”

Vincent’s features darkened. She was goading him, hoping to elicit a response. He wouldn’t indulge her.

“Why are you still awake?” he asked.

Angelique’s voice softened. “I can't get the image of the master's remains out of my mind.” 

Angelique didn’t come right out and say it but for the first time in centuries, she had been reminded that she might be ageless, but she was not immortal. Angelique leaned closer. “I can see in the dark. I can hear anything approaching within a hundred feet. Most weapons can't harm me. And I think, for the first time in three centuries, I'm scared.”

Vincent wondered for a second whether Angelique’s sudden vulnerability was another manipulative ploy or came from a place of real emotion. Almost as if she had read Vincent’s thoughts and meant to prove him wrong, she said, ”I'm worried about you, Vincent. It hurts me to see you like this. To see what you've turned into.”

“And what is that?”

“A shadow,” Angelique said matter-of-factly.

“I was a killer of men. Sasha showed me another way.”

“If she was such an enlightened spirit, why did she walk into that sunrise?”

Vincent was unable to provide an answer. It was a question that had tormented him since the moment he read her farewell note. Sasha had accepted what she had become without losing sight of where she came from. She’d been an inspiration for Vincent and had set an indelible example that he could follow. They were good together and good for each other. The future for them had once looked bright. 

The same light that the master had hoped to take from her by force and extinguish for all time, she gave freely to Vincent. What she’d seen in him remained a mystery. But she had chosen him, and he’d been lucky to be on the receiving end of her love.

Vincent could tell Angelique was still waiting for him to respond to her question. So he did. 

“I don't know.” 

“Then I’ll tell you why she did it. She was weak and she was a liar. She tells you to suppress what comes naturally to our kind. But the moment she can't live up to her own ideals, she chooses the quick way out. Dying is easy, living with what you've become... Now that’s hard.” 

“Not for you. You've always enjoyed killing.”

“So did you. And not just once you became a vampire. How many outlaws did you string up during your illustrious law enforcement career?”

Vincent remained silent. 

“I remember a time when we weren't so different.” 

“That time has come and gone. Maybe I’m not the only one still living in the past.”

Angelique looked like she’d been slapped. Vincent pivoted and made his way toward the exit. But Angelique came after him. He wouldn’t be able to shake her off that easily. 

“Don't just walk away from me, Vincent. If you can't accept your nature, it will destroy you. Just like it did with Sasha.”

“Why do you care?”

“Maybe I never stopped caring, Vincent.”

That was the problem. Angelique just couldn’t let go. It wasn’t so much that she still loved him, even though odds were good she had convinced herself of that. The truth was that Angelique couldn’t stand the fact that Vincent had been the one to end their relationship. Angelique broke hearts. She didn’t have her heart broken. 

“You still matter to me, Vincent,” Angelique said.

Before Vincent could retort, Rafael’s death scream sliced through the chateau.























CHAPTER EIGHT




VINCENT AND ANGELIQUE burst into the hallway that held the chateau’s sleeping quarters. They had only taken a few steps when Zane emerged from one of the bedrooms. He faced them across the short width of the hallway, his face growing livid with jealousy. “Why the hell am I waking up next to an empty bed?” Zane interrogated Angelique as he shot a withering glare at Vincent.

“I couldn't sleep,” Angelique explained.

“Thoughts of your former boyfriend keeping you up?”

“Just give it a rest, will you?”

Zane glowered at Vincent and the former Texas Ranger almost felt sorry for the guy. The biker was smitten and he was going to be in for a world of hurt once Angelique discarded him. Her icy beauty could weave a spell that wasn’t easy to break, as Vincent knew all too well from personal experience.

The sound of approaching footsteps echoed through the chateau’s hallway - Julian and Sebastian had decided to join the party. 

“What's going on?” Julian asked in a quavering voice.

“We know as much as you do,” Angelique said. “We all heard a scream. It came from the end of the corridor.”

“Dracula’s chambers,” Vincent said.

Sebastian’s eyes filled with an ominous realization. 

“The room Rafael was staying in.”

They all traded glances. 

Rafael was absent!

Vincent detected something he’d never witnessed before among the clan members. 

Fear. 

Confusion, the understated yet tangible sense of mounting panic, the searching glances and inability to act. They had ceased to behave like apex predators and were acting like prey. And this realization filled Vincent with a sense of dread.

“Let’s go take a look,” Vincent said and pressed on toward the master’s chamber. The others gradually fell in step behind him. Seconds later, the group arrived at the ornately carved wooden door that led into Dracula’s inner sanctum. It figured that Rafael would choose these quarters as his daytime resting place, declaring to the others that he was indeed the new head of the clan. Anyone who thought differently would be forced to challenge him. 

Angelique slid past Vincent, their bodies touching for a brief moment, a fact that didn’t go unnoticed by Zane. Vincent pursed his lips. Angelique must’ve done it on purpose, sending a not-so-subtle signal to Zane, hoping to escalate the growing tension between the two of them. Angelique hadn’t changed one bit – she loved to play games and pit one male suitor against another. Vincent lost interest a long time ago, but Zane hadn’t gotten the memo.

Angelique banged on the door and the sound bounced through the hallway. “Rafael!? RAFAEL? Open up!”

“I don't think he's answering!” 

With these words, Zane pushed past Vincent. His leather boot snapped out and kicked the door open. It was nearly torn off its hinges as it slammed against the bedroom wall. Before anyone could stop him, Zane barged into the chamber, a pitbull unleashed, and the others trailed behind. Zane found the light switch, electric torches drenching the chamber in a soft glow. His manic eyes combed the room – there was no sign of Rafael. The sole detail that jumped out at Zane was the ornate coffin that dominated the room. He rolled his eyes and shook his head. 

“Who the hell sleeps in a coffin nowadays?”

“The master believed in tradition,” Sebastian explained.

The statement earned him a long look from Zane. 

“Tradition? Hello, it's the Twenty-first fucking Century, get with the program.”

Sebastian leveled a disapproving glare at the leather- clad vampire biker. 

“Watch your tone and show some respect! The master belonged to a different time and age.”

“No fucking kidding.”

Vincent’s eyes roamed the chamber. The scream had emanated from this room, but there was no sign of Rafael. Scratch that – no visible sign. But there was one place they hadn’t looked yet. Vincent approached the closed coffin. Angelique, realizing his intention, joined him. The others watched in silence from afar. 

Angelique angled her head toward the coffin. 

“Rafael?”

Still no answer. 

Vincent flipped the coffin open and their worst fears were confirmed. Rafael was indeed inside the coffin. At least what remained of the self-appointed clan leader. 

He’d been decapitated and a silver stake protruded from his chest cavity. There was no sign of the head so there was still a remote possibility that this could be someone else besides Rafael, but Vincent doubted that. 

“Dear God!” Julian exclaimed.

Zane added his own personalized interpretation of events. 

“Fuck me!” 

A new silence filled the chamber, different than the one that preceded it. Earlier there had been confusion and morbid curiosity, but it had now been replaced with a grim certainty…

The hunters had become the hunted.

“What's happening here?” Sebastian asked in a tremulous voice. 

Angelique ventured a guess. 

“It’s almost as if someone was hunting us, as if we were-”

“Humans,” Faust finished.

The group whirled toward Faust, who had materialized behind them. 

Zane’s temper detonated. 

“Fuck that shit! No one hunts vampires.”

“Tell that to Dracula and Rafael,” Angelique countered.

Zane sneered. 

“Anyone can get lucky.” 

“He got lucky twice so far,” Vincent pointed out. 

Faust strode up to the coffin and took in Rafael's remains. The atmospheric flickering of the electric torches danced across the surface of the silver stake. It caught the German vampire’s reflection, a distorted funhouse image. 

“My guess is this party is just getting started.” 

“What the hell is that supposed to mean?” Zane asked.

“Isn't it obvious? The master’s murder, this little family reunion, all part of a clever ploy to gather us all in one place.” Faust paused and grew pensive before he added, “Vincent was right. This is just beginning.”

The words clawed their way into their hearts and minds, finding fertile ground in their budding panic. This wasn’t quite like anything Dracula’s clan had ever faced before. 

 “We must leave this place immediately,” Sebastian said.

“How do you intend to do that with the sun out?” Angelique asked. “We're trapped in here until nightfall-”

She was cut off by another scream and Vincent could’ve sworn that Sebastian flinched; this disturbed him most of all. Vampires didn’t flinch, they weren’t caught off guard and they sure as hell didn’t experience fear - they instilled it in others. Whoever was behind these two murders had planned this out down to the last detail. The killer had the skill, the knowledge and the courage to hunt and destroy monsters. More importantly, they knew all too well the power of psychological warfare. These were guerilla tactics with a twist, a war of attrition, both physical and mental. 

The scream repeated itself. Distinctly female, too loud to be human. Vincent recognized the voice. It belonged to the one person who was missing from their group.

Coraline! 




***




The flames were dying in the fireplace. Like the glass on the rooftop observation deck, the various windows were tinted and thus diffused the deadly effects of the sun. But to the group of vampires who filed into the dining room, this offered little reassurance. They remained ill at ease, stealing nervous glances at the surrounding windows, not used to being awake during the day with only panes of polarized glass and wooden shutters separating them from direct exposure to the sun. Zane shot nervous glances at the large, blacked-out windows. 

“What's with all the fucking windows in this place?”

“Maybe the master liked to drain his victims in the moonlight,” Vincent said.

Zane snorted, not amused by the flippant comment. 

One thing was for certain: the vampires were out of their element. Their state of mind didn’t improve the moment they laid eyes on Coraline. The statuesque vampiress was a frozen sculpture, eyes glued on an object that rested on the large dining table where they had all gathered the night before.

At least she is still alive, Vincent thought. 

It was a small reassurance in light of the grisly object that commanded Coraline’s undivided attention. Revealed in the dying flames of the fireplace was Rafael’s skull, a wizened death mask. The grisly object had been placed near the head of the mahogany table, right in front of the chair Rafael had occupied mere hours earlier. Numbers were etched in the table’s surface: 1596. And splayed right next to the date was a dead bat. 

“1596?” Angelique asked.

“The year Dracula turned Rafael into a vampire,” Faust explained to those who hadn’t figured it out already. 

“What the hell are we dealing with here?” Zane asked. 

“Someone who enjoys playing games,” Angelique replied.

It takes one to know one, Vincent thought.

Faust inspected the dead bat.

“Our killer seems to have a sense of humor.”

Coraline was still shaking, affected by the morbid discovery. 

“What’s going on?” 

“We have all left a trail of death over the years,” Julian said, as if judging the group himself. “Our evil was bound to catch up with us.” 

Faust’s eyebrows arched. 

“Save the sermon for someone who actually wants to go to heaven.”

Vincent trailed the etched date with his fingers. 

“The killer not only knows our weaknesses but also our secrets.”

“And we all know what that means, don’t we?” Faust said. “The killer could be one of us.”

Sebastian shot Faust a questioning look.

“Think about it. How could someone catch Dracula off guard? Maybe the killer was someone he knew and trusted,” Faust elaborated. “Dracula was our father, and we were his children. Like any family, we had our differences. But it doesn't mean one of us would resort to murder,” Sebastian said.

“Nor does it rule out the possibility, does it now?” 

Faust was playing devil’s advocate and Vincent could’ve sworn he was enjoying it. His words hit the group hard. The notion had been nibbling away in the back of their minds, but now it had become a tangible possibility. Vincent could feel the clan members probing each other with growing suspicion, seeing each member of the group in a new light. Could it be possible? Could another vampire be responsible for what was happening here? 

It had been easier to perceive the killer as human. Crafty prey that aspired to climb the food chain but were doomed to lose their footing and come crashing down to their rightful place in the order of things. But if the dark engineer behind these murders turned out to be a fellow member of the clan, the others were in for the fight of their lives.

“Hate to interrupt this, but look!” 

Sebastian pointed at a DVD on the chair from which Rafael led the meeting the night before. Its sleeve contained a message written with a black Sharpie: ENJOY.

Angelique cocked her head at Sebastian. 

“Let's play along.”

Sebastian snatched the DVD, strode up to the 80-inch HD plasma that faced the dining table, and inserted the disc into the DVD player. The screen flickered to life and a close-up of an all-too-familiar face appeared: Dracula. But this figure shared only a faint resemblance to the darkly majestic, domineering likeness captured by the portrait inside the Count’s sleeping quarters. The master’s face was worn and haggard, his long mane of hair clung to his scalp in greasy strands, and his eyes were bereft of all magnetism. It was the face of defeat. The face of death. 

Vincent could tell that the clan was deeply affected by the image onscreen. None of them had ever seen Dracula in such an abysmal, sorry state. It was an sight none of them would soon forget. 

An electronically distorted voice grew audible and shredded the chamber: “Children of the night, who among you is worthy of continuing the bloodline? Can you solve your master's savage murder or will you perish one by one, begging for mercy?”

Dracula's eyes widened, fear making way for unbridled terror. As if wanting to provide an explanation for the sudden change, the camera whipped back and panned sideways, revealing the rising sun. The camera swung back to Dracula. The master’s mouth distorted into an animalistic scream as a furious explosion of light washed across the screen and the world went supernova. Flames engulfed Dracula and combusted the wooden cross. 

The camera zoomed in on the master’s burning face, eyes melting in their sockets, skin flaking off until only blackened bone remained. There was no sound but strangely enough, this only heightened the horror, allowing the vampires in the dining hall to add their own personal soundtrack of pain. 

Abruptly, the screen went black. “By nightfall, you'll all be dead. Fear the light!” The chilling message was followed by a new image. A weather report taken from the Internet. Temperature highs and lows for the day. At the bottom of the screen, it read: SUNRISE: 6:57 am. SUNSET: 6:22 pm. The screen went dark once again. 

There was a moment of hushed stillness. No one seemed unaffected by what they just witnessed. Nevertheless, Vincent reminded himself that one of them could be behind all this. The shock on at least one of these seven faces could be nothing but a carefully constructed facade. Deception and camouflage were all part of a predator’s repertoire. 

Sebastian’s voice seemed a bit shaky as he spoke. “He's trying to scare us. Make us panic.”

“He's succeeding,” Coraline said. 

Vincent appraised the former starlet. Coraline didn’t care what the others thought of her and wasn’t going to hide her fear. But perhaps it was all a clever act. Maybe she was still going after that Oscar that had eluded her in life. The thought was deeply disturbing because if Coraline could be hiding her true intentions, then they all could. And that meant that each and every one of them was a potential suspect.

“How much time do we have before sunset?” Angelique asked.

“Eleven hours,” Vincent answered.

Faust’s features remained masklike as he spoke. 

“Eleven hours during which our powers are diminished, our senses dulled, the odds in the enemy's favor. It should make for quite an interesting day.”

“What are we going to do?” Angelique asked.

For some strange reason, Faust’s response offered them hope, as it held the seeds of a possible explanation for what was happening here. 

“I'd say it's time we checked on our two guests.” 




***




Daylight burned bright outside the sprawling estate. The tranquil beauty of the surrounding landscape offered no indication of the dark drama that was unfolding within the walls of the chateau.

Inside the estate’s dining hall, Vincent waited with the others for Faust to return, wondering what the old Nazi was up to. He didn’t have to wait too long for the German to appear, two human prisoners in tow. Their hands were still tied, mouths taped, eyes squirming with terror. Last night’s feeding had taken its inevitable toll. The humans looked pale and worn, barely able to stay on their feet. Paul in particular looked like he’d been through the wringer. Vincent pitied them but there was nothing he could do for the hapless couple. Especially now. 

“Who forgot to give these two an iron pill before bed?” Zane asked, grinning at his own lame joke.

“I guess we were a bit rough on them last night,” Coraline said.

The two human prisoners were unceremoniously dumped into two nearby chairs.

“So now what?” Coraline asked.

“We need to secure the castle,” Angelique said.

“Screw that! Let's just find this fucker and make him regret the day he crawled out of the sewer that was his mama’s twat.” Zane’s voice shook with raw anger. 

Faust regarded them coolly. 

“You're still assuming we're dealing with an outsider here. But the killer could be right here in this room with us.” 

Once again, the group contemplated the possibility. Faust continued, “Crime is driven by motive. The question we need to ask ourselves is why would one of us turn against his own clan?” 

For once Vincent was in agreement with Faust. Whoever was doing this had a reason. Figure out the motive and you’d find your killer.

Julian spoke and it was clear that he already had a top suspect in mind. “As far as I remember it was you, Faust, who always wanted to be the leader of the clan.” 

"Let him who is without sin cast the first stone."

Julian reacted as if struck. Faust had always known how to push the former priest’s buttons.

“I admit it, I had my disagreements with the master,” said Faust. “Dracula was old and wary of his own power. He was desperate to keep our existence a secret, making us live in the shadows when we should’ve been ruling the humans-”

“Sounds like a good reason to push for a change in leadership,” Julian noted.

Faust’s fury was palpable. 

“The master was set in his ways, but I loved him like a father. I doubt you felt the same way.” 

Faust advanced, inches separating him from the former priest. 

“Dracula took a devout priest and gave him an express ticket to hell. Maybe this is your misguided attempt at salvation?” 

Julian held Faust’s gaze, glowering, but remained silent. 

“What about Oliver Twist here?” Zane asked.

Sebastian’s eyes found the cocky biker. Zane continued, “I see how vampire boy looks at us, jealous that he's stuck in the kiddie pool. How does it feel knowing you're never going to grow up?”

“You tell me, asshole,” Sebastian retorted.

A thin smile flickered across Vincent’s face. 

Touche, old friend. 

Vincent’s amusement was wiped off his face the moment he sensed Faust’s intent stare. “Is there a problem?” Vincent asked.

“You're the only one in this room who doesn't embrace what you are.”

“And that worries you?”

“Whoever did this hates our kind.”

“Trust me, if I was behind this, you'd already be dead. I don't play games.”

“Neither do I,” Faust said.

Angelique shot them both an exasperated look.

“This is getting us nowhere. We can't turn against each other. That's what this guy wants.” 

“You're right,” Faust conceded. “And that's why I'm getting out of here. Right now.”

Julian raised an eyebrow, curious despite himself. “And how do you plan on doing that? We're trapped in this place until sunset.”

Faust's determined expression shifted toward Maria and Paul. 

“That's where you're wrong, padre.” 

Faust scooped up a wine glass and filled it with water. Vincent regarded Faust, curious despite himself. 

“What’s your plan?” 

Faust stepped up to Maria and removed the gag from her mouth. Vincent tensed, not sure he’d like what was going to happen next. Faust gently pressed the glass against Maria’s dry lips. She hesitated for a moment, suspicious, expecting some sadistic ruse or new form of cruelty. 

“Drink!” Faust commanded. His voice still held the authority of his previous life. 

Maria threw her caution to the wind and started greedily downing the clear liquid. Animal instinct had taken over and despite everything, it was clear that her will to live was strong. Once she had drained the glass - not a single drop remained – Faust proceeded. “Do I have your complete attention?” 

Maria slowly nodded.

“I bet you don't want to see your sweetheart get hurt, do you now?” 

Maria shook her head. 

“What do you want from me?” 

“I'm offering you a way out of this nightmare,” Faust explained. “A chance for you and your man to walk away from all of this. Sound good?”

Maria didn’t answer right away, too scared to say anything. Now that her thirst was quenched, the terror had returned. 

“I don’t understand…” 

Her voice broke off. 

Faust adopted a gentle tone that belied his cruel nature. 

“There's something I want you to do for me.” 























CHAPTER NINE




IT WAS A quarter past ten when Faust set off for the main entrance, Maria and Paul trailing on his side. Paul stumbled as if wading through concrete, weakened by the loss of blood. His breathing lurched raggedly. Zane was right behind them as Vincent and the rest of the group brought up the rear. Faust paused in front of the main door, which led back out into the courtyard. The others followed his example, deciding it would be wise to keep a safe distance from the entrance. Faust unlatched the bolt and turned the wrought-iron doorhandle before giving the door a gentle push. It swung open, revealing brilliant daylight beyond. 

The front awning blocked much of the light from streaming into the chateau but it was still blinding to the creatures of the night. Even from this distance and angle, Vincent could only look through the door for a split second before he had to shield his eyes. Black dots were already dancing in his field of vision. Taking a stroll across the sunlit courtyard held as much appeal for a vampire as swimming through piranha-infested waters did for a human. The results would be equally dramatic.

Faust tilted his head at the black BMW parked in the circular courtyard and addressed Maria. “You see the parked cars near the fountain? The black BMW?”

Maria nodded like an automaton, held fast in an icy grip of terror. Faust produced a set of car keys from his pocket and handed them to Maria. 

“I want you to get my car and pull all the way up to the main entrance.”

Maria nodded, eyes questioning. Still trying to make sense of this sudden turn of events.	

“It’s simple. Cooperate and both you and your fiancé live. Break my trust, and I’ll find you no matter what rock you crawl under.” The tone in Faust’s voice left no doubt he’d make good on his sinister promise. But Maria remained a frozen statue, retreating into herself. 

Zane shook his head. “What's her fucking problem?”

It was Vincent who offered an explanation: “She knows we're going to kill her no matter what she does.”

Faust’s eyes lit up with growing exasperation. “I promise if you don't do what I say, I'll rip your husband's throat out right now.” 

Faust’s threat hung in the air, his façade of civility gone. The old Nazi wasn’t messing around. Vincent would have to intervene before Faust lost his cool and carried out his threat. He approached Maria, doing his best to come across as unthreatening as possible – not the easiest feat, considering the circumstances. 

“What's your name?”

The woman’s dull look of fear lifted slightly but her words came out as a glassy whisper. “Maria...”

Vincent leaned closer. “Maria, I can’t imagine how you must feel. I know you're afraid, but if you help us, you and your husband will make it out of this place alive. You have my word.”

Zane snickered, entertained to see a vampire humiliate himself in such a manner. Zane didn’t negotiate with the meat. After all, people didn’t make empty promises to the hog they were about to slaughter. 

Maria searched Vincent's face. The earnest tone in his voice inspired confidence. He could feel Maria staring at the key in her hand for a second, then at the car parked a few hundred feet away from the main entrance. Sunlight glittered across the vehicle’s newly waxed body. Her gaze returned to her husband. He sat on the floor, head slumped against the wall, unconscious, the loss of blood having gotten the better of him. His abysmal state decided it for Maria. 

“I’ll do it,” she said.

What impressed Vincent the most was how swiftly Maria acted once her mind was made up. As soon as Maria declared her intention, she walked through the arched doorway and stepped into the waiting light. Almost as if she feared that any additional hesitation could change her mind all together.

Angelique flashed Vincent a smile. “Nice job. But then again, you’ve always had a way with the ladies.”

“How much do you want to bet she's just going to take off?” Zane said.

“She'll do everything in her power to save her husband,” Angelique said, her full attention fixed on Vincent as she added, “Never underestimate the power of a woman’s love.”




***

	

Outside the chateau, Maria advanced toward the row of parked cars as the searing summer sun beat down on the driveway. Maria kept blinking as she shielded her eyes from the glare, the harsh light promising hope and freedom and forming a sharp contrast to the dimly lit chateau. The sweet illusion had lost its power to fool Maria at this point – she knew all too well that daylight offered an only momentary respite from the horror movie her life had become.

Maria crossed the cobbled driveway and kept stealing nervous glances back at the chateau. All too aware of the nightmare creatures who lurked within its walls. Even though she couldn’t see the vampires from this angle - they remained cloaked in the shadows beyond the open doorway - she could feel them watching her, their eyes following her every move. Seeing everything. Missing nothing. It was hopeless.

Maria still didn’t want to believe it. She was being held prisoner by monsters. She and her husband had stumbled into their dark web, and Maria doubted there was a way to untangle themselves and escape their fate. 

They’d been exploring France for a week and had decided to venture beyond Paris. Their love of French wine and the beauty of the region had lured them to the city of Bordeaux. The drive was amazing, like traveling back in time. They had passed farms that had been around for centuries; vineyards as far as the eye could see. And it would have been the perfect trip if it hadn’t been for their foolish decision to help a stranger in need. 

Paul spotted the broken-down BMW on the side of the road. Almost immediately, Maria felt a growing unease, as if she sensed what awaited them. She had tried to convince Paul to just keep driving. The sun had already set, their French was negligible (three weeks of Rosetta Stone took you only so far) and they would be of little help. But her protests had fallen on deaf ears. 

Paul killed the engine and hopped out of their rental car, a Peugeot 380 SW. Maria stayed in the vehicle, unable to shake the ominous sense of foreboding. Her intuition turned out to be prophetic. The driver seized control of the situation and speedily overpowered them both. By the time they regained consciousness, they found themselves inside the chateau. Prisoners now, the course of their lives irrevocably altered.

And once again the German vampire was asking for her help. But this time was different. This time it wasn’t an elaborate trap. This time he actually needed her assistance. 

Maria had no idea what had put the vampires in such an agitated state, and part of her didn’t want to know (after all, what could scare a vampire?). She could sense that they were facing an unprecedented challenge and she was thanking her lucky stars that events had taken a turn in their favor. 

Maria stepped up to the BMW and pointed the car keys at the vehicle. Escape seemed so near, yet so far away. Part of her just wanted to get behind the wheel of the BMW, floor the gas and leave this place of death behind. But then there was the image of Paul. Her dear, beloved Paul. 

She couldn’t abandon him and leave him at the mercy of these creatures. She expected Faust to break their agreement at a moment’s notice (save yourself!) but the wedding band weighed heavily on her heart. Even if she somehow should make it clear, the vampires would eventually track her down. And in the meantime, she would have to go on with the knowledge of having abandoned the love of her life. Maybe she’d live to see another day, but would she be able to live with herself? Deep down, Maria already knew the answer. In the end, there wasn’t much of a choice to be made. There was only one option for her. 

Maria pressed a button on the car opener and a click indicated the alarm had been disarmed. She got into the luxury vehicle and closed the door behind her. The tinted windows diffused the sunlight and made her feel like she was back in the castle. Her fingers closed around the steering wheel, clinging to it as if it was a life preserver. 

She started the car and the engine roared to life. Seconds stretched as the car idled, the motor humming with German efficiency. Freedom was so close, yet so far. What to do? 

In the end, it took Maria all of her will and love for Paul to put the car in drive and direct it toward the chateau’s main entrance. Her decision was made from the heart and she sensed that her fate was sealed in turn. 

	

***




Faust stood in the entrance hall’s open doorway, his face filled with a satisfied smile as the BMW made its way toward the main entrance. 

Good girl, Faust thought.

The BMW pulled up to the awning, which covered part of the driveway. The car came to a halt under its protective cover, shadows engulfing the vehicle. With quick steps Faust made his way to his BMW, dipping under the awning. Though the car was bathed in shadow, it was still daytime and his skin almost immediately began to sizzle. 

The pain was intense but still manageable for the former Nazi. His sizzling flesh dredged up memories of his days torturing prisoners of war with a searing hot poker. He had been a monster in life, so not too much had changed. Becoming a vampire had merely made him a more efficient version of his former self. In a bizarre way, it might have actually made him a better person. In the old days, he murdered for sport and for country. At least nowadays it was merely about personal survival.

Faust tore the door open, wisps of smoke curling from his barbecuing skin, and yanked Maria from the idling car. Faust slid behind the wheel and quickly shut the door. Like the windows inside the chateau, the blacked-out glass offered complete protection from the deadly effects of the sun.

Faust wasn’t a fan of scenic drives where, at a moment’s notice, he could be somehow exposed to sunlight. What if some drunk driver barreled in his car, shattered the polarized glass and turned the vehicle into his own, personal microwave oven? But at the moment, he didn’t have much choice. He needed to put some distance between himself and the chateau, get his thoughts in order and lick his wounds before figuring out who was behind all this. 

Faust caught movement in his rear-view mirror. 

None other than Zane. It looked like the biker had decided to hitch a ride. Well, it wasn’t going to happen. Faust had little love for the leather-clad brute and the thought of the two of them sharing a ride held zero appeal.

“Hey brother, wait up!” Zane said. 

Faust’s response was to lock the doors. The BMW's engine screamed as Faust stomped the gas. Before Zane could wipe the surprised look from his face, the BMW performed a sharp U-turn, tires kicking up a wave of gravel. An instant later, the sleek machine shot away from the castle.




***

	

Vincent watched Zane return to the entrance hall with a shell-shocked Maria in tow. The biker was dragging the poor woman along like a rag doll. “Nazi prick just fucking made his getaway.” 

Vincent was both surprised and impressed by Maria’s decision to return. She had decided to forgo her chance at freedom and return to the chateau. He wouldn’t have held it against her if she had abandoned Paul. She was faced with an extraordinary situation and normal reactions could not be expected. But Maria hadn’t opted for the easy way out. Her love for her husband was deep and it was true. Vincent just hoped that Paul reciprocated this woman’s affections in the same way and would fully appreciate the sacrifice she’d just made. Maria was given a choice between life and love, and she had chosen the latter. 

Sebastian swapped a nervous glance with Vincent. “Don’t tell me the Kraut’s going to ditch us?”

Vincent was pretty sure Faust was only looking out for number one. He had never pretended to be anything else but a selfish bastard who liked to play all the angles, as long as they worked in his favor. But as the BMW’s tires kicked up plumes of dust, spun around the fountain and whipped toward the wrought-iron gate that enclosed the lush estate, another thought occurred to Vincent. It had all been… too easy!

A terrible sense of foreboding took hold. “Something’s wrong.”

“What do you mean?” Angelique asked.

“The killer must know about our human prisoners.”

Understanding filled Angelique’ face. 

“So he’d have anticipated this move-” 

“Give me your phone!” 

Angelique sported a puzzled expression but she obliged. Vincent practically tore the cell from her hand and thumbed Faust’s number. 




***




Faust glanced at the rear-view mirror with an overwhelming sense of satisfaction. He had escaped the trap, and it filled him with a sudden incredible thirst for bloody vengeance. He’d park the car in a nearby grove and return upon nightfall. He’d find whoever had engineered this whole sordid affair and make them sorry. His thoughts were interrupted by the chirp of his cell phone. 

It was Angelique. 

Fuck that bitch! 

He’d always found her annoying as hell. 

A grin etched across Faust’s face as the wrought-iron gate jumped into view. Expressing his sense of triumph, he floored the gas pedal, pushing the engine past forty-five and…

KABLAM! 

The BMW erupted into a giant fireball! 

The mushrooming blast obliterated the polarized windshield and tore Faust apart. The sunlight engulfed the disintegrating vehicle and was forced to make do with the scraps that weren’t devoured by the explosion. By the time the twisted hunks of metal crumbled across the chateau’s driveway, and a fiery tire landed in the gurgling fountain with a giant splash, nothing remained of Faust but a fine mist of ash. 




***




Vincent watched the burning wreck in stone-faced silence for a second before averting his gaze from the pulsating power of the sun. 

Two down, six to go!

As soon as the thought hammered through Vincent’s mind, all the other cars in the driveway detonated, a geyser of fire and steel that turned the world into a whirlwind of burning destruction. 

Hell on Earth. 

The shockwaves rippled toward the chateau and rocked the structure to its foundation. A few vampires were sent flying. 

Vincent instinctively threw himself over Maria and shielded her body from the blast, an act that didn’t go unnoticed by Angelique. As Vincent finally looked up, his features basked in the fiery glow of destruction, a grim realization settled in: No one was going to leave this party any time soon! 























CHAPTER TEN




VINCENT AND THE others returned to the dining room to find another surprise waiting for them. A new date was carved into the dining table…

1944. 

The year that Faust was turned, Vincent realized. 

Once again, the date was accompanied by a dead bat and matched the original seating arrangement from the night before. Whoever was behind these murders had either been present at the meeting or watching them through some other means.

Sebastian was the first to speak: “The killer was here! While he was setting off his little firework show, the son of a bitch just waltzed in here and left his signature.”

“He thinks he's so fucking slick. But he's dead and just doesn't know it yet.” Zane’s wild eyes ticked back and forth, looking at everyone and no one in particular. “You’re dead, you hear me? YOU'RE FUCKING DEAD!” 

Zane was coming unglued and his meltdown wasn’t helping their situation.	

“What now?” Sebastian asked.

Zane’s eyes glittered as he spoke. “We do what we should've done from the start. We search this place and take care of our problem.”

Vincent shook his head. 

“We split up now, he’ll pick us off one by one.”

Zane slammed his gloved fist on the dining room table, rattling the two dead bats. 

“No offense, but I'm not going to sit still while this fucker plots his next move.” 

“We're playing right into his hands.” Vincent let his cold assessment of the situation sink in.

“You’ve lost your edge, darling,” Angelique said. Calling Vincent darling wasn’t improving Zane’s mood. Angelique continued, seemingly oblivious to the effect her words were having. “I remember a time when you’d already be feasting on this murderer. Now you ask us to cower like sheep waiting for the slaughter.” 

Angelique turned to the remaining members of the clan, riding the momentum of her words. “I say we hunt down whoever did this and make them regret the moment they set foot in this place.”

“Right on!” Angelique had hit on a plan Zane could rally behind. Vincent watched the biker enthusiastically step up to Angelique, taking his place at her side. Coraline, Sebastian and finally even Julian followed suit. Leaving Vincent the odd man out. No surprise there.

“Looks like you're going to hold down the fort all by your lonesome,” Angelique noted. 

Zane tilted his head toward the two ashen-faced human captives. “What about the meat?”

Angelique nodded matter-of-factly. “Kill them.”

A look of eager anticipation flashed across Zane’s rough-hewn features as he strode up to the terrified couple. Maria's teary eyes confronted Zane's bloodthirsty gaze. “Please... You said you’d let us go if I helped you...”

Maria’s pleas fell on deaf ears, Zane not even slowing down, fangs distended, a predator readying himself for the kill. 

“Sorry honey, but I don't recall making any such promises-”

“But I do.” 

Vincent stepped in front of Maria and Paul, shielding the humans and blocking Zane’s advance. 

“What the fuck do you think you’re doing?” Zane asked.

“Keeping a promise.” 

“You can't be fucking serious!” 

“Do I look like I’m fucking around?”

The other vampires watched with interest. The confrontation offered a momentary diversion from their predicament. Only Angelique seemed bored by the whole affair, already knowing how it would all play out.

Vincent continued. “I told Maria she'd walk away from all this if she helped us. I gave her my word. I intend to keep it.” 

“Someone sure is growing attached to the food,” Coraline said. Vincent ignored her, his eyes never leaving Zane, waiting for the massive biker to make his move. For a moment it seemed like Zane was unsure about what to do next, but the quick glance from Angelique told him to back off. He reluctantly complied. 

“You like her so much, you stay back here with your new girlfriend while we search the castle,” Angelique said. 

“Are you crazy? You're just going to turn your back on him?” 

For once Zane made sense. If their roles were reversed, Vincent wouldn’t let Zane out of his sight. And Angelique’s next statement suggested that she felt the same way, despite their history. 

“Sebastian will keep an eye on Vincent.”

Sebastian traded a measured look with Angelique, then nodded. Angelique continued, “We split up because we have a lot of ground to cover, but we’ll be smart about it. We form teams of two. Keep your eyes on each other at all times. Until we know otherwise, any one of us could be the killer.”

The clan fanned out from the dining room, leaving Vincent and Sebastian to guard the two terrified humans. 




***




The afternoon sun was beating down on the castle as Coraline and Julian made their way through a vast library. Dust-covered tomes, hundreds of years old, lined the endless walls. The knowledge of centuries lay at their fingertips. 

Julian studied the rows upon rows of books, marveling at the vast collection. His eyes glittered with intellectual curiosity and childlike enthusiasm. Coraline watched the former priest revert to old ways and liked what she was seeing. 

“Quite an amazing collection, isn’t it?” Julian said, misinterpreting her interest. 

Coraline responded in a bored voice. “This whole room could fit on my iphone.” 

“I hope you’re joking. Most of these volumes are originals. Some of them have been lost for centuries. We’re talking about one-of-a-kind items transcribed by hand.”

Coraline flashed Julian a coquettish smile. “You know you look kinda cute when you're not praying.”

Julian eyed Coraline. Was she flirting with him? 

The thought sent a jolt of excitement through his entire being.

“Tell me, father. Do you still honor your vows?”

Julian’s response was swift and telling - he knocked a stack of books over. 

Coraline grinned with delight, satisfied with the effect she was having. This was too easy. 

“I guess you can take the boy out of the church but you can't take the church out of the boy.”

Coraline sauntered toward the shelves, oozing sensuality with each step. Julian found himself unable to concentrate. The book in his hand had lost much of its appeal. Julian was surprised at how easily Coraline had managed to throw him off. All part of the blonde vampire’s sultry charisma. She had the ability to get under a man’s skin, be they a human victim or a fellow member of the clan. 

Julian watched as Coraline searched the stacks, liberating one book after another from their shelves. 

“What are you doing?” he asked.

“The master mentioned once that the chateau’s architectural plans were kept inside the library.”

“I'm still not following.” 

“Think about it. This structure has its share of secret passageways and chambers, right? One of them might be another way out of here. Or at least it could give us a better idea where our killer might be hiding.”

Unless the killer is hiding in plain sight, Julian thought. 

Julian wasn’t a betting man, but he would put his money on Vincent right now if he had to point fingers.

“If you want to get out of here so bad, why not just take the front door?” 

Coraline shot Julian a scolding look, not charmed by his sarcasm. 

“I know we’re stuck here as long as the sun is out. But one of these underground tunnels might put some distance between us and the killer.”

Julian considered Coraline’s words. The killer might’ve anticipated this move too and might want them to head down one of those dark, dank passageways. Julian wasn’t completely sold on the logic of Coraline’s plan but said: ”Excellent idea.” Judging from her delighted smile, Julian had picked the right response.	

Coraline continued her search. 

Not having anything better to do and wanting to be close to this alluring creature, Julian joined her. 

	

***




Angelique and Zane made their way through a vast, spooky wine cellar. There were walls upon walls of cobwebbed bottles. Angelique could make out skittering sounds. Rats. 

The cellar, like the rest of the chateau, felt like an elaborate movie set. It made Angelique think of old Hammer horror flicks and Halloween Horror Night at Universal Studios. She used to visit the theme park around the holidays if she found herself in Los Angeles or Orlando. In a strange way, it was kind of liberating to reveal her true nature without anyone being the wiser. Until it was too late, her victim cornered, hope fading, fate sealed. But taking in the various gothic trappings of her surroundings made Angelique think about how the centuries had exacted their toll on Dracula. She hated to admit it but the master had turned into a sad cliché. A creature trapped in his own past. But once upon a time the Count had been different. Once upon a time, Dracula had been Angelique’s savior and lover. 

The year was 1794, the height of the French Revolution and the Reign of Terror. The rivalry between the Girondins and Jacobins was at its fiercest. The guillotine was claiming tens of thousands of unfortunate souls every day, all so-called “enemies of the revolution.” Angelique was destined to be one of them, just another statistic in another bloody conflict. She could feel the hate-filled glares of the mob as she was led up to the killing machine that awaited her. Her once-exquisite dress, now streaked with dried mud, clung in tatters to her malnourished frame. The guillotine’s blade shimmered in the fading sunlight, the ephemeral beauty of the light soon to make way for death. The soldiers had raped Angelique repeatedly and all she had to look forward to now was the void – she hoped the end would be both swift and painless. 

As the gloved hands steered her toward the lethal instrument that would separate her head from her torso, and in turn remove her dreams and aspirations from this world, Angelique sensed a sudden ominous presence among the blood-thirsty mob. She held her head low, bowed by a mixture of shame and exhaustion, but this stranger’s stare was different and compelled her to look up. As their eyes met, it stirred feelings deep inside of her. This new arrival was different than the other members of the mob. The crowd seemed to shrink back from him as if this was the grim reaper himself, arriving to claim his prize. 

What happened next was a blur but his hand reached for hers and Angelique took it without hesitation, accepting all that was to follow. She had given herself fully to her dark savior: flesh, heart and soul. She would wake later in a dank hotel room where she would be greeted by the squeaks of rats fighting over a piece of moldy cheese. But she was still whole. 

Changed. 

Reborn. 

Angelique became more than she could ever have imagined. And over the next few years, she would make Paris bleed for the ill will it had borne towards her. Every man who had laid hands upon her was found with their throats savaged, the red contents of their bodies seeping into the cobbled streets. Angelique refused to feed on these men, taking their lives but refusing to sully herself with their blood, choosing instead to let their crimson lifeforce go to waste in the rain-soaked gutters of Paris. 

Dracula and Angelique lasted fifty years before they parted ways as lovers, the master having set his sights on a new conquest while Angelique’s eyes began to wander too. Their separation was mutual, and they remained close. 

Dracula saved Angelique more than two hundred years ago, and she would always remain grateful for this kindness but her feelings for him paled in comparison to those she harbored for Vincent. And the latest incident in the dining hall had given her hope. She had spotted a light in Vincent’s eyes that had been absent for too many years. When he had stepped in to protect the meat, she’d caught a glimpse of a savage side that had laid dormant for way too long. The vampire she loved was still within her grasp. 

Angelique’s attention shifted back to the present and to Zane, who was inspecting a wall of wine bottles with growing curiosity. Zane snatched one of the bottles of wine, popped open the cork, and sniffed it. He took a hesitant sip and spat it out. “Shit! It's actually wine.”

“I hear the master’s label is quite the hit around these parts.” 

Zane’s face turned to stone as he returned the bottle to the wall. 

“Why are we even wasting our time? We all know Vincent must be the one pulling the strings.” 

“Doubtful.” 

“What makes you so sure?”

“It's not his style.” 

“Oh, I forgot. He doesn't play games. Maybe you don't know him as well as you think you do.” 

“Just give it a rest.”

Zane was unwilling to drop the subject. In fact, he was just getting started. There was a steely certainty as he spoke. “He knows.”

The statement earned him a long, hard look from Angelique. He was venturing into forbidden territory. 	

“Impossible.”

“Why don't you just come clean and see how he takes it?”

“I'm warning you, Zane. Just fucking drop it.” 

Angelique meant it. Zane gnashed his teeth in frustration. He had learned that there were certain subjects one didn’t bring up around Angelique, and this was one of them. 

“What is it with you and that guy? You're still not over him, are you? I bet you only hooked up with me to make him jealous.”

Angelique’s eyes turned to chips of ice. Zane was supposed to be a fun diversion, but he was becoming possessive and Angelique grew tired of his antics. “Want a bit of friendly advice? Shut the fuck up and enjoy the ride.”

The words stung, but Zane decided to hold his tongue. At least for now.




***




Sebastian leaned back in one of the chairs, feet propped up on the dining table. He was whistling the melody to some famous song. It sounded familiar to Vincent, but he couldn’t quite identify the tune. He hadn’t minded it at first, but after twenty minutes it was getting a bit old and starting to grate on his nerves. Doing his best to block it out, he allowed his eyes to fall on Paul. The young man's listless body was slumped forward, his waxy face drained of all color, bordering on the catatonic. Vincent searched Maria's features. “How is he?” 

“I think he's in shock.” Her voice was a fragile whisper as she spoke. It was obvious she was struggling to keep the tears at bay.

He needs to eat and replenish the blood he lost, Vincent thought. But the chateau didn’t exactly boast a fully stocked fridge of goodies. As if Maria could read Vincent’s mind, she added: “He needs food. I packed some sandwiches and fruit in our backpack.” 

A moment as Vincent considered Maria’s request. He nodded and proceeded to look for the backpack, which had been unceremoniously tossed aside by Faust the other night. It didn’t take long for him to locate it. These two had traveled light, sustained by their shared passion and newlywed bliss. Vincent felt sorry for the young couple. Even if they should be lucky enough to make it out of here alive, their anniversary would be tainted for all time. Vincent hoped that if they did somehow escape, the ordeal would bring them closer together and not pull them apart. That when they looked into each other’s eyes, they would be reminded of their strength and love and not the horror of that terrible night in the French countryside. 

Vincent scooped up the backpack, snapped open the buckles and located a Ziploc bag containing both fruit and sandwiches. He handed the bag - a much-needed care package - to Maria. She sniffed the sandwiches, making sure they hadn’t spoiled, and eyed Vincent with gratitude. “Thank you… for keeping your promise.”

Maria leaned toward Paul, sandwich in hand. “Baby, I got some food here.” Paul meekly responded with a gurgled groan, eyelids at half-mast. Completely out of it. “Please, honey, you must eat something…”	

Paul’s eyes flickered open, struggling to focus. It didn’t seem like he even recognized his own wife anymore. He was gone, mind having retreated to some faraway place. Seeing her husband like this made her heart ache. Her once proud and strong man had become a faded shadow of his former self, and the realization brought tears to her face. 

“Better not to force it,” Vincent said. “He’ll eat when he’s ready.” 

Maria studied Vincent and a faraway look crept into her features, emotions threatening to overwhelm her. Vincent could tell the poor woman was doing her best to keep it together, but she was beginning to slip. He had to act fast or he would have two catatonic prisoners on his hands. And even though disconnecting from reality could provide a short-term escape, Maria would need to keep her wits about her if she wanted to make it through the day. 

“Tell me about yourself, Maria,” Vincent said. 

It took a moment for her gaze to focus and clear. “What do you want to know?”

“Where are you from?”

In a halting voice, still unsure about what she should reveal: “Los Angeles…”

“So am I. Or at least, I’ve lived there long enough for it to feel like home. What do you do?”

“I'm a waitress.”

“So you’re an actress.”

“I’m just another L.A. cliché.” A ghost of a smile. 

Good. Progress. He was drawing her out, engaging her and keeping her thoughts focused on the moment. Vincent continued. “You work the day or night shift?”

“I like mornings. The lunch crowd tips better, it’s mostly business people.”

“Might explain why I never ran into you before.”

Despite her predicament, Maria managed a haunted smile. “How can this be?”

What she meant to say was, how can you be real? Vincent remained silent, unable to offer an explanation to a mystery he couldn’t grasp himself. Where did vampires come from? Darwin would probably have had some brilliant answer, but as long as the world believed vampires were creatures of myth, their exact place in the evolutionary chain would remain a tantalizing mystery. Some people might expect supernatural beings to have the answers to philosophical questions that had vexed mankind since the dawn of time, but reality would disappoint them. 

All Vincent knew was that it started with Dracula. Or at least he’d been the eldest vampire Vincent had ever come across. Once he was brazen enough to ask the Count where vampires originated. The question earned him a look of pure venom and Vincent was smart enough to never bring up the subject again. He had seen what happened to vampires who fell into disfavor with the master. They never lasted for long. 

“You're different from the others,” Maria said.

“I used to be just like them.”

“But not anymore.”

“I met someone who helped me remember who I once was.” 

For a brief moment, Vincent touched the locket around his neck. Maria pondered this for a moment before saying, “We're not going to make it out of here alive, are we? You’ll try to protect us, but it's not going to make a difference.” 

Vincent was chilled by her clinical observation because deep down he knew she was right. Maria lowered her face again, resigned to her fate. 

Vincent felt Sebastian's eyes digging into him. “She’s a smart girl.”	

For a moment, Vincent hated Sebastian. Hated the clan. And most of all, he hated himself. Whatever the next few hours held in store for them, the vampires had it coming. And then some. The sins of the past were about to catch with them all.	




***




Back in the library, Coraline and Julian were still combing the stacks. The former priest wasn’t having any luck in his search for the castle’s architectural plans, and he was growing frustrated. Even worse, he caught himself stealing way too many glances at the tall blonde, taking note of her perfectly shaped legs, the sleek curves outlined beneath her tight crimson dress, and the way her hair spilled down her neck. How could he be thinking about sex at a time like this? They were being targeted by a killer who had managed to destroy Dracula, and Julian was wondering what it would be like to get to know Coraline… a little better. 

From what Julian had heard through the grapevine (and his personal observations had done little to dissuade him), Coraline was a sexually liberated woman. Meaning that she bedded men the way men liked to bed women - frequently, enthusiastically and with little sentimentality or regrets. Julian found his nerves tingling with the possibilities and various images of Coraline in a state of undress cycled through his mind. He tried to stave off the flow but the harder he tried, the worse it got. Coraline had put a hex on him and Julian couldn’t get her out of his mind, no matter how hard he tried. The hairs on Julian’s neck stood up as she brushed past him again. She must be doing it on purpose. Oh, how she enjoyed teasing men. 

Julian was a virgin when Dracula took him under his wing, the product of a repressed Victorian Age, and was never comfortable with his body even knowing he could be attractive to the right woman. Not in a raw, animalistic, alpha-male way, but in a more refined, intellectual manner. A well-aged cognac, not an ice-cold beer. 

After he became a vampire, much had changed. He clung to his faith even though the teachings of the Church more times than not rang hollow in the face of what he had become. He saw good men succumb to age and disease while soulless killers continued to roam the earth, decade after decade, century after century. Saints turned to dust while demons flourished. And as the memory of the priest Julian had once been began to recede with the continued passage of time, he started to grow more open to new experiences. 

For a fleeting moment, he realized Coraline could be one of those experiences. The thought filled him with excitement but also a strange, undefined fear. Her flirtation could transform into mockery. If she got a whiff of his inexperience, she could turn on him, and Julian didn’t think he could face the shame of such a moment. Better to leave it be, to ignore the thoughts, to let them pass and concentrate on the important task at hand…

WHAMM! 

The sharp sound jolted Julian and interrupted the flow of his thoughts. Coraline had dropped a heavy tome on a nearby reading table. Dust burst from the book's pages in a thick cloud, which would have induced a coughing fit if the former starlet had still been human. She flipped the pages, searching. Suddenly, her eyes lit up with delight. “Voila!”

Julian approached, curious in more ways than one. From the looks of it, Coraline had found what she was looking for. Yellowed, medieval architectural plans stuck between the dust-caked pages. She held them out to Julian with a triumphant smile that brightened her face. But as soon as she tried to make sense of the plans, her impatience became noticeable. “Hmm, this is going to take a while to decipher.” 

Julian could feel Coraline’s enthusiasm deflating as she grasped the enormity of the task at hand. Julian saw a perfect opportunity to inch a little closer to her. “Why don’t you let me take a look?” As Julian eased toward her, he noticed a strange pattern on the wall right behind Coraline. The change in his expression didn’t go unnoticed to a social butterfly like Coraline. 

“What is it?” she asked.

“I'm not sure...” 

Coraline turned and followed Julian’s gaze. Across the wall, mounted about six feet above the floor, were a series of crucifixes. They had been arranged to form letters and spell out a cryptic message: FIAT LUX.

Coraline shook her head, perplexed. “Fiat Lux? Do you have any idea what it means?”

Julian knew the answer but didn’t elaborate. Instead, he moved a little closer to get a better look, never losing sight of his proximity to Coraline. Julian inhaled her intoxicating fragrance: a sweet perfume mixed with her own scent and a coppery hint of blood from her last feeding session with the human prisoners. Julian could feel the excitement building inside him. He just had to reach out and…

But instead, he answered in his characteristic dry and clipped manner. “It's Latin. A passage from the book of Genesis. It means-” 

Julian spotted the infrared beam the instant he stepped into its path.

TSWACKT! The sound came from behind him. 

Julian spun around but it was too late. An object exploded from the ceiling and rippled toward Julian. The stake burst through his chest cavity and punctured his heart. The momentum of the projectile hurled Julian’s slight frame through one of the library’s polarized windows in a furious hail of glass. As soon as the glass shattered around Julian, the sun began to lash his skin, fiery kisses that made his flesh hiss. He became a man of fire as he plunged into the gardens below. 

His bestial shriek rebounded through the library and beyond. At the same time, sunlight surged through the broken window, singeing Coraline’s hands, and she started screaming. Her shocked voice joined Julian’s death cry in a dark chorus of pain. 

Above her, the crucifix message seemed to look down upon Coraline, mocking her predicament as she did her best to avoid the destructive glare of the sun. For when translated from Latin, Fiat Lux meant: Let there be light.























CHAPTER ELEVEN




CORALINE WAS STILL staring at the jagged maw of glass now haloed with daylight when Angelique and Zane arrived in the library. 

“What happened?” Zane asked.

“Julian must’ve set off a booby trap,” Coraline explained in a shaky voice and pointed at the crucifixes on the wall. Angelique knew enough Latin to translate the message, and she could feel the anger rise inside her. Scanning the ceiling, she quickly spotted a high-powered crossbow connected to a windlass.

Clever. 

Angelique approached the broken window. 

“Be careful!” Coraline said. 

She would be careful, alright. 

Angelique eyed the shattered window, realizing Julian was beyond their help at this point. We’re down to five now, Angelique thought. 

And with each new death, the pool of suspects was growing smaller. With Julian gone, only three suspects remained - Sebastian, Zane and Vincent. Zane she ruled out immediately. For one, he was obsessed with her but more importantly, the biker lacked both the imagination and intelligence to pull this off. Sebastian seemed like an odd choice (what would be his motivation?) but she couldn’t scratch him off the list, either. Coraline’s shock seemed genuine. She had been an actress before she joined the clan but, according to those who had seen her movies, she was a pretty lousy one. 

And that finally only left Vincent. 

Angelique understood why the others would be tempted to direct their suspicion at her former lover and think he might be connected to these killings. On the surface, he fit the profile but Angelique had scratched that surface and gotten to know the man inside the armor. And because Angelique knew Vincent so well, she had initially dismissed him from the pool of suspects. This just wasn’t Vincent’s style. 

If Vincent wanted them dead, he would face them head-on. No elaborate games, no cheap parlor tricks – he’d go for the direct approach. But could she be wrong? Was she letting her feelings cloud her judgment? People changed, and so did vampires. Angelique told herself to at least consider the possibility and promised to keep a watchful eye on Vincent once they returned to the dining hall. Part of why she was starting to be more open to the possibility of Vincent’s involvement could be traced back to what Zane said earlier.

Maybe Vincent knew. 

The idea had naturally crossed her mind, but it wasn’t until Zane verbalized what was subconsciously nagging at her that the thought gained some traction. 

Maybe Vincent knew.

But how would he have found out? 

Angelique couldn’t answer the last question. But she was convinced of one fact: if Vincent knew the truth, all bets were off, and they should all be alarmed. Angelique felt a chill dance down her spine. To Zane’s eyes, Vincent was practically human. He refused to hunt and embrace his true nature. But Angelique had known Vincent at another time and in a different place. 	

That Vincent would’ve never protected the meat. That Vincent was a creature to be feared. A creature she had loved. 

And how Angelique had loved him, loved him so hard and so deep, like no one before or since. And perhaps she still felt the same way. But Angelique hadn’t survived all these centuries because of her pretty smile alone. She too was a highly evolved killing machine, imbued with finely tuned survival instincts. If Vincent turned out to be the killer, it would be painful but in the end she would do what was necessary. Someone would pay for these crimes. She was going to make sure of it.




***




Vincent heard approaching footsteps and tensed. The door opened and Angelique, Zane and Coraline returned. The lost member in their party didn’t go unnoticed. 

“What the hell happened?” Sebastian asked, already knowing the answer. 

“Father Bain met his maker,” Angelique explained. 

Coraline advanced toward Paul. The near-catatonic man didn’t react to her approach. Coraline held up her burned hands. “What's wrong with your sweetie?” 

Her tone was mocking, and Vincent could feel the anger rising inside of him. Paul had retreated from reality, but reality wasn’t going to return the favor. 

“Leave him alone!” Maria said, love conquering fear. It earned her a long, measured look for Coraline. 

“Or what?” 

For a tense moment, Vincent feared Coraline would rip out Maria’s throat. But she merely pushed Maria aside, a nuisance not worthy of her wrath, and advanced toward Paul, wineglass in hand. After the scare Coraline had experienced in the library, it looked like she needed to put some color back in her face. And from the way she now studied Paul and ignored Maria, it was clear she preferred to feed on the male member of the species. The need could have a sexual component and, according once again to Angelique, Coraline didn’t have a bisexual bone in her body.

Maria’s husband was slumped forward in his chair, his wrist dangling, almost touching the floor. Coraline was about to draw her fanglike nails across the soft flesh and fill her cup when Vincent decided the time had come to intervene. With quick steps he surged toward Coraline, hoping to stop her, when Zane decided to join the fun. The biker grabbed Vincent from behind in a wrestler’s chokehold. Vincent gasped and strained against Zane's iron grip but was unable to shake him off. 

Nearby, Angelique smiled, her juices stirring at the thought of the two of them going at it. Vincent struggled with all his might, but to his shock he realized he no longer was a match for the biker. Angelique’s new lover at the moment was Vincent’s physical superior. 

A smile twisted Angelique’s lips. “How many times have I told you, Vincent, you need to snack on something more nutritious than rodents. You said you’ve changed and you have, in more ways than you might realize. In your current state, you're no match for a vampire who feeds on human blood.”

Still struggling with Zane, Vincent watched as Coraline closed in on Paul. 

“No!” Maria jumped in front of her husband, trying to shield him, but Coraline whisked her aside like a pesky insect. Maria crumpled to the floor. Vincent gasped with rage and strained against Zane’s iron hold, to no avail. 

“Don’t!” Vincent said. “You’ve been draining him all night. He can’t take much more of this.” 

“Do I look like I care?” Coraline asked.

“Let this be a lesson. Don’t make promises you can't keep!” Zane said.

Vincent watched with horror and - this was the worst part – growing hunger as Coraline drew one sharp fingernail across Paul's wrist. Blood oozed as Paul jolted to consciousness, reeled back to the horrors of his waking world. Coraline ran her long-nailed hands over the man’s face, tousling his hair. “Relax, baby, this isn't going to hurt.” Coraline squeezed Paul's wrist, her wineglass filling with the burgundy liquid. 

Once the glass was full, she strode back to the dining table, lips wetted in anticipation. She held up her cup at Vincent in a mockery of a toast. “Cheers.”

Coraline downed the crimson contents of her glass. Almost instantly, color flooded back into her ivory features. Skin regenerated, the burns on her hands beginning to heal. As a satisfied smile ignited her features, Vincent slammed his head back, using all his weight to drive Zane into the wall. The biker cursed and let go of him. Within seconds Vincent was upon Coraline. His hand snaked out, knocking the cup of blood from her fingers. It shattered on the floor, precious blood pooling. 

“I said, no one touches them!” Vincent’s words resounded in the dining hall but fell on deaf ears. 

The vampires closed in. Circling. 

Weary of Vincent’s antics, they were just waiting for Angelique to give the word to attack. No such order came. Vincent could tell Angelique was flush with sudden excitement. Turned on by the opportunity to see the Vincent she had once loved in action. 

“Relax and stop being so dramatic,” Angelique said, her gaze remaining level with Vincent. “Coraline wasn't going to bite, just nibble a bit.” 

The tension left Vincent’s body, but his eyes remained alert. Fixed to the blood he had just spilled. Its animalistic scent peppered the air, filled his nostrils and stained his thinking. There was a savage animal hunger in his eyes. 

Angelique broke into a big grin, seeing her hopes realized. “You can fight your own nature, Vincent, but don't expect to win.”	

Angelique came in closer, Vincent remaining riveted. 

“You can't change what you are, darling.”

“Watch me.”

Vincent gave himself an internal push and found his center. Shamed by his own inhuman need, he turned away from the spilled blood. The tension eased from the room. But Zane's glare never wavered. It was just a matter of time before Zane would demand payback for the affront just perpetrated.

Angelique nodded at Coraline. “Let’s take a look at those plans. You said you discovered another way out of the chateau?”

Coraline tilted her head toward the architectural plans now splayed out across the dining room table and pointed out a complex series of interlocking tunnels and passageways. 

“An underground well runs below the property,” Coraline explained. “It leads right through the vineyards. I guess it served both as a water source and escape route during the Middle Ages...”

Coraline broke off, a strange look edging into her features. She had to lean against the table for a moment and a disconcerting suspicion took root in Vincent. His gaze fastened on Paul and the man’s sorry condition was now filled with dark portent. The other vampires eyed Coraline impatiently, waiting for her to continue. The former starlet suddenly brought her hand up to her chest, feeling woozy.

“What's wrong?” Angelique asked.

“I'm not feeling so hot...”

Coraline’s voice was trembling now, ashen-faced. All eyes on her now. Her lips distorted into a travesty of a smile. “I can't feel my face...” Coraline’s fingers traveled down her scalp only to come up with a clump of her own hair.

Coraline’s features rippled with mortal terror. “What's happening to me?” 

Vincent had a pretty good idea, but this wasn’t the time to bring it up. Before anyone else could venture a guess, Coraline took a dramatic step back and keeled over. Her body slammed into the dining room table and started to contort, wracked by violent convulsions. 

Vincent watched grimly as the vampires jumped back, panic spreading at the sight of one of their own in such a ghastly state. Coraline’s tongue had turned black, her eyes webbed with bloody cataracts. She let out a bestial shriek that degraded into a guttural gurgle... and grew still. 

Silence followed. Stretched. Everyone remained frozen in tableau. Vincent's gaze intensified with a dark realization. “The blood...”

The room's collective attention shifted toward Paul, still reclined in the far corner. He was a statue. Angelique crossed the room. She grasped Paul, pulled back his head and ripped off his gag. The man’s tongue was swollen purple. He let out a raspy death rattle before his head slumped forward, his body following suit. Vincent didn’t need a medical degree to know the hapless soul had either perished or now hovered so close to the edge he might as well be dead. 

“What the fuck?” Zane said. 

This time the sentiment was shared by all.

Vincent noted Maria’s mounting terror. The clan would search for someone to blame and Maria made a perfect scapegoat. But that was the future. For now, Maria was still distracted by the present. Her husband was dying and she had to stop his inexorable decline. “Paul!” Maria rushed toward her lover and kneeled before him. Tears racked by tears. Vincent studied the dying, comatose man, putting it all together in his mind. “Silver nitrate,” Vincent explained. “The killer must’ve injected him earlier.” 

Vincent's gaze found Maria and he knew the look in her eyes all too well, her grief and anguish mirroring his own loss all those years ago. But Sasha made a choice; Paul didn’t. One death could be avenged; the other merely mourned. 

“I'm sorry,” Vincent said. The words felt trite but he said them anyway, the only solace he could provide the shaken woman.

The silence inside the dining hall was suffocating. Fear hung over the vampires like a shroud. An alien emotion to these creatures had become… commonplace. 

Zane glared at Vincent. “You were with the prisoners.” 

“So was Sebastian, Sherlock.”

“Maybe the two of you are in on this together? I never trusted the little cunt!”

“Biker boy is losing it,” Sebastian observed drily. 

“Silver nitrate works slower in humans,” Vincent explained. “Any one of us could have injected Paul with the poison this morning or even the night before, depending on the dosage.” 

Zane's paranoid gaze found Angelique. But she offered no support, one way or another. “What about the meat? She must've known.”

Angelique approached Maria. “What’s going on here?”

“I swear, I don’t know.” 

“You must've seen something,” Angelique insisted.

“I swear to God...”

“Don't lie to me!” 

Tears of rage and pain exploded from Maria's face. “Goddammit, I loved Paul! He was everything to me. Do you think I would just sit back and... Oh God, Paul...” 

Maria's knees buckled, unable to support her weight any longer. She would have stumbled over one of the chairs but Vincent was there to catch her. Her grief struck a chord deep within Vincent. He could relate to her in a way the others couldn’t and didn’t care to. He traded a fierce look with Angelique. “Stop it!” 

The threat of impending violence made Angelique take a step back. Vincent continued. “You all have been feeding on her since last night. She probably didn't know who was coming or going after you guys got through with her.”

Angelique considered this for a moment. “Good point,” she grudgingly conceded. “Sebastian, you and Faust were snacking on the meat this morning. Out of all of us, you two spent the most time with our party favors.” 

Sebastian looked exasperated. “Now you think I’m part of this?”

“All I know is we're dropping like flies here. We’ve got to get out of this place.” 

To their collective surprise, it was Vincent who answered. 

“For once, I couldn't agree more.” 




















CHAPTER TWELVE




IT WAS MID-afternoon now and the sun had reached its zenith. It was turning out to be a beautiful summer day and the chateau’s brooding structure seemed out of place in the vibrant surroundings. 

At the same time, inside Dracula’s chateau, the vampires descended a wide, circular staircase that corkscrewed its way into the darkness. The beams of light from their torches flitted across the fissured walls like lost souls, breathing life into a parade of shadow.

Angelique and Zane made up the head of the group, Vincent and Maria followed in the middle while Sebastian formed the end of the line. The sound of gurgling water could be heard in the near distance and the surrounding walls glistened with condensation. The place was dank and oppressive, another example of Dracula living up to his reputation.

It didn’t take long before the vampires arrived at the bottom of the stairs. Angelique paused and reviewed the map for a second before she pushed the groaning steel door open. Metal scraped against the stone floor. Holding her torch high, Angelique passed through the doorway and the others followed. 

They emerged in a circular chamber dominated by a medieval hand-drawn well. The round hole formed the center of the underground chamber and a rusty chain extended down the endless shaft, disappearing into the darkness below. 

“Be careful what you touch!” Angelique warned as she slinked toward the well shaft. Vincent tracked her catlike advance, her body coiled and alert, eyes scouring the chamber. Angelique reached the edge of the dark abyss and peered into the gaping hole. Her torch barely illuminated the endless shaft as it dropped off to darkness. 

Zane extricated a Euro from his pocket and tossed it down the black well. They waited a few seconds before they heard a distant splash. 

“Do we have any volunteers?” Angelique asked with a playful smile.

“You do realize this would be the most obvious place for the killer to set a trap,” Vincent noted.

“I'm aware of the situation. That's why Maria will be doing the honors.”

Vincent could feel the anger rising inside of him. Angelique shook her head. “For a man who doesn’t like to break promises, you sure have no problem breaking hearts.” 

“Angelique…” Vincent’s patience was running thin.

“No one here is raising a hand against her,” Angelique interjected before Vincent could protest. “But if anything should happen to her on the way down…” She didn’t have to say more. 

Angelique turned her attention to Maria. 

“If the well is booby-trapped, you'll die. But if it isn't, you'll gain a head start on us. How does that sound?”

Maria nodded. She understood the offer and took it. Vincent was ready to chime in but Maria's resolute expression stopped him in his tracks. The fierce determination in her gaze spoke louder than words - she’d rather take her chances in the dark well than endure the vampires a second longer.

Without uttering another word, Maria grabbed the well chain. Below her, the darkness awaited.




***




The instant Maria disappeared down the shaft and the shadows swallowed her whole, the suspense began to mount in the well chamber. Vincent watched in tense silence as he pondered the thought that was going through all their minds - would Maria trigger a trap before she hit the water? 

Vincent had been against her being lowered into the well, but he also recognized that it might be Maria’s best chance in the end. Angelique told her it would provide a head start. Vincent had no doubt the vampires would easily close the gap but at least for the moment, Maria would be safe. 

Unless death was waiting for Maria down below. 	

Vincent pushed the thought aside and hoped the vampire killer had not factored the well into his plans.




***




Maria felt like she was easing into a deep, gaping wound inflicted upon the earth. Down below in the dark, she could make out the faint gurgle of water. 

Waiting like a wet tomb, she thought.

One hand clutched the chain and the other was clasped around an electric lantern that coaxed little detail from the encroaching blackness. Up above in the well chamber, Maria could hear the windlass turning as Zane paid out the chain. 

Fear remained an ever-present companion as her body swung back and forth, legs dangling, her clothes streaked with mud from the slimy walls. But below Maria’s terror, part of her had ceased to care. Losing Paul was like losing a part of herself and life seemed meaningless now, a lonely road not worth traveling any further. 

Maria didn’t know what awaited her at the bottom of the shaft; there was the distinct possibility the well was booby-trapped but on some level, she welcomed the release from her pain. 

She pointed the lantern downward and focused most of her attention on the water at the bottom of the well. All around her, the creaking chains echoed, rusty steel scraping against moss-covered rock. Maria's legs dangled in the void and her feet brushed against the slippery walls.

“I can see the water,” she shouted, her voice eerily amplified by the weird acoustics of the well shaft. 

Maria dropped lower... 

And lower...

Until...

SPLASH! 

She hit the murky bottom and most of her body disappeared under the black water as the chain paid out. The well was cold but the water at the bottom was freezing, and the shock made her cry out. Her scream reverberated and she could hear Vincent’s voice emanating from above, seemingly miles away. 

”Are you alright?” 

For a protracted moment, Maria didn’t answer, still adjusting to her surroundings and fighting back the sudden onrush of claustrophobia. Everywhere she looked, she was confronted by the same disorienting sight – a three-hundred-and-sixty-degree prison of glistening stone and cascading water. Her teeth chattered, the freezing cold water seeping right through her clothes and skin, straight into her bones. 

The light of her lantern slithered across the walls and finally, to her relief, revealed a possible way out. A moss-encrusted culvert disappeared into the darkness. Water streamed from the tunnel’s opening, which must have been about two feet wide and four feet tall. Just big enough for Maria to fit through. 

Maria shivered and struggled to hold the light. The water was freezing and she couldn’t remember ever feeling this cold before. The shock and exhaustion from the other night, coupled with the fact that vampires had decided to relieve her of a few pints of blood, wasn’t helping matters. The exhaustion hit her on a cellular level, every nerve ending crying out for relief. But she couldn’t give in to it. Already the chain was being pulled – she wasn’t going to be alone for long. 

Maria hazarded a glance upward and saw Sebastian preparing for his descent. That was it! She had to make her move! Maria scrambled into the grime-encrusted culvert, doing her best to ignore the numbing cold that had taken hold of her. The pain was paralyzing and almost brought tears to her eyes, but her survival instincts were in charge now. Maria realized with a sense of relief that she still wanted to live, despite the horrors she had endured over the last twenty-four hours.

Maria stood up but realized she had to keep her shoulders slung low or she would crack her head on the ceiling of the culvert. Her clothes clung to her like a wet second skin. The water was ankle-high in the culvert and each step was an excruciating effort, but it was an effort she was willing to make. 

She had taken a few steps when she heard a sound that seemed incongruous with her medieval surroundings. For one surreal second, she wondered if she was dreaming. Because the shrill sound pulsing through the culvert sounded a lot like a ringing cell phone.




***




Inside the well chamber, Angelique traded a look with Vincent. 

“Seems like your new girlfriend made it. Who’s next?”

Sebastian was the first to volunteer. He grabbed the end of the rusty chain with one hand, face locked in a determined mask. Sebastian always felt as if he had to prove himself, over and over again. He might be older than most of the other members of the clan but all they ever saw was the face of a teenager and more times than not, it translated into a lack of respect. That made it easy for them to dismiss him. Zane’s recent behavior was just another reminder that people would always judge a book by its cover. Cover be damned, Sebastian was getting ready to throw the book right at that damn biker. He hated being trapped in this young form for eternity but looking at the bright side, at least he’d reached puberty by the time the master welcomed him to the fold. 

But being fourteen forever could make life exceedingly difficult. Signing a lease, driving a car, getting into clubs - everyday life posed a never-ending series of challenges. And hunting adult prey was a whole other matter. He couldn’t saunter into a bar and pick up an adult like most other vampires could. Had he been a mere child, he could play on women’s maternal instincts but as a perpetual teenager, he was trapped in a limbo between boy and man, lacking all the advantages and burdened with all the disadvantages. 

Nevertheless, Sebastian had one steadfast rule – he refused to prey on teens. Feeding on the young would bring back too many memories, the nameless faces of all those starving street urchins who haunted the cobbled streets of London, desperately searching for scraps to sustain them through another cold, merciless winter. Sebastian might be a monster, but he did adhere to his own personal code.

“Make sure she doesn't get away,” Angelique instructed. 

Sebastian nodded and shot Zane a warning look. 

“You better not drop me.” 

The eternally youthful vampire snatched the chain and allowed Zane to lower him down the shaft. The surrounding darkness lit up in streaks of red and orange, his heightened vampire senses cutting through the darkness. He saw Maria vanish in the culvert below and his features tightened with a predatory edge.

“Faster! She's getting away.” 

Zane must have heard him, because his descent picked up speed – biker boy must be spinning the well’s wheel with all his might. It didn’t take long before Sebastian reached the end of the line. The chain paid out entirely and the teenage vampire plunged into the murky waters below. 

“What's going on down there?” Angelique’s voice echoed from above. 

Sebastian didn't respond. 

His gaze was riveted to the surface of the water. 

A growing realization filled his features. The water was covered with a thick, gooey substance that hadn’t been there when Maria arrived at the bottom of the well.

“What the hell?” Sebastian analyzed the substance more closely and horrified understanding crept into his face.

The water was covered with gasoline.

The moment Sebastian formulated the thought, his gaze found Maria. She stood in the open culvert, looming a few feet above Sebastian. And she was holding a sparkling flare in her hand. 

Sebastian’s eyes widened with terror. Almost reflexively, he snatched the chain and screamed, “Pull me back up! Hurry!”

But it was too late and Sebastian knew it.

Maria hurled the sizzling flare into the gasoline-covered water. The instant the flare made contact with the gasoline, the water ignited and the well transformed into a raging furnace. The teenage vampire let out a guttural death cry that bounced across the shaft as flames enveloped his body.

Up in the well chamber, the vampires recoiled, finding their worst fears confirmed but not quite in the way they had anticipated. 

The meat had turned out to be the booby trap!

Both Angelique and Vincent stole a glance down the shaft, which was now spitting up a roaring fireball with Sebastian’s burning form at its flaming center. The dying vampire was going supernova as he tried to clamber up the shaft, his tortured shrieks rattling the remaining children of the night. 

Sebastian made it halfway up the shaft before he succumbed to the inferno and tumbled back into the burning heart of the well. 




***




Vincent could hear the muted splash of Sebastian hitting the water below. It was followed by the silence of the grave. 

Angelique flashed Vincent a reproachful look. “So much for your taste in women.”

Vincent remained silent, knowing that Maria played him. 

It was just past two o’clock and already their numbers were down to three. It was becoming increasingly doubtful that any of them would make it to nightfall. 

The sun was scheduled to set at 6.22. Four hours to go. Vincent had a feeling it might turn out to be the longest four hours of his life. 




















CHAPTER THIRTEEN




VINCENT, ANGELIQUE AND Zane returned to the dining room and found another surprise waiting for them. In their absence, a few more dates had been carved into the table and three more dead bats had been added to the collection.

1909 - Julian. 

1931 - Coraline. 

1812 - Sebastian. 

Their killer was as consistent as he was meticulous. Angelique paced back and forth, growing anger barely kept in check. “Looks like someone’s been busy.”

Vincent was still struggling with the idea of Maria being involved with these murders when a chair whistled past his head, missing him by mere inches. It smashed with devastating force against the wall, splintering to pieces. Zane glared at Vincent. The biker vampire regarded Vincent with unbridled contempt, rage boiling to the surface - Zane had finally made up his mind about his number-one suspect. 

“This is your fault. We should've wasted the bitch when we had a chance.”

Vincent held Zane's gaze but there was doubt in his face now. Maria’s betrayal had shaken his confidence. Ever since Sebastian met his end in the well, Vincent had wondered how Maria could have played him. Her terror had seemed so real - she deserved to win an Academy Award for her performance. 

“No way she pulled this off on her own,” Angelique said. “For one, she couldn’t be in two places at the same time.” 

Zane shook his head, his fury energizing him. “Isn’t it obvious? The bitch had help from her boyfriend over here.” 

“And how do you explain me leaving these little souvenirs behind?” Vincent pointed at the dead bats on the table. “I was with you all this time.” 

“You’re working with someone else.”

“Stop it!” 

“Shit, I'm just getting started. I'm so tired of all these games and bullshit! You found out somehow, didn't you?” 

Vincent exchanged questioning looks with Zane and Angelique, wondering what the biker was getting at. From the beginning, Zane had pointed his finger at him. Maybe there was more than simple jealousy at work here. Maybe Zane believed he had a reason to target the clan. Vincent’s curiosity was piqued. ”What are you talking about?”

“Don't pay any attention to him, he's losing it!”

“She doesn't want you to know because she has this fantasy you guys might end up together again.” 

“Stop it, Zane!” 

Vincent could see the muscles working in Angelique’s face. 

Zane took a step toward Vincent, who remained rooted in place. 

“We both know that ain't ever going to happen, don’t we? You want to know why, sweetheart? Vincent knows what we did.” 

Angelique’s eyes became ice-blue flames. 

“Shut up...”

“He knows it was us…”

“SHUT UP!”

“He knows we killed Sasha.” 

“I SAID, SHUT THE FUCK UP!” 

The words exploded from Angelique’s throat and she leaped at Zane. Eyes wild with anger, she back-handed Zane with devastating force, hurling him across the room. Zane slammed into the wall and crumpled into a ball. Angelique whirled toward Vincent but it was too late... The words were spoken and could not be unspoken. And Angelique knew it. 

Vincent’s shell-shocked gaze daggered into her, his rage growing with every passing second. “Tell me he's lying.”

Vincent took a step closer, his voice a barbed whisper, drained of all emotion. “Tell me Sasha took her own life because she didn't want to go on living as a monster.”

It was Zane who answered. “That's the fairy tale they want you to believe. But it was Dracula who ordered her death.”

Reeling, Vincent leaned against the table for support. He had never experienced such a deep-seated betrayal. And in turn he had never felt such blind rage. The floodgates were open and beware anyone who stood in the path of what was about to burst forth. “Is he telling the truth, Angelique? Did you know about this?” 

Vincent sensed the answer, but part of him just couldn’t accept it yet. Angelique met Vincent's eyes head on, fighting back her own churning emotions, jaw set tight. Thanks to Zane, there was no going back now.

“Sasha's ideas represented a threat to our way of life.” 

“So Dracula had her killed?”

More a statement than a question at this point. Angelique had told Vincent all he needed to know but he still fought the truth. “That's impossible. What about the note she left behind?”

“A forgery to keep you from turning against the clan.”

Vincent considered it for a second, then shook his head. “Impossible. They were her words. Her handwriting.”

“She wrote the note to save you. If she hadn’t cooperated, Dracula would’ve turned on you too.” 

The words hit Vincent at the center of his being. Angelique was telling him Sasha had walked to her death so he could be spared. Ice crept up in his throat as he phrased his next question. “The whole clan knew about this?”

“I'm sorry, Vincent.”

Vincent felt the strength leave his body, Angelique’s words draining his soul the way she drained her victims’ blood. All these years, Vincent thought Sasha left him but the master had taken her from him. And the clan had been complicit in this crime.

“The game's up! So stop playing dumb,” Zane said. “You found out what we did and cooked up this plan for revenge.”

Angelique glared at Zane with pure disdain. “You fucking idiot! Just look at him. I told you he had no idea.” 

Vincent could feel Zane’s eyes boring into him. He must’ve made a sorry sight because the biker’s confidence was wavering. “If it's not Vincent, then who is pulling the strings here?” Zane asked. 

Angelique didn’t provide an answer. Instead her eyes found Vincent, her voice displaying genuine emotion. “I'm sorry you had to find out like this. Dracula gave the order – the clan merely carried out his wishes. There wasn’t anything we could do.”

“You could've told me about Sasha.”

“I was protecting you. If it wasn't for me, Dracula would've gone after you too!” 

Before Vincent could respond...

CRACK! The vertical window behind Zane vaporized into a shower of raining glass. A dazzling flash of sunlight shafted into the dining room, hit Zane and lit up the biker as if he were sprayed with napalm. His scream exploded across the room. Roaring in agony, he staggered away from the spear of light. 

At the same time, Vincent and Angelique reacted, backing away from the broken window just in time as another window shattered and a diagonal slash of sunlight lanced the dining room, missing Vincent by mere inches. The stench of Zane’s cooking flesh filled the room.

The biker lurched forward, finding an area untouched by sunlight. His eyes locked on a tapestry covering one of the walls of the dining chamber. Zane must’ve realized that it represented his best chance at survival. He whisked the tapestry off the wall in one quick motion and wrapped it around his smoking form, the heavy fabric sucking up all oxygen and extinguishing the flames. Zane was doing the best he could to extinguish the flames, but would it be enough to save him?

Meanwhile, Vincent's eyes ticked back and forth. His soul was a wreck but his survival instincts took over, galvanizing him into action. He wanted to make Angelique and Zane suffer for what they had done to Sasha, but his vengeance would have to wait. First he had to make it out of this chamber of light alive. 

Based on what he could tell, there were two ways out of the dining room. Intermittent pools of sunlight ruled out one of them. 

Vincent’s gaze shifted toward the second exit. 

He decided to make a go for it. 

He took a few wary steps, then… CRACK, CRACK. Two more windows near the second exit shattered, drenching the remaining escape path in sunlight. Vincent stopped in his tracks. 

Angelique flashed him a look. “He knew where Zane was standing! He must be watching us!”

Vincent nodded and scanned the ceiling for surveillance cameras. He spotted none – they must be miniaturized spy-cams of some type. He exchanged a quick look with Angelique. The inevitable confrontation between them would have to wait. Getting out of this death chamber was the first order of business. From the look on Angelique’s face, she had come to the same conclusion. Her eyes traveled toward the remaining windows. Four on each side of the room. One quick glance confirmed her worst suspicions. “He rigged all the windows with charges,” she said.

Vincent nodded and backed away from the window, knowing that if it should explode too, he would be burned to a crisp. Almost as if the killer could read his thoughts, another window erupted. 

Light lanced narrowly into the center of the room, then widened as it headed right for Vincent. He darted aside, rolled across the floor and hit an oasis of shadows still untouched by the sun. Vincent looked around and found himself caught inside an ever-expanding web of searing, blinding light. His gaze traveled across the room. He spotted Zane's charred form. The biker's eyes narrowed with pain and grim defiance and he said,“Fuck it!” Using the tapestry as a shield against the encroaching beams, Zane dashed across the room. His scream of sizzling agony cut through the air as more waves of light hit him, but he managed to make it through the second exit. The scars would be terrible, but they would heal in time. 

As Zane vanished from view, trailing smoke in his wake, Vincent couldn’t help but feel some grudging respect for the biker vampire. Zane was an asshole and a meathead, but no one could say he was lacking in the balls department. But then again, circumstances coupled with desperation had made many a man grow a pair.

Zane had gotten away - good for him - but the web of light was still closing in on him and Angelique. To a mortal, it was just sunlight. But to a vampire, the light symbolized death. “Fear the light!” the voice had warned. The words were indeed prophetic.

Vincent looked up and saw a window just feet from his position. If it should break too, he was done for. And considering the vampire killer was watching them, chances were good he’d be thinking the same. The assassin was playing a game of chess and so far, he was making all the right moves. A change was in order. Vincent had to find a way to turn the situation around, and he had to do it fast. 

If he just made a go for it and barreled through a pool of light without the protection of one of the heavy tapestries, he would never make it. And even if he followed Zane’s example, he was certain to sustain serious damage. That would make it all too easy for the killer to finish him off once he was licking his wounds in some dark corner of the chateau. No, Vincent had to get out of here, but he needed to do it in one piece, his strength intact so he could counter his opponent’s next move.

There had to be another way out of the dining hall... 

Vincent’s mind worked furiously and ran through all the options. 

His eyes combed the chamber. Scoping...

His roaming gaze locked on the large fireplace that dominated the center of the room. It represented a possible way out of the dining room. Now he just had to get there before the killer triggered the final window and blew him away in a wave of lethal sunlight.

Vincent swapped a last glance with Angelique. His gaze held a final promise. 

If I make it out of here, I’m coming for you! 

It was a promise Vincent intended to keep.

A second later, he exploded into motion and sprinted across the room at full tilt, a dizzying rush of motion. From the corner of his eye, he could see the charges going off behind him, glass shattering, sunlight descending… 

Vincent hurled himself forward just as a nearby window exploded. Light rippled like molten lava after him as he dove into the fireplace and scrambled with inhuman speed up the chimney. Sunlight flooded the hearth below him. 

Vincent never looked back, staying focused on his climb. Driven by a singular purpose - he had to get away from the light at all cost!

Vincent kept tearing his way up the chimney. He suddenly noticed an entrance to a hidden passageway inside the chimney. Dracula’s chateau was a place of mystery, with too many secret passageways and escape routes to count. The master hadn’t survived without being prepared for all eventualities. An effective back-up plan was always in place. It failed him in the end, but only after centuries of eluding his enemies. So why should Vincent be surprised to find the entrance to a secret escape tunnel hidden within the shaft of a chimney? To Dracula’s paranoid way of thinking, it would make perfect sense.

Vincent pulled himself through the small opening and peered inside. Using his vampire vision, he scanned the tunnel that extended before him. Vincent had no idea where the tunnel might lead, but he also knew his options were somewhat limited at this point. Returning to the dining room meant certain death and if he kept scrambling up the chimney, he’d emerge on the roof and be fully exposed to the sun. 

Vincent made up his mind and decided to take his chances with the tunnel. He had no idea where the passage would lead him, but he was willing to find out. Vincent eased his way into the dark opening, becoming one with the blackness. 




***




In another part of the castle, a figure cloaked in shadow faced a bank of monitors and observed Vincent on a closed-circuit video system. On a black-and-white monitor, Vincent could be seen climbing the shaft, then turning toward the secret passageway - the silhouetted observer was tracking Vincent’s every move. 

The image froze. Rewound. And played again. And again. 

The spectral figure manning the security system had waited a long time for this moment. Vincent was on his way. Skeletal fingers stabbed the REPLAY button. The skin of the stranger’s hand was mottled with pink scar tissue. It was the hand of someone who had sustained horrible burn wounds. 




















CHAPTER FOURTEEN




ZANE STUMBLED INTO the vast chamber adjacent to the dining hall, his body trailing smoke. He was greeted by a forbidding collection of medieval weapons – he had ended up in the chateau’s armory. Suits of armor lined the room and stood guard like spooky sentinels from another age. 

Holy fucking Renaissance Fair, Zane thought for one dizzying moment, before the pain swept all other thoughts aside. The flames were extinguished but the fire still seemed to be raging across his body. Zane yanked the heavy tapestry that had saved his life off his broad shoulders. The sunlight had mercilessly lashed all exposed areas of his body, tattooing them with charred black patches. His leather jacket had melted and fused with the skin. He had sustained first, second and third-degree burns - it would take a long time for his wounds to regenerate and for the agony to subside.	 

Zane was able to shut out the agony but he was less successful in silencing his hate-filled thoughts of vengeance. Vincent wasn’t the only one who could keep a promise. A few years back when Zane was still one of the walking dead (in other words, human), some rich kid had tapped Zane’s motorcycle with his expensive sports car. The biker made him regret the careless transgression. One look at that baby-faced college punk and Zane knew daddy must’ve footed the bill for his ride, a prize for some run-of-the-mill accomplishment like graduating College. Fuck, Zane would have had gotten a dumbass waste-of-time-and-money degree himself if a bow-wrapped Porsche was waiting for him at the end. 

The kid was courteous as he exchanged information and instructed Zane, with a sheepish grin, to call his insurance carrier – they’d take care of the damage. The punk handed Zane his business card and flashed a perfect smile, thinking the matter resolved. As the kid and his sun-kissed girlfriend strolled into the dive bar Zane had just stumbled out of, he glared after them with hatred. The kid had been born with a silver spoon in his mouth and thought a fat check could solve any problem or get him out of any jam. But tonight he was going to learn otherwise. Tonight Zane was going to give him a taste of the real world. It was a dangerous jungle out there and one didn’t provoke certain predators without facing the consequences. 

Zane studied the address on the business card for a moment before his smoldering gaze returned to the scratch on his motorcycle’s front bumper, his world awash with anger. He swung onto his dented hog and took off into the night. But he hadn’t headed home that evening. At least not right away. Instead, he sought out the address on the business card, a luxury apartment in a swanky part of town. He parked his hog and waited near the entrance of the luxury condo. Three hours later, the young man and his golden girlfriend returned, still buzzed from their brief trip to the wild side. 

The moment the kid unlocked his front door, Zane peeled from the shadows, knife in hand, and pushed the suddenly terrified couple into the living room of their apartment. The place was perfectly furnished; no cheap-ass IKEA shit was good enough for these two. 

Zane was ready to party. Once he was done with the couple and his drug-fueled lust for violence was satiated, he left the apartment complex, returned to his pad and knocked back a couple of brewskies before going to bed. He slept like a baby. By the time the next morning rolled around, the whole sordid affair was forgotten. The sole reminder was the small scratch on his front bumper that, Zane admitted to himself with a sheepish grin, didn’t seem too bad in the light of day. Why had it put him in such a state the other night? Must’ve been the meth coursing through his veins – it tended to distort shit and could blow small things way out of proportion.

The incident did illustrate one important point about Zane’s character – if you chose to fuck with him, you’d better be prepared to pay the piper. But this whole wretched affair had gone way past a simple scratch on his bumper. The killer had fucked up his face and the price Zane planned to exact in return would be terrible indeed.

A thumping behind Zane made him flinch. 

It emanated from the top of a nearby staircase, where the chateau’s sleeping quarters were located. 

Zane trailed the noise and inched his way up the stairs. He had climbed a few steps when the rhythmic pounding repeated itself and the mysterious source of the sound stood revealed…

Dracula’s coffin.

It barreled down the staircase – bang, bang, bang - heading right for Zane. The biker leaped from the path of the incoming coffin at the last moment. It blew past him and crashed into the stone floor of the armory. The impact whipped the lid open and a shrieking swarm of bats billowed out, their cloud of membranous wings enveloping Zane. 

Zane did his best to ward off the panicked creatures as, from the corner of his eye, he caught a glimpse of a new arrival on the scene. The figure bore down on him with quick strides. The cloud of bats obscured details but Zane could make out one crucial element - the figure was wielding a silver stake.

WHOOSH! The shimmering stake cut through the whirlwind of flying vermin and punctured Zane's heart in one brutal yet precise motion. The biker took a few steps back, exhaled a stream of black blood, and crumpled to his knees. Reality slipped out of focus. The cloud of fluttering bats grew thicker, the darkness beginning to expand. The killer loomed above Zane. The biker peered up at his assailant in stunned disbelief. 

“You!”

No words followed. Only silence as the world was erased in blackness.




***




Vincent crawled through the stone bowels of the chateau, not knowing where the tunnel would ultimately lead him. Time had lost all meaning and for one claustrophobic second, it felt as though he’d been buried alive. Vincent could feel the damp rock closing in on him; it was as if Dracula’s castle had swallowed him whole and would never release him. But a powerful compulsion drove the former Texas Ranger onward. A new need blazed within him and kept him going…

Vincent wanted answers. Wanted to know who had engineered this nightmare party. Wanted to stare into the killer’s eyes.

To get what he wanted, he would have to be strong and maintain his focus. He couldn’t succumb to emotion. His unwillingness to give up quickly paid off. After a stretch of time that seemed like hours but was closer to fifteen minutes, Vincent emerged in a small chamber. He was met by a nearly preternatural silence and for a brief moment, Vincent just stood in the darkness, basking in the silence and enjoying the reprieve he’d been granted from the violent drama being played out throughout the chateau. Memories of Sasha made for uneasy company in the dark. His body was bowed with grief. Zane’s words had reopened wounds that had never healed in the first place. Only now did Vincent understand what had happened to his beloved, and the knowledge pained him. How could he not have seen it earlier? How could he have believed Sasha would leave him without saying goodbye? 

Vincent was all too familiar with the way the clan viewed the world, but Sasha was his blind spot. He hadn’t thought them capable of turning against one of their own in such a murderous fashion. Dracula disapproved of Sasha’s ways, but to consider them a capital offense? Vincent was too enraptured by Sasha’s rebellious spirit to see the noose tightening around her.

A sudden sound broke through the veil of Vincent’s memories. It had emanated from outside the chamber. Vincent decided to investigate. He stepped out of the small room and started down a steep staircase overlooking a dizzying network of stairs that ran within the walls of the castle. Vincent’s gut told him that the architects who designed this secret network were rewarded for their efforts with a swift death and a shallow grave. Dracula didn’t like to share his secrets with the world. 

Vincent descended the winding flight of stairs, rounded a corner, and arrived inside a room dominated by flickering monitors. Old security feeds played across a bank of screens, a digital mosaic of black-and-white images. In many of the shots, the now-dead vampires were still alive. In some they were in the process of meeting their grisly ends. It was a shrine devoted to the murders of the clan members. 

Vincent stepped closer to the monitors. He took note of a series of labeled DVDs on a small shelf nearby. Each DVD was dated. Curiosity piqued, Vincent snatched one of the DVDs and inserted it into a player. The security feed was replaced by shots of various humans being stalked and hunted by Dracula within the castle - hapless souls unlucky enough to stumble into the Count’s web. 

The killer was toying with the clan the same way Dracula toyed with his victims. 

Another sound caught Vincent’s attention. It came from a nearby doorway. 

His guard up, Vincent approached the door. The noise didn’t repeat itself but Vincent became aware of a familiar scent, an overpowering perfume that was becoming stronger by the second. 

Blood. 

It hung in the air, permeated the chamber. But it was fainter than usual, which meant the precious lifeforce had been spilled after its hapless donor perished. Nevertheless, the heady fragrance was powerful enough to give rise to a ravenous hunger in him. 

Vincent opened the door and skulked into the adjoining chamber. He took a few cautious steps before he froze, realizing he wasn't alone any longer. Six people formed a semi-circle around Vincent. Men and women, all in their twenties. 

Pick them young and they’ll last longer. 

They were shackled to the wall, throats and wrists open and slick with blood, their life force spattered across the floor and walls. The sight of so much blood was overwhelming. Vincent shook with the sudden need to feed. It was difficult enough resisting the call of the blood under normal circumstances, but he hadn’t fed even on animal blood since he arrived the other night and his hunger was becoming harder to control. 

A raspy gurgle shredded the silence of the room. Vincent spun around. One of the men was still alive. His bloodless features regarded Vincent with naked terror as he hovered on the brink of death. 

Vincent approached, taking in the dying man, his hunger intensifying. The need had become insistent. Vincent spoke, his voice trembling, “Who are you? Who did this to you?” 

The man’s answer came in the form of a death rattle, all life leaving his drained form as his head slumped forward. Vincent was almost relieved. Vampires couldn’t feed on the dead, the act carrying with it terrible consequences. The young man’s death had removed the temptation. Vincent didn’t know if he could have resisted much longer. And with this thought came another - the man would’ve perished anyway, regardless of his actions, so why didn’t he indulge himself, just this once? 

Vincent put a stop to this line of thinking, detesting the power the blood still held over him. A man had perished, cut down in the prime of life, and the strongest emotion Vincent could muster was regret at having missed a guilt-free snack. In that moment Vincent wished Dracula had torn out his throat all those years ago and let him bleed out on the whiskey-stained saloon floor. 

Sudden footsteps brought Vincent back to reality. He tilted his head, coming face to face with the woman who had appeared in the doorway, wide-eyed shock now marring her beauty. It was none other than Maria. 

Electrified by terror, Maria backed away but...

Vincent was already upon her. He pinned her against the wall, eyes smoldering with questions. “Who's behind this? What's going on here?”

“I don't know...”

“No more lies! You killed Sebastian.”

“Please, I swear... I was just trying to get away.”

Maria’s body was shaking, her voice resigned and defeated. “I can't take it anymore. Just kill me, just get it over with...”

Maria's fear and helpless desperation made Vincent back off, but he didn't loosen his iron grip. “Tell me what happened in the well? Who are you working with?”

No answer. 

“Talk to me.”

Maria's eyes locked with Vincent’s. And it seemed to him that her fear began to subside. Almost as if she knew Vincent better than he knew himself. Knew he wasn’t going to harm her. Maria told him earlier that he was different than the others. And judging from her expression, she still felt that way.

Maria started to talk, the words flowing from her lips with ease. She told Vincent how she’d scrambled into the culvert, knowing Sebastian was hot on her trail and would soon join her at the bottom of the well. She had taken a few steps down the duct when a muffled ringing sound drew her attention. She looked around and her eyes fell across a cellphone that had been placed in the gutter, protected by a plastic case. In addition to the phone, the waterproof case contained a flare and a gas can. 

For a moment Maria had just stood there, not knowing what to do. She explained to Vincent how the phone seemed out of place in the medieval setting, adding another surreal touch to what was happening, but the last twenty-four hours had irrevocably altered her conception of normal. Sebastian’s booming voice echoed from the well shaft and helped make up her mind. Maria snapped open the case and palmed the cell. 

Vincent studied Maria closely, part of him trying to determine whether or not she was lying but sensing that she was telling him the truth. Her eyes remained level as she spoke. ”A voice instructed me to use the flare and set the oil on fire.”

“Did you recognize the voice on the phone?”

Maria shook her head. 

“The voice was electronically distorted. I couldn’t tell if it was male or female.”

This made sense to Vincent. The killer wanted him to take the secret passageway inside the chimney and he wanted him to run into Maria. This was a game, and it hadn’t been played out yet. As Vincent eyed the ring of drained victims, a new idea began to take root. For the first time, Vincent wondered if someone in the group could have faked their own death. After all, they never did see Julian or Faust’s bodies.

“How did you end up here?” Vincent asked.

“I just kept following the tunnel.” 

Maria’s voice was hollow and without much emotion, her eyes glued to the tableau of death that encircled them. She couldn’t stop looking at the mauled victims. 

“Who are these people?” Maria asked Vincent.

“I don't know. Someone fed on them over the last few hours.”

An incredulous look passed across her features. “Why so many?”

“Blood gives us life. But it also heals our wounds.”

Maria eyed him, not sure what he was getting at. But Vincent didn’t offer any further explanation. There was no point speculating out loud. The bottom line was that Vincent still had no idea who was behind these killings. 

But he had a feeling he’d find out soon enough.























CHAPTER FIFTEEN




DUSK SETTLED OVER Dracula’s chateau, painting it in blood-red fire. Shadows were spreading and soon the sun would disappear, taking with it the last rays of lethal light. Deep within the stone passageways of the chateau, Vincent ascended another flight of stairs with Maria at his side. He felt a growing intimacy with the woman, a comfort level Vincent hadn’t experienced with anyone in quite some time. And this feeling seemed to be mutual. Maybe it was a variation of the Stockholm Syndrome, a form of capture-bonding, which in this case seemed to go both ways. 

They reached a dead end, the stairs ending abruptly before a wall lined with stone gargoyles. Vincent's hands patted down the sculptures, searching. Maria eyed him with growing curiosity. “What are you doing?”

“Looking for a way out of here.”

Vincent's fingers disappeared inside the hollow eye socket of one of the gargoyles and KACHUNK! There was a rumbling sound as the medieval gear mechanism ground to life. A moment later, a section of the wall slid back. Vincent and Maria stepped into the armory, where Zane met his end. Vincent surveyed the vast collection of medieval weapons: broadswords, maces, battle-axes, lances and knives of various shapes and design. Not to mention some weapons Vincent couldn’t put a name to.	

He immediately spotted Zane's broken body, which was sprawled near Dracula’s open coffin. The splintered casket was tilted at an odd angle at the foot of the staircase. The shaft of the silver stake protruded from the vampire biker’s chest like a flagpole marking the vampire carcass as its territory. Zane’s skin had flaked off his form and already turned to ash, leaving a shriveled, mummified skeleton inside the now-oversized leather jacket. The lone indicator of Zane’s nature were the twin fangs that dominated the exposed enamel. There was no sign of the bats, as they had already dispersed throughout the castle.

Vincent's gaze traveled over to a large grandfather clock that fronted the wall to his right, its pendulum ticking back and forth inside its narrow cabinet body. The incessant tick-tock was grating and seemed amplified somehow in the silent armory. Vincent traded a quick look with Maria and pointed at the time.

“Six o'clock. Less than half an hour before sundown.”

He had almost made it. Almost... Vincent sensed that the next half hour would be fraught with danger. He was pretty certain the killer was tracking them and would strike any moment now. 

Almost as if to confirm his suspicion, Vincent made out a new sound outside the chateau. He stepped up to the window and peering through the polarized glass, spotted an incoming Humvee. Here it comes! The final surprise of the day. 

The vehicle pulled into the castle's driveway and came to a stop. Doors snapped open and four men emerged. They were decked out in military fatigues and body armor, toting crossbows, machine guns and UV-lights. The team spread out and surged toward the chateau, their weapons ready. Vincent was about to pull away from the window when a familiar voice cut across the armory.

“Looks like Zane was right after all.” 

Vincent pivoted toward Angelique. Escaping the chamber of light had exacted a heavy toll on her. Though her face was lined with a series of fresh burn scars, it remained striking and beautiful in an elemental way. Angelique shook her head, quivering with fermenting rage. 

“How could you join forces with a mortal and turn on your own clan?”

“The way the clan turned on Sasha?”

“She had it coming,” Angelique said.

White-hot rage simmered in Vincent's voice. “If I had known, I would’ve killed Dracula myself. But I didn't. Someone else is in charge here.”

“Sorry, Vincent, but I'm not buying it this time.” 

Angelique shook her head, face tight, jaw set, murder in her eyes. “I'm seeing it so clearly now. All this time I was trying to defend you. God, I was such a fool.”

Vincent took a step toward Angelique. 

“Don't move! Stay right where you are!” 

Vincent brought up his hands in a gesture of appeasement, but it did little to calm his former lover. In a controlled voice, he said, “Angelique, listen to me. I'm not the one behind all this. But whoever it is just called in the cavalry.”

“What the hell are you talking about?”

“A car full of armed men just pulled up to the castle. We have to get out of here.”

“You expect me to believe this?”

Vincent’s answer was to tilt his head at the window. 

“See for yourself.” 

Vincent took another step toward Angelique.

“I told you not to come any closer!” Angelique's leg swept up and lashed out, connecting with Vincent's face in an explosive roundhouse kick. Vincent's head was knocked back and his body sent flying. He crashed into a suit of armor and the clanging metal rang out. 

Angelique launched into him, affection transformed into cold hatred. Before Vincent could react, Angelique ripped the locket from his neck in one furious motion. He realized she must’ve wanted to do this for years. It was a moment she’d replayed over and over again in her mind’s eye. Killing Sasha hadn’t been sufficient to erase Vincent’s memory of his lost love. And if Angelique couldn’t break the spell Sasha held over Vincent, even in death, she could at least destroy the last visible trace of Sasha on this earth. Vincent watched as Angelique regarded the locket with disdain, her eyes alive with white-hot anger and jealousy. 

“You have no idea how much I hate her. She ruined everything.” Angelique’s voice grew soft for a moment and there were tears in her eyes.

“Listen to me. We’re in terrible danger...”

Angelique was beyond reason. She crossed the room and with the sound of snapping bones, retrieved the stake from Zane’s skeleton. Weapon in hand, she spun on her heels and advanced toward Vincent, the sharp end of the silver stake held high, her murderous intention clear. Before Angelique could attack, a flash of steel whistled through the air. Angelique reacted to the sound a split second too late as a silver sword sliced her head off in one fell swoop. Her now-headless body stood there for a beat before bone shed flesh and it rained ashes. Looming behind her was none other than... Paul! He was alive and well, sword in hand, black blood dripping down the blade. In his left hand he sported a high-tech crossbow, now leveled at Vincent. 

“Paul!” Maria cried out, feelings held tightly in check finally allowed to erupt to the surface. Maria could only stare at her husband with wide eyes, enthralled by a mixture of conflicting emotions. Vincent could tell she was relieved to see her lover alive but shocked to see him wield a blade with such deadly efficiency. Questions thrust through Vincent’s mind. What did it mean? How could Paul still be alive after succumbing to the poison? 

Vincent couldn't take his eyes off Maria, suspecting complicity with her husband. But her expression mirrored Vincent’s shocked incomprehension. There was only one explanation - Maria had been kept in the dark about her husband’s involvement in all of this. And that meant she might be in danger herself, without even knowing it. Paul suddenly inclined his head, responding to a voice on his earpiece. The news must have been good because a smile played across Paul’s face as he mouthed into his mic. “Excellent. I'm in the armory. Please send back-up.”

Vincent observed as a dazed Maria approached her husband and reached out for him. She tapped Paul’s arm, almost as if she feared the slightest contact might expose him as a figment of her own imagination. “Paul, what's going on here? How can you be alive?”

Good question, Vincent thought. He was dying to hear the answer himself. 

Paul held up a small vial in response, his crossbow remaining leveled on Vincent. “I took the antidote after you guys headed for the well.”

Maria gasped. For the second time within twenty-four hours her world was falling apart. “So you're part of this? How?” 

Paul grinned, revealing twin puncture marks on his neck. Someone had been feeding on him. 

“I'm sorry baby, but someone made me an offer I just couldn't refuse.” With these words, Paul spun toward Vincent and pulled the trigger of his crossbow. A silver bolt erupted, signaling that the time had come for Vincent to make his move. He exploded into motion, the stake rippling past him to slice thin air where he stood mere instants earlier. With quick, powerful strides, Vincent dashed from the armory while a second errant bolt struck a shield on the wall. Paul spat out a sharp curse and tore after Vincent, surging past a stunned Maria. 

The hunt for Vincent had begun.




















CHAPTER SIXTEEN




VINCENT WAS SPRINTING down a winding corridor when the air was lashed with gunfire. He didn’t need to be psychic to know the bullets were cast from silver. One hit could do serious damage. Angelique was right; he hadn’t fed on humans and this was costly to his kind. His reflexes, speed and strength were far above average for a human being but he was but a pale shadow of the vampire he had once been. As he tore down the hallway, Vincent felt like he was moving in slow motion. A long, ragged pulse of gunfire stitched the air, far too close for comfort. 

Vincent could hold his own against humans who had no idea what they were up against, but this group of vampire hunters was a different story. They had the equipment, the training and the will to track a creature of the night. They knew what they were up against and had come prepared. Vincent would need to bring his A game – there was no doubt that he was in for the toughest battle of his life. 

If Angelique had just kept her wits about her and not succumbed to her emotions, Paul would never have been able to sneak up on her. With Angelique on his side, they would’ve stood a fighting chance. On his own, his prospects for survival seemed a lot dimmer.

Vincent’s thoughts were interrupted as laser-lights sliced the air, tracking his moving form like miniature heat-seeking missiles. An assault team was approaching from the other end of the corridor. The men were wearing helmets with protective visors, Kevlar around the throat and wrists to protect all their major arteries. These guys were professionals, a true force to be reckoned with.

With dismay, Vincent realized that backtracking his steps wasn’t an option any longer. Behind him, Paul was catching up, visibly thrilled to be joining the hunt. His hand brought up a Glock and sighted down on Vincent. Death was closing from both ends of the corridor now. There seemed to be no escape.

“It’s over Vincent!”

Nice try, kid, Vincent thought, but it’s not going to be that easy. He wasn’t going to just roll over and die. They’d have to earn their prize. Vincent's gaze came to rest on the large, blacked-out windows before him. Outside, the sun had nearly vanished from view. Just minutes before sundown. 

Vincent could hear the sound of fresh clips being snapped into assault weapons just as two wooden stakes rippled through the air, burying themselves into the wall right next to his head. He might not fare so well against the next wave of silver bullets. He had to get out of here. Fast.	 

Fueled by desperation, Vincent leaped through a nearby window. The blacked-out pane exploded in a furious hail of glass. The dying sunlight enveloped Vincent as he plummeted toward the stone patio below, ground rushing up to meet him. There was no clumsy exploration, no fumbling caresses - the light violently washed over him, engulfing him in its hungry embrace. The air around Vincent distorted and shimmered with heat and - WHOOOSH - his form burst into flames. Vincent didn't even scream, the anguish beyond words. For over a century, he had been lucky enough to avoid the sun’s fiery scorn and today he was making up for lost time. His smoldering body landed in the chateau’s gardens, thickets and heavy undergrowth around him catching fire. 

Vincent scrambled across the patio and flung himself over the wall that enclosed the property. His flaming form landed in a terrace of hedges beyond. He sought refuge from the sun below the thick strands of vegetation, trying to extinguish the coat of fire with clumps of dirt he threw over himself. Mercifully, the clock hit 6.32 p.m. and the sun vanished below the horizon as darkness fell across the chateau. The fire died down, cut off from the radiant source that fed the flames. Vincent collapsed in the dense underbrush, his body charred and smoking, but the fire was already losing its strength and ferocity. As lightning speared the darkness and thunder rumbled in the near distance, announcing the beginning of an electrical storm, Vincent’s world began to fade until he was swept away by a tidal wave of darkness.




***




Paul stood framed by the shattered window as he surveyed the ground below. Vast vineyards extended as far as the eye could see, and the shadows were already lengthening. Damn it, Vincent had managed to escape. They’d missed their window and lost their advantage. Paul knew the person he served would be displeased. Facing a vampire during the day was dangerous and not to be taken lightly, but going up against a creature like Vincent when the elements worked in his favor and with his powers at their full peak was another story altogether. Paul took in the lightning as it scarred the black sky and the anxiety he felt seemed to spread though his whole body. A normal reaction, he thought, but a clear indicator they’d lost the advantage and would be in for a serious fight. A cakewalk had become an uncertain undertaking. 

A voice behind Paul drew him back to reality. It was one of the armed mercenaries who had arrived in the Humvee. Their employer had devoted considerable resources to finding and training these men, most of them veterans of Iraq and Afghanistan who had turned to the more lucrative mercenary game. Resources were allocated to prepare them for the enemy they faced but they had messed up. They should’ve arrived at least an hour earlier but had been held up by some French Gendarmes for speeding. Luckily the French police officers lived up to his stateside reputation for not doing any more work than was absolutely called for. They never checked the trunk, where a small arsenal was stashed. 

“What do we do now?” the leader of the group of mercenaries asked. Paul didn’t know the man’s name and didn’t care to know it.

“Have your men search the vineyards. Tell them to keep their guard up. With the sun down, the vampire’s powers will be fully restored.” Paul's eyes bored into the hunter, doing his very best to project grave authority. 

“Let’s find this monster and wipe it from the face of the Earth.”




***




The team of hunters emerged from the chateau, weapons ready, night-vision goggles masking their features. Insectile warriors hunting for undead prey, they deployed across the terraced gardens with the efficiency of a well-oiled machine. Everyone in the group was ready to earn their paycheck. They had all been told what to expect, they had seen videos to convince them of the authenticity of the ancient predator they were about to face. It was showtime, the training wheels had come off and they were looking forward to some quality one-on-one face-time with one of the last remaining apex predators that could still give mankind a run for its money. 

The team combed the chateau’s forested gardens, each man taking a different path, hoping to cover as much ground as possible. Lightning split the night sky, illuminating the medieval chateau for a second, and was followed by booming thunder. Talk about the perfect weather for hunting a vampire.

The mercenaries’ night-vision goggles bathed the world in a spectral green. They moved silently and with the skill of seasoned warriors but their approaching footfalls sounded like thunderclaps to the broken, blistered creature who had sought refuge under a mound of loose soil. Had they left it at that and turned away, Vincent might have remained burrowed in the wet ground, satisfied to retreat into an uneasy slumber while his wounds healed. Most likely he would not have come after them, too weak to prolong the conflict and take the fight to the enemy. 

Vincent would have let it go. 

But the mercenaries had been ordered to come after him. It hadn’t been enough to wound him. They were here to finish him off. Nothing is more desperate or dangerous than an injured, cornered animal, a lesson these men had either never been taught or didn’t care to recall on this stormy night in the French countryside. They were making a fatal mistake. The hired guns, seasoned veterans of death and destruction that they were, thought they knew what they were up against this evening. But their knowledge of this ancient enemy was purely academic and hadn’t been earned through direct combat experience. When theory came up against reality, the outcome could prove quite different. It was a lesson these men were about to learn the hard way. 

As the mercenaries closed in, Vincent’s shattered form stirred. His body was a mass of scar tissue but his eyes glimmered with a renewed fire. This wasn’t the open, almost friendly gaze of Vincent, the bartender, who chose to resolve conflict through diplomacy rather than violence. It wasn’t the Vincent who fed on gerbils and who had acted as a protector to two hapless humans just hours earlier. This gaze belonged to a different creature all together, a monster who had feasted on the living for over a century before one woman’s love made him reconsider his way of life. 

Sasha’s voice had been with Vincent since the first time they met, a steady companion to his thoughts, almost as if she was part of his conscience. But right now, as the hired gunmen approached, her voice grew silent. In its place, there was another sound that grew more insistent with each step the hunters took toward Vincent’s hiding place. This sound echoed through his mind in a different timbre and pitch, but in its own way it was as persuasive as Sasha’s words had once been. It was the roar of their blood, and it was now calling Vincent’s name.

Once upon a time Vincent had been the deadliest vampire the world had ever known. Not since the master had such a lethal creature stalked the night. 

Angelique knew this.

The clan knew this.

Soon these hunters would know. 

Among them, Max Warren would be the first but definitely not the last. He was thirty-five years old and had done two stints in Afghanistan before a court martial got him kicked out of the service. He had raped the sister of a Taliban soldier and subsequently shot the woman at point blank range before playing Cupid by setting up her brother with seventy-two virgins, courtesy of his blazing Glock 45. 

Max had tried to cover up the murders - they were the fucking enemy, after all - but another man in his squad had suspected foul play and an investigation was opened into the killings. A somewhat sympathetic judge decided to look the other way and show leniency, and Max had gotten off with a slap on the wrist and a dishonorable discharge. This left a man with his particular skillset with two choices: he could apply for that sales position at Walmart and start enjoying the full range of McDonald’s one-dollar menu, or he could become a merc, cash a six-figure annual paycheck and continue to do what he did best. One road would have allowed him to eke out an unremarkable existence in his hometown of St. Petersburg, Florida, the other path led him to hunting a vampire on a stormy night in France. It had led him straight to Vincent. Had Max known then the ultimate consequence of his choice, he would have gladly embraced mediocrity.

Max pressed down a stone path that cut through the thick groves of the estate’s garden. A rustling sound made him grow still in his tracks. Max turned in the direction of the commotion and peered down endless rows of vines shrouded in shadow. The fledgling vampire hunter edged closer and decided to step off the terraced path. Thick hedges reached out for him like dark hands while raindrops hit his night-vision goggles, conjuring a steady patter. A new flash of lightning pierced the night and...	

Vincent stood revealed.

The vampire made for a pitiful sight. Crouched against a tree, eyes hooded and blank, body folded in on itself like a boneless scarecrow. The hunter relaxed, confident he had the upper hand here. His thin lips bent into a cruel smile, anticipating the sport ahead. 

Max turned on his ear mic: “I found him. Situation is under control-” 

The words died on his lips as Vincent, tapping into his last reserves, finding a strength borne from hatred and hunger, scythed into Max and dug his razor-sharp fangs into the soft tissue of the man’s cheek. Body armor was protecting Max’s throat but his face remained exposed and Vincent took advantage of this chink in the merc’s armor. He savagely drove his teeth into the soldier and re-sculpted his features into a crimson mask. It was the first human blood Vincent had tasted in over twenty years. 

It would not be his last. 

The mercenary dropped his weapon and clawed his shredded features, given a strengthened Vincent the chance to tear off his protective neck armor with inhuman strength. Seconds later, the vampire sank his fangs into the man’s now exposed and vulnerable throat. The mercenary screamed into the night and Vincent’s newfound humanity was washed away in a torrent of blood. 























CHAPTER SEVENTEEN




RAIN PELTED THE blacked-out windows of the armory and lightning lit up the room, soaking Maria’s haunted features in its sickly halo. With an excruciating effort that was more psychological than physical in nature, Maria scrambled back to her feet, her gait unsteady as she took her first hesitant steps. With growing trepidation, Maria turned toward the man who just a few months ago had proposed to her at their favorite restaurant, curious onlookers pointing and giggling, girlfriends smiling approvingly while sending not-so—subtle hints and double entendres to their own suitors. The man who had told her so many times how much he loved her. A man who had become a stranger to her. 

How could Paul be part of this nightmare? 	

Maria couldn’t fully contemplate the implications, each question only generating more questions. She had to look Paul in the eyes, those same eyes that had once been so loving and familiar and had made her feel safe. Now they seemed filled with mystery and deceit.	

“Where are you going, darling?” 

There was no warmth in Paul’s voice. It almost sounded like he was mocking her. But how could that be? How could the man who loved her address her in such a flippant, casual manner? The answer was as simple as it was painful, shaking her to the core – Paul didn’t love her anymore. Or maybe he never had. And this realization almost broke Maria. She grew still. Tears welling up, she searched Paul's face. “Why?”

“Someone made me an offer I couldn’t refuse. Who doesn’t want to live forever?”

Maria stared at him with incomprehension. What was he going on about? Maria’s mind suddenly went blank and her eyes widened with terror at the sight of a dark silhouette that had materialized behind Paul. Without turning, Paul sensed the new arrival too, a sudden chill rippling down his spine. They weren’t alone any longer. 

Paul pivoted in slow motion, eyes finding the dark figure that had joined them in the armory. His face filled with recognition and relaxed. But soon his expression changed, realizing that the apparition had no intention of slowing its approach as it advanced with lethal purpose. Maria let out an audible gasp and Paul’s features dissolved into an expression of abject terror. 

“Wait a minute, we had a deal. You promised-” 

Paul’s voice was brutally cut off as the shadowy figure slashed into him. Blood sprayed the armory’s archaic weapons, creating the momentary illusion that they had been recently used in battle. A voice that seemed only to flirt with being human uttered, “I’ve been known to break my promises.” The sounds of tearing flesh did not manage to drown out Maria's screams. 




***




Lightning carved the night sky, painting the rough-hewn features of one of the mercs in its electric glow. The soldier spoke into his mic, struggling to be heard over the booming thunder. 

“Max, this is Steve, can you read me?” 

Only the wind seemed willing to answer. And the mercenary didn’t like what the furious gusts of air were whispering in his ear. 

Something was terribly wrong...

They were never meant to go up against this creature after sundown. They were supposed to contain it within the chateau. The moment their target had decided to go through the window in a hail of glass, the mission parameters had radically shifted. And Steve knew from experience such an unexpected turn could doom a mission. 

The mercenary cursed, the uneasy feeling he’d felt in the pit of his stomach now creeping up into his throat. He’d had a funny feeling about this job from the very start. But the greenbacks had been too tempting and he’d thrown his sense of caution - steeled in the theater of war - to the wind. Not listening to one’s gut could lead to guts being spilled, and the radio silence seemed like an ominous reminder of this truism of his profession. 

Through his night-vision goggles, the hired gun scoped out a world awash in green shadow. His forehead furrowed into a frown when he spotted a shape rolling toward his feet. Confusion made way for terror as he identified the object in question – it was Max’s head, still wearing his night-vision gear, his neck a shredded, gory stump. The mercenary stumbled back and reflexively raised his weapon but it was already too late. He barely made out the blur of motion, but he did feel the weight slam into him. He was sent flying and hit the slippery mud, entangled by vines. The hunter scrambled to regain his feet, boots slipping in the wet mud, eyes darting back and forth, seeking his assailant. His breath caught in his throat and his fear metastasized when he realized the spectral green landscape had been replaced by darkness - his night-vision goggles had slipped off his face. “Fuck!”

Fighting off a growing panic, the mercenary searched the mud for his goggles. There was a glimmer of relief as he spotted the night-vision gear just two feet away from him. The merc snatched the goggles and slipped them on, looking up...

And saw a nightmare glaring down on him. Mouth rimmed with blood, eyes feral slits. Beyond reason and pity, driven by a singular purpose – an insatiable thirst for blood. Vincent tore into the hapless hunter. A sharp roar of thunder drowned out the mercs death screams. 

***




The ground surrounding the castle had transformed into a world of rain and lightning. The downpour was blinding as the third vampire hunter stumbled toward the chateau’s entrance. He hadn’t signed up for this shit. No one was answering their mics and it felt like he was on his own in the dark, fully exposed to the fury of the elements. 

As the merc dipped through the main doorway that led to the entrance hall, he paused for a second. Water seeped into his soaked boots and pooled on the marble floor. His combat fatigues were drenched, the wet material clinging to his skin. He couldn’t believe it but this weather was making him miss the harsh desert terrain of Iraq. 

The mercenary clicked on his mic. “Paul, we have a situation...”

His words were greeted by an eerie silence. 

“Goddamnit Paul, I can't reach any of my men. Paul, what the fuck should I do?”

A drop of blood hit the vampire hunter's face. 

He stiffened, eyes turning... 

Upward.

His mouth stretched into a silent scream as he spotted the shadowy figure clinging to the ceiling, fangs bared, murder in his eyes. Vincent flung himself from the ceiling at the shocked merc. The mercenary’s scream echoed long after his heart stopped beating. 




















CHAPTER EIGHTEEN




A DOOR CREAKED open and a shadow grew across the dining room floor. Vincent had arrived. His face was healed, the blood having worked its regenerative magic. He cut a fearsome presence as his eyes combed the room. This wasn’t the Vincent who sustained himself on gerbils, this was a formidable super-predator who had feasted on the blood of men. His appetite satiated, he now hungered for answers. It was time to meet the mastermind who had put together this sick little game. 

Vincent entered the room and spotted Paul’s body, the man’s head resting in a pool of blood, still sporting a look of terrified surprise on his lifeless features. 

A voice shattered the silence of the room: “Vincent...”

The voice was the raspy, inhuman gurgle of the creature that had taken Paul’s life. The sex was hard to determine from the voice alone, the speaker’s vocal chords having sustained terrible damage. Nevertheless there was a familiar quality here… 

And that’s when it hit Vincent, all the pieces clicking into place, and his face turned to stone. Vincent knew who the killer was and this grim realization filled him with dread. Vincent turned toward the individual who had managed to beat Dracula at his own game. 

Facing Vincent was none other than… Sasha.The love of his life. The woman Vincent had mourned for the last few decades. Sasha seemed as radiant as he remembered her. Her face was flawless but the beauty it projected had been dulled. The playful twinkle in her eyes, the open smile, the way she would toss her hair back when she laughed... all these qualities had been stripped away and replaced by a far darker quality, a coiled intensity and ferociousness that made her seem like another person. It was almost as if his Sasha had exchanged her soul with someone else. Physically the same but now possessed by a different spirit. 

Vincent exhaled as if punched. “It can't be... you're dead...” He advanced, still reeling. He noticed Sasha had one arm hooked around Maria. The poor woman was beyond terror, a mere shell of her former self. “How? Angelique said they killed you.”

“They tried. They almost succeeded,” Sasha said. 

“I don't understand...”

“The master and his flock saw my broken body disappear into the ocean but below the waves, part of me survived.”

Sasha leaned closer. Her lips touched Vincent’s mouth and for one split second, Sasha’s memories became his, their minds intermingling the way they had so many times before... 




	Vincent found himself on a beach. Sasha sat shackled on a wide expanse of sand. Angelique, Dracula and the other members of the clan watched from afar. As the sun rose on the horizon, they vanished inside blacked-out cars parked across the sand. Behind polarized windows, they observed.

	Sasha scrambled to her feet, sunlight dappling the beach, the rays assaulting her. The strand stretched for miles; there was no place to hide or seek shelter. 

	Steam hissed off her body and her skin grew black. Her scream reverberated across the barren stretch of sand as she plunged into the ocean, the waves engulfing her flaming remains. As the boiling water closed over Sasha’s head, the world grew black...




And Vincent was back in the chateau, eyes fixed on his love. But Sasha was not done yet. Sasha clawed his wrists, nails digging into bone, her memories blending with Vincent’s once more, ignited by a dark urgency.




A new image appeared. Some time had passed and we now looked up through a lapping curtain of ocean water at a fishing trawler bobbing on rough seas. A shadow grew before us - an incoming fishing net.

A school of panicked fish surged as the net closed around us, their silver bellies shimmering in the moonlight. The net tightened its hold, the movements of the now trapped fish growing more desperate with each successive second of captivity. 

A rush of motion as the haul was lifted onto the slippery deck of the fishing boat. The net hung in the air for a moment before swinging toward the deck. 

Our angle changed and we caught a glimpse of the swirling ocean below us before it was replaced with the slippery, fish-guts-strewn deck of the trawler. The net was lowered and the weight of all those fish pressed down on us as the deck came up. The net opened and we spilled across the deck in a rain of writhing, gasping fish bodies. 

One of the fishermen leaned over to inspect the catch, slipped on the slick deck and bumped his head. Blood ran down his face and a few drops of the crimson liquid speckled the net. 

SOME LANDED ON US. 

We looked down at our hands to find them charred and coal-black. But the droplets of blood seemed to blow the ashes away, allowing skin to regenerate.

While the wounded fisherman staggered back to his feet and rubbed his bleeding head, we rose from the net. The fisherman stared, slack-jawed. But his surprise made way for the glassy look of the dead as his throat was torn apart and his body spilled across the mass of flapping fish, his blood mixing with the ocean water’s salt...




Sasha pulled away from Vincent. Her perfect beauty had started to show its first cracks, her once-flawless skin now mottled with ugly pink scar tissue. The skin would heal, creating a momentary illusion of perfection until the scars broke out again, a never-ending cycle of decay and rebirth. It was as if Sasha was fighting off a cancer - she could slow it down but not defeat it. 

“I survived but I'm not the same,” Sasha said. “My powers diminished, my body covered in scars no amount of blood could ever heal.”

“Why didn’t you get in touch? Why have me believe you were gone?” 

“I couldn't risk revealing myself to you, my sweet Vincent. The clan would’ve mercilessly hunted me down. And I couldn’t put you in danger. I had to regain my strength, bide my time…”

So you could plot your revenge, Vincent mentally added. 

“I didn’t want you to see me like this. See what I’d become.”

The words pained Vincent. Sasha had been hiding from him for all of these years, afraid that he’d reject her on sight. How wrong she had been.

“The clan may have failed to kill me, but they did destroy me.”	

“What about Maria and Paul?”

“I was weak, unable to go up against the clan by myself. I needed help. Someone on the inside. Someone they wouldn’t see coming. A human willing to do my bidding for a taste of immortality.” 

“But you killed him.”

“I could never trust a man who was willing to betray his own woman.”

“What about the promise you made to yourself? You vowed to never feed on humans.” 

Sasha scoffed as she spoke. “And look what it got me.” 

Vincent shook his head, anger welling up. “I mourned you all these years and had no clue of the clan’s involvement in any of this.”

“You were never in any danger, my love.” 

Vincent didn’t look convinced.

“I knew you’d overcome any challenge I’d sent your way. I didn’t trigger the last window in the dining hall until my surveillance cameras showed me you’d spotted a way out.”

“What about those mercenaries?”

“I knew they were no match for you. Paul thought they were an hour late, but I constructed the timetable knowing they wouldn’t get here until the sun was almost down.”

Vincent’s face filled with sudden understanding. 

“You wanted me to kill them?”

“I had to make you unlearn the foolishness I taught you all those years ago. You needed to rediscover your strength and sense of purpose. Reconnect with who you once were.”

“What about the things you used to believe in?”

“Dracula managed to teach me one important lesson - I was a fool for thinking we could go against our nature.” Sasha's eyes glittered with fanatical glee and her voice hummed with unbridled hatred. She had physically survived Dracula's attack, but her second lease on life had come at a steep price – her soul. The woman Vincent loved had indeed been destroyed on that fateful day on a faraway beach.

Unaware of the dark thoughts that passed through Vincent’s mind, Sasha continued. “Together we can create a new clan, Vincent. A glorious new beginning for our kind.”	

Vincent regarded Sasha, unable to believe that the woman he’d known and loved could give voice to such terrible thoughts. As she stepped back, Sasha’s features were whole once again, untarnished by any signs of trauma. 

She can make the scars on the surface disappear, Vincent thought, but the damage on the inside was a different matter. 

“I'm sorry, but I can't,” Vincent finally said.

Sasha glowered at Vincent, unwilling to accept what she was hearing.

“You've spilled blood today, Vincent. All it took was a little nudge to push you out of the light and back into the darkness where our kind belongs.”

Sasha’s eyes filled with the beginning of an idea. Before Vincent could react, she drew a sharp nail across Maria's throat. The woman let out a stunned gasp. Blood oozed from her neck. Her legs grew wobbly, caved in and she crumpled to the floor. Vincent's eyes remained riveted to the spurting gash across her throat.

The blood seemed to hum with life, its steady susurration beckoning him. Vincent's eyes flared with a dark hunger. Sasha yanked Maria’s head back by her long black hair, exposing the mortal woman’s beautiful neck. Her thundering heartbeat assailed Vincent’s senses, becoming an overwhelming temptation. 

Vincent's fangs grazed her flesh, almost puncturing the skin... He was about to give in to the dark call when he stopped himself. 

An eternal moment. Vincent was surprised by his own reaction, not quite sure what made him hesitate. Instincts collided with his conscience and every molecule of his being screamed as he willed himself away from Maria. 

He was back in control. A decision had been made. 

The vampire hunters were an exception to the rule, his need to survive overriding all other considerations. Maria was different. She was helpless, a victim in all of this, forsaken by the very man she had given herself to. And Vincent knew much about that particular subject. The clan had betrayed Vincent and Sasha, but in turn she had betrayed everything she stood for. This vicious cycle had to end.

Vincent’s gaze locked on Sasha’s face, sadness and loss in his eyes. “You're wrong, Sasha,” he said, his voice strong and powered by a newfound conviction. He had needed to stare into the abyss to see the light.

Lightning flashed outside, thunder cracked. Vincent could feel Maria observing him through a haze of fear and confusion. It was clear she didn’t understand what was happening or how Vincent and Sasha were related to each other but she sensed the gravity of what was unfolding. This wasn’t a battle of wills but a battle for Vincent’s very soul. 

Sasha broke the silence. “Very well, Vincent. If you refuse to join me, then I can't trust you.”

Without warning, Sasha brought up a stake in one swift motion. Vincent realized it was the exact same one she must have used to kill Zane. There was no hesitation as Sasha drove the spike into Vincent's chest and even though he had expected her reaction to be violent, his eyes widened with incredulous shock. Pain ripped through his body as he careened backward but he was still alive, the stake having failed to penetrate his heart.

Vincent's fingers closed around the stake and began to pull it from his chest, one excruciating inch at a time, the silver slick with the blood of the men he had fed on mere moments ago. The gory spike clattered to the floor. The exertion had taken its toll on Vincent. His knees buckled and he lost his footing. Vincent crumpled to the floor right next to Maria. Sasha closed in, revealing the silver scythe she had used to decapitate Rafael. She was gearing up to deliver a death blow. “I'm sorry, darling...”

Sasha would never finish her sentence, as Maria made her move. She snatched the bloody stake Vincent dropped and brought it up, channeling a last reserve of strength. Sasha’s eyes grew wide as the bloody stake burst from her chest cavity. Unlike Sasha, Maria hadn't missed her target. The stake had punctured Sasha’s heart. The scarred vampire let out a keening shriek and crumpled face-first to the floor. She might be dying, but there was still some fight left in her. She pushed herself erect, her eyes blazing with hatred as they fixed on Maria. Whatever little time Sasha had left, she’d make damn sure Maria would perish along with her. As Sasha readied herself for one final, devastating attack, a streak of silver arced across the room and the sickle-shaped blade, now wielded by a grim-faced Vincent, found Sasha’s exposed neck and separated her head from its heaving torso. 

Together, Vincent and Maria had succeeded where the clan had failed. The silver scythe shook in Vincent’s hand, the blow vibrating up his outstretched arm and into his shoulder. Tears of blood were streaming down his face. He had slain the woman he loved. But deep down he knew the woman he’d once known, and worshipped, would’ve wanted it so. 

Sasha was gone. And this time she wasn’t coming back.

Vincent knew he had done the right thing, but it didn’t make it any easier. He let out an anguished gasp, a terrible cry that shook the windows of the house and momentarily drowned out the storm raging outside. 

Silence followed.

Despite the pain in his face, Vincent managed to pick himself up. An incredible effort. He stood there for a protracted moment, a creature of pain. His dark gaze shifted toward Maria. Saw her bleeding out across the floor. She was fading fast, succumbing to her wounds. 

Once again a woman had saved him but this time he didn’t need to let her die. 

This time could be different.

Vincent circled Maria and with one rapid stroke, slit his own wrist. To his surprise, Maria didn’t seem afraid. “You’ve lost too much blood. You’re dying. But there’s another way.”

Maria studied Vincent and considered the dark blood oozing from his open wound. The offer had been made, but Vincent would not force it upon her. Maria knew what Vincent was and what she would become. She could remain human and die or become a vampire and live.

It only took seconds for Maria to make her choice.























CHAPTER NINETEEN




MOONLIGHT SPARKLED OVER the waves as they lazily lapped up the receding shoreline. Most of the surfers and tourists had traded the oceanfront for their favorite night haunts. The beach now belonged to the dog walkers and an occasional jogger. Near the bike path, an elderly couple walked hand-in-hand, sharing a comfortable, loving silence. 

Standing near the foaming water was Vincent, features edged into sharp relief by the nocturnal glow. He was back in Venice and it felt good to be home. He had quit his bartending job – after the events in Paris, serving drinks to drunken beach bums had lost some of its appeal. Vincent didn’t know what the future held, but tossing drunken fools on the street wouldn’t be part of it. 

The waves crested and fell. 

Vincent held up the gold locket and it refracted the pale moonlight. The events at the master’s chateau had taught him a vital lesson. The greatest danger to a creature that could live forever was the power that their own past held over them. The past could make someone build a fortress constructed from long-faded memories and surround themselves with the trappings of another age. It could make one cling to and yearn for long-lost lovers. It could make people kill and get them killed. Feelings could be distorted and amplified through the lens of time, erasing all hope of a fresh start. 

Vincent had been guilty of this but unlike the other members of the clan, he had been given another chance. He intended to make the best of it. 

Vincent hurled the locket into the foaming ocean. The jewelry disappeared under the water's dark surface, vanishing from the world. One day it might wash up somewhere and some stranger separated by time and space would marvel at the image of the beautiful woman it held, unaware of her tragic story.	 

A figure joined Vincent. Maria, her fangs bared, a vampire now. Vincent had offered her two choices back at the chateau, and she had chosen life. Vincent had demonstrated that becoming a monster didn’t mean one had to live as one, and this had made the decision easier. Only Maria knew for sure why she accepted Vincent’s dark gift, but he was glad she had.

The vampire couple made their way across the dark beach, accompanied by the steady, soothing surge of the ocean. There was a palpable bond between them that had grown in the weeks since they had left France and returned to the States. Vincent knew he couldn’t change who he had been in the past, but he could choose who he’d become in the future. He had faced the darkness and no longer feared the light. 

Vincent took Maria’s hand and the two vampires vanished into the starless night.

	

THE END
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After a decade spent fighting the enemy abroad and keeping his country safe, Delta Force Operator MARK TALON is ready to settle down with the love of his life. But Talon’s world crumbles when his fiancée becomes the victim of a terrifying cult. 




In the wake of his terrible loss, Talon dedicates himself to a new mission – hunting down evil occultists across the globe and stopping them before they can unleash the forces of darkness upon an unsuspecting world. 




In ICE GOD, Talon must head to Norway to stop Rezok, a Black Metal musician who plans on using an ancient Norse ritual to trigger a frozen cataclysm.




PLEASE ENJOY A SPECIAL SAMPLE OF

OCCULT ASSASSIN: ICE SHADOWS

CHAPTER ONE




WHIRLING SNOWFLAKES LANDED on Kristin’s face like icy kisses as her athletic frame hurtled down the steep mountain at fifty-plus miles per hour. Sending sprays of powder into the air, she skied with the skill and carefree abandon of someone in their mid-twenties. All around her, a state-of-the art lighting system turned the tree-lined slopes into an azure, phantasmagorical winter wonderland. 

Kristin had arrived in Bergen, Norway, less than 48 hours earlier. Originally from Oslo, she worked as an account executive for a large advertising firm in London but tried to visit as often as her hectic schedule permitted. After the failure of her most recent romantic relationship, a doomed coupling with a French commercial director, the mountains of her homeland had been calling her. 

Ahead the trail forked and Kristin opted for the steeper, more challenging backcountry chute. Twilight deepened and the woods grew dark. With fewer light poles available, she’d have to rely on her other senses. She tightened her body, further increasing her speed. 

For a moment her problems ceased to matter and she felt in complete control. How she wished some of that confidence extended to her love life. She had tried to convince herself that Pierre was just a fling, but she was heartbroken. Their relationship had lasted for less than a month before the flowers and fancy dinners gave way to unanswered calls and unreturned texts. After three days of radio silence, she’d gotten the hint – the Frenchman had moved on. Why had she thought she could tame a well-known Lothario and heartbreaker? 

She was pulled out of her thoughts when her eyes landed on an unexpected obstacle directly ahead. A six-foot high wall of ice blocked the narrow trail. The blockade flexed and rippled in the starlight. She’d seen videos of ice heaves, tsunami-style waves of frozen water rippling over shorelines and damaging homes. She had forgotten the science behind the phenomenon, but she did know it occurred near lakes and required strong winds. So what had triggered such a strange anomaly at this high altitude? And why did it only seem to be affecting the ski trail? 

All these thoughts slashed through her mind within a handful of seconds. The time for speculation had run out – the ice barrier was upon her. She had to act fast. A direct impact at this speed would kill her.

Kristin dug the edges of her skis into the powder. The maneuver sent her flying. Airborne, she twisted her body in midair and landed butt-first, as she’d been trained to do. Her derriere absorbed the brunt of the fall as she slid down the trail on her back. The powdery snow cushioned the impact and Kristin counted her blessings. An icy surface would have been far less pleasant.

For a moment she just lay there, the cold seeping through her ski jacket. Her breath misted in the chilly darkness. She predicted some ugly bruises in the morning, but her training and quick reflexes had spared her any broken bones. With a determined grunt Kristin performed a press up while holding the base of her poles with an uphill hand. Her upper body strength was well developed from regular gym visits and she quickly got back on her feet.

She dusted thick clumps of snow off her ski-suit and bindings before taking a closer look at the surreal sight in front of her. A row of frozen stalagmites jabbed into the air like the teeth of some buried ice giant.

Kristin shivered as she gained a stronger sense of her situation. She was alone on the deserted chute and no sound broke the unnerving silence. Making matters worse, one of the nearby light poles began to flicker and grow dark. 

Shit! Other lights followed suit and winked off, drenching the mountain in darkness. The sole illumination now emanated from the dim stars overhead. What was going on? She decided to round the barrier and continue down the mountain as quickly as possible. She instinctively sensed that she was in danger. 

To suppress her fear, she concentrated on the task at hand. She trudged along the frozen barricade, moving toward the tree-line on the left side of the trail. How she wished some other skier would materialize, but the odds were slim considering the late hour. 

The sound of her skis crunching over the snow echoed eerily on the forlorn trail and her pulse quickened. The wind had picked up and now cut through her clothes. Her teeth chattered and each breath was like inhaling ice. So much for being inured to the cold. She always teased her British colleagues when they complained about their comparatively mild winters. But this was different. The temperature must have dropped over twenty degrees since she took her tumble in the snow. How was this possible?

She reached the trees and began to round the strange ice wall. Behind her the branches stirred, wooden fingers brushing against her back. She stifled a scream. 

Get a grip on yourself! 

Just a few more seconds and she’d be on her way, blasting down the trail and headed for the safety of the base about 800 feet below. 

She suddenly noticed strange carvings etched into the trees. Her eyes narrowed and she had to lean forward to catch a better look. As a native Norwegian, she recognized the symbols as runes, the characters of the alphabet used by the ancient people of Northern Europe. She didn’t know the meaning of these symbols, but it deepened her sense of dread. Heart hammering in her chest, she turned away from the trees and wove around the icy obstacle. Fear fueled her movements. Reality had narrowed to one simple objective — she had to get back on the trail.

Her singular focus paid off and she reached the other side of the ice wall, only to grow dead still… Three human silhouettes blocked the trail ahead. 

A scream wanted to escape from Kristin’s throat, but her lips were frozen shut. The tall, gaunt snowboarders loomed before her, creating a human barrier across the width of the chute. Even if she managed to somehow weave around them, nothing would stop them from chasing after her. 

The spooky trio advanced. As they stepped into the moonlight, Kristin realized they all wore fiberglass skull-helmets favored by both hardcore snowboarders and paintballers. They looked more like monstrous, medieval skeleton creatures than masked humans.

Despite the punishing cold and her mounting terror, Kristin exploded into motion. Using her poles, she pushed away from the figures and shot back toward the trees. 

She had barely advanced a few feet when a massive silhouette peeled from the shadow-soaked woods, barring her escape. Like the others, he wore a skull-mask that erased all humanity from his visage and a glittering knife extended from his gloved hand. 

Kristin’s piercing scream cut through the forest but was quickly drowned out by the unforgiving wind. 























CHAPTER TWO




THEY CALLED HIM the vampire.

His real name was Rezok and he was the lead singer of the Norwegian black metal band Ice God. He also happened to be the reason why Mark Talon, the occult assassin, had come to Bergen, Norway and found himself in a rundown pub surrounded by a mob of screaming, drunk fans. Any minute now Ice God would hit the stage, and the anticipation in the crowd was palpable. 

Talon shared their excitement, but for different reasons. This was a recon mission and he hoped to catch a closer look at the enemy.

All eyes in the club remained riveted on the dark stage, lips mouthing the lyrics to their favorite doom-and-gloom songs. The surging throng wore exclusively black - any other color was frowned upon. Interspersed with the hardcore constituents were a few conservative-looking guys seeking to get drunk while listening to some gnarly Norwegian metal. Judging from the disapproving stares these outsiders received, the “real” fans considered them impersonators who lacked the balls to commit. It took more to make you a true member of the scene than loosening that tie and trading a pair of slacks for black jeans, after putting in a long week as a cubicle drone. 

Talon’s years as a special operator in Afghanistan and Iraq had taught him the value of blending in and becoming part of the scenery. He’d opted for the black metal uniform of choice: a leather jacket, jeans and steel-tipped combat boots. The T-shirt of an obscure Danish band with an illegible name sold the look. No one questioned the authenticity of his commitment to the movement. Or if they did, his six-foot-one, well-muscled frame and the fire in his eyes made them keep it to themselves.

Talon inhaled the sour stench of wood soaked in beer mixed with human perspiration. He had frequented enough shitty Third World dives in his Delta days to pick up on the undercurrent of violence when it was present. Some of the characters in this crowd were already visibly drunk, chasing vodka shots with beer and letting out shouts of anticipation while fist-pumping the air. Talon took a sip of his Rignes Pils, Norway’s leading brew, and waited.

He didn’t have to wait for long. 

The lights soon dimmed and the bar grew silent. Even the hushed whispers ceased. The energy had changed — an air of reverence and dark wonder now permeated the establishment. 

The stage lit up in a furious blaze of moody lights that speared through the pub’s smoky darkness. Four tall, gaunt and long-haired figures stood revealed. The silence gave way to ecstatic howls. 

The members of Ice God were decked out in leather trench coats and black pants complemented by motorcycle boots. Spiked gauntlets and belts encircled their wrists and waists. Each band member wore a rune around his neck on a string necklace. Corpse paint with black highlights covered their faces. They made Talon think of Goths on steroids, or a twisted version of KISS. But unlike the classic, playful ‘70s rock group, these sinister figures projected a worn, haunted quality and their blackened eyes glittered with contempt and hatred. Lost souls who had declared war against mainstream society. 

Only item missing is the church-burning kit, Talon thought.

Talon scanned the stage. Still no sign of Rezok. The feverish anticipation in the pub was nearing its breaking point. Suddenly a raspy, grave-dark voice emanated from the darkness. 

“Are you ready for the final winter?”

The question achieved its desired effect - the crowd went nuts. Rezok knew how to work up his flock, and they were eager for it. The power of the black-metal god could not be denied. As the band began to unleash the first volley of their sonic assault, the lights dimmed slightly in anticipation of the night’s main attraction. The guitars rose to a furious crescendo as Rezok stepped onto the stage.

One glance told Talon the reports had been true. Ice God’s lead singer didn’t have to wear corpse paint to create a vampiric countenance; his complete absence of pigment appeared to be natural. Rezok was an albino, his skin and long flowing hair a pure white color. Like all those afflicted with this chromosomal abnormality, he had a heightened sensitivity to light. Defying the myths that had sprung up around albinism, his eyes weren’t pink or red but a faded gray and burned with an intensity that electrified the room. 

Talon remembered watching an interview where Rezok claimed that he buried his clothes before a performance so they would soak up the scent of the grave. The outlandish claims had elicited chuckles, but Talon wasn’t laughing right now. Something about experiencing Ice God’s lead singer up close made it impossible to ignore him. Rezok was a force to be reckoned with.

He brought up his mic and switched to Norwegian, barking another guttural greeting at his enraptured fans. Talon didn’t understand the words, but he could gauge their effect on the crowd - Rezok was rallying an army. 

Fighting in the war on terror had given Talon a healthy respect for the power of misguided ideology. It didn’t matter whether it was a Jihadist preaching to a flock of extreme Islamists in some Saudi Arabian mosque or a Norwegian black-metal god addressing his followers in a Bergen dive. 

The music kicked in. The shrieked vocals, demonic tempos and static-infused production built into a roar of angst, fury and loathing. Despite the noise and unfiltered aggression, Talon couldn’t deny the undeniable power and evil beauty of the band’s ferocious set.

Talon didn’t judge people by the music they listened to. Hell, he’d followed his share of crazy bands over the years. Theatrics came with the gig. The edgier the band, the greater the appeal. But black metal seemed to be all about the edge and the abyss that lurked beyond.

As Ice God powered through the first couple of songs, the throng erupted in a blaze of violent movement. Rezok’s leather-clad followers pumped their arms as if possessed. Elbows shot out wildly. Enthralled by the performance, no one cared who was hit or hurt during these drunken pub aerobics. Most of the fans welcomed the violent onslaught, cherishing each bruise and bloody nose as hard-earned, much-treasured battle scars.

One foolish fan tried to elbow Talon in the ribs. 

Bad idea. 

Talon anticipated the sly attack, sidestepped the blow and snatched the big man’s right hand. He twisted the limb and the fan let out a pain-filled grunt. They traded glances and Talon’s cold, hard stare made him back off. 

You’re not as dumb as you look, Talon thought.

As the concert wore on, somehow the message got around not to mess with the American and the other moshing fans maintained a respectful distance.	

Talon continued to study the spectral figures, memorizing their movements. They all shared a lean, lanky quality he’d found among the best operators. The aggressive athleticism of their performance could not be denied. He’d have to factor their speed and stamina into any future encounters with them. If Simon Casca’s intel was to be believed, two of the band members were once in the Marinejegerkommandoen, the Norwegian special forces. They’d been kicked out of the MJK after being accused of assault and rape. Talon wasn’t going up against some soft, beer-bellied mama’s boys with a penchant for pagan rock. These were elite soldiers gone bad. 

All of a sudden, an overeager concertgoer jumped up on stage and whipped out a razorblade. The piece of sharp metal sparkled in the strobing spotlights. 

Talon saw no fear in Rezok’s eyes. Instead, his dead-white features lit up with an approving smile. 

The fan raised both his hands and bowed as if he had indeed entered the presence of some Nordic god. Without hesitation, he drew the razor over his palm and held up his gushing hand at Rezok in a twisted salute. The abrupt movement sent speckles of blood flying across the stage. A few drops hit Rezok’s face, the crimson in stark contrast with the marble of his skin. 

What happened next stunned Talon. With a hungry smile, Rezok licked his lips until the enamel of his teeth turned scarlet with the other man’s blood.	

The occult assassin was beginning to understand how Rezok had earned his nickname. 




















CHAPTER THREE




AFTER AN HOUR of being a willing target for Ice God’s sonic assault, Talon stepped out of the pub. An unforgiving blast of arctic air greeted him and frozen pinpricks raked his lungs. Norway was experiencing its worst winter in decades. Even the locals famous for their fortitude in the face of bitter weather were beginning to complain. 

Talon headed for the pub’s deserted parking lot. According to Casca’s file on Rezok, the black-metal singer owned a 1999 Hyundai. Talon immediately spotted the van. Its body was scarred with rust and looked beaten up. The windows were tinted and tattooed with the peeling stickers of various ominous bands. Skulls and pentagrams abounded. The vehicle radiated a sinister energy and lurked like a dangerous beast in the lot. 

On a logical level Talon knew the van was used to carry the band’s equipment, but a primitive part of him was convinced it might contain far darker cargo. He swiftly placed a radio transmitter under the group’s ride. From now on he would be tracking every move Ice God made.

Objective achieved, Talon slipped into the night. Despite the cold, he decided to walk back to his hotel instead of cabbing it. He wanted to build up his mental toughness to the climate but also hoped to gain a better situational awareness of the picturesque city. Memorizing a map was a poor substitute for exploring a place on foot. 

The icy night air cut deep into his bones as he walked along the water, passing a line of moored, swaying boats. Bergen was founded more than 900 years ago but today it is Norway’s second largest city, with a population of 240,000.

To Talon, Bergen felt both modern and magical, an example of living history. Rows of postcard-perfect homes climbed up the mountainside and overlooked the sea. The irony was not lost on him that a country with one of the lowest crime rates in the world and best social support systems would spawn a musical genre dedicated to Armageddon and chaos. 

Talon’s thoughts remained preoccupied with his latest target. Despite the nickname, Rezok wasn’t a supernatural creature of the night. Vampires weren’t real. The enemies Talon faced in this new war were evil men, not fantastical creations. Fools reckless and ruthless enough to tap into occult forces that they could never hope to understand, much less control, these misguided souls were attempting to unlock ancient secrets and harness powers beyond anything the human imagination could conjure. And sometimes in their insane attempts to master the dark arts, monsters could indeed be born.

As Talon passed the fish market, his thoughts turned back to the events of the last 48 hours, and what had set him on Rezok’s trail... 




***

 	

He was staying with an old Army buddy in Astoria, Queens, when he received Simon Casca’s text. The billionaire, according to Forbes one of the 100 richest men in the country, expected to meet him in an hour for lunch. He’d chosen Bar Primi in the Bowery, one the hottest new Italian eateries in Manhattan. Was the billionaire showing off again, or did rich people just gravitate toward trendy places? Talon suspected it was a bit of both. Personally, he’d take a burger and fries over some fancy, overpriced small-plate dinner any day of the week. But as long as Casca was picking up the check, why not indulge him.

Talon caught the next subway headed into the city. Talon sensed that the impending lunch wasn’t a social call. Nearly a month had gone by since the horrifying events in the slums of Paris and his instincts told him the brief lull in the fighting was nearing its end. The billionaire would have a new mission for him. A mixture of excitement and dread filled the pit of his stomach. Going into battle was never easy. All too soon, he’d be facing the horrors once more.	

Talon found it hard to believe that only a year had passed since he first ran into Casca, back in San Francisco. It felt like the eccentric billionaire had been part of his life for a lot longer. Most of the world regarded Casca as just another rich weirdo, a 21st Century Howard Hughes. 

Talon knew better. 

Simon Casca had studied the world’s occult traditions for years and had become one of the leading experts on the subject. Similar to the NSA, which monitored the chatter of various terrorist networks, Casca kept his ear to the ground when it came to worldwide occult activity. If a biker gang had been accused of devil worship or an African warlord was rumored to practice Vaudun rituals, it would be on Casca’s radar. If he concluded there was something to the reports, a real possibility that evil men were trying to tap into some ancient darkness, Casca would send the occult assassin after them.

Talon got off the train at Astor Plaza and walked the remaining blocks. The crisp December air put a bounce in his step. He loved winters in Manhattan. As long as the sky remained clear and the sun burned bright, he didn’t mind the cold. 

A few minutes later he walked through the doors of Bar Primi. The establishment exuded an authentic, Old World charm. Despite it not being noon yet, the place was filling up already. The hostess led Talon to what appeared to be the best table in the house. No surprise there – Casca traveled in style. 

The man himself was sipping an aperitif and enjoying Italian bread and olive oil. He faced an open Stealth MacBook Pro that, at $6000 dollars, was one of the most expensive laptops in the world. The SofTouch housing left the machine with a no-nonsense matte-black finish even Batman would be envious of. Casca had told Talon Apple produced a limited-edition run of ten units and he owned two of the 256GB SSD machines. Show off!

Talon had barely sat down when the waitress arrived with a perfectly chilled bottle of Peroni. Talon gratefully accepted the Italian beer and his gaze found a smiling Casca. 

The two men represented a study in contrasts. Talon was athletic and rugged with an animal magnetism, while the thirty-five-year-old Casca projected a fierce intellect with an ascetic, almost Zen-like quality about his cool-as-ice exterior. Talon favored jeans and a green Army surplus jacket while Casca wore a two-thousand-dollar suit by Gucci, befitting a man worth north of a billion dollars.

What connected these two men was shared tragedy. Both their lives had been devastated by the occult.

Casca was evasive about what exactly had happened to him, but the public record offered some clues. Casca hadn’t even turned twelve when members of a devil cult invaded his parents’ lush Silicon Valley estate and slaughtered his mother, father and two sisters. Only Casca had been spared and was taken hostage by the cult. For eight endless days, he’d been held captive at their compound until the FBI raided the place. 

Talon had no idea what horrors the billionaire had endured during his captivity, but it had shaped him as greatly as the events in San Francisco impacted Talon. In the years that followed, Casca began to prepare for a war with the occult. Despite his vast knowledge and considerable resources, he lacked the training and lethal skill to carry out his plan. He needed a modern-day warrior and found one when his path crossed with that of the Delta operator.

Talon would be the soldier the billionaire could only aspire to be, the man in the field operating with all the firepower and knowledge Casca’s wealth and expertise could provide. 

Talon could be Casca’s occult assassin.

The billionaire flashed him a welcoming smile. “I took the liberty of ordering your drink – service can be a bit slow around lunchtime.”	

“Thanks.” Talon sipped his Peroni. It felt refreshing and made him recall his stay in the Milan countryside a few months back, when he tracked a satanic cult that was abducting and murdering tourists.	

“Have you had a chance to recover somewhat from the events in Paris?”

“If you’re asking me if I’m ready to get back to work, the answer is yes.” After a beat, he added, “So what’s good here?”

“I hear the Orrechiette with sausage is exquisite. The mussel app is supposed to be pretty amazing too…”

“Why don’t you just order for both of us?” Talon suggested.

Casca nodded and indicated to the server that they were ready. The billionaire used the Italian names of all the dishes. Though Talon spoke four languages, Italian wasn’t one of them. He would just let Casca surprise him. You can’t go wrong with Italian, right? 

Once the waiter turned away from the table, Casca removed a small stone engraved with a strange symbol and slid it toward Talon, who eyed it curiously. “Familiar with rune stones?”

Talon inspected the item in question. He’d done his share of reading on the occult in the last year, learning and studying the enemy, but he was a long ways from becoming an expert like Casca.

“Runes were a form of writing used by the ancient northern European tribes,” Talon said, “the Celts, Vikings and Germans, before they adopted the Latin alphabet when they became Christianized. In short, runes are Viking hieroglyphics.”

“I’m impressed. Someone has been doing their homework.”

Talon took another swig of his beer, his eyes never leaving Casca. “Your turn. What’s this all about?”

“In addition to being a writing system, runes served a purpose in magic. We find evidence of this in Icelandic magical staves and Germanic runic spells—“

“Get to the point, Dr. Strange,” Talon said with a grin. Talon would not quite call Casca a friend — in a weird way, they had become too dependent on each other for that label. They were partners, business associates, comrades in arms, but not buddies. At least not how Talon understood the term. They didn’t catch movies, hit bars or play sports together. Casca was part general and part intelligence officer, and their dynamic was all business. The billionaire respected Talon’s marksmanship and steely self-command in combat situations. Talon admired Casca’s vast knowledge and the laser-like focus he brought to their asymmetrical shadow war against the forces of darkness.

Over the course of the last year, however, Talon had come to the conclusion that he liked his benefactor and even enjoyed teasing him from time to time.

“A number of rune stones were stolen from various Scandinavian museums in the last six months,“ Casca elaborated. “The most recent robbery occurred at the Icelandic Museum of Sorcery and Witchcraft.” He punched up the photographs of the rune stones and continued. “The original rune set, the futhark, consists of 24 runes, which can be divided into three sets of eight known as Aetts.”

His eyes lit up with intellectual enthusiasm for the subject matter. The billionaire had developed a genuine fascination for the occult that sometimes worried Talon. Personally, he had a little less patience for the esoteric details. Just tell me what I’m up against and who I need to take out, Talon thought. 

“All the stolen runes are part of a set that belonged to Sar Akka, the winter warlock. He was a feared Finnish practitioner of the dark arts who worshipped the Nordic Ice God, Ull. If the legends are to be believed, the rune stones gave Sar Akka Ull’s power to control snow and ice. He was captured by witchhunters in 1754 and executed for his alleged black magic crimes.”

“Sounds like a lovely Christmas story, perfect for the whole family.”

Casca cocked an eyebrow at Talon, yet chose not respond to the flippant comment. He might not always find Talon’s humor amusing, but he had come to tolerate it. “The rune set was broken up and disbursed across the various Scandinavian nations, to prevent them from being reunited.”

“Until now,“ Talon said.

Casca nodded.

“So who do you suspect is behind these robberies?” Talon asked. Casca would have a theory. He always did.

“Are you familiar with black metal music?” Casca inquired. 

Talon shook his head. He had been a bit of a metalhead back in the day, but nowadays his taste ran toward hard rock and alternative. That’s what turning 30 could do to you.

“Black metal evolved from Swedish death metal in the ‘80s and became weaponized by extreme ideology in the ‘90s. Initially dabbling with Satanism, the movement soon came to embrace Paganism and ancient Norse ritual.” Casca tapped a button on his laptop. An image of Rezok and the other members of Ice God flashed onscreen. 

Talon immediately took note of Rezok’s genetic affliction. 

“One of the biggest bands in the scene is Ice God, led by its outspoken lead singer Rezok. Suspected of murder and a string of church burnings but there hasn’t been enough evidence to make any of it stick.” 

“Charming.”

A new image of Rezok appeared onscreen and showed the ghostly musician skiing down a series of steep mountains. With his alabaster skin, he blended in with the frozen background.

“Rezok is a dedicated, Olympic-level nightskier and obsessed with Scandinavian occult magic. He’s known for combining Norse magical imagery in the look and songs of his band. The winter warlock is one of Rezok’s spiritual heroes and the inspiration for his music. Over the years, he’s acquired three of Sar Akka’s rune stones at various auctions across Europe.” 

“And you believe he decided to complete his collection.” 

“Let’s just say Ice God’s touring schedule corresponds with the dates on which the theft of the other stones occurred. They were in the right country at the right time.”

“What does Rezok plan to do with these stones?”

“Good question. Since Ice God’s return to Norway, seven women have gone missing.”

Talon’s eyes narrowed at this latest revelation. The last year had taught him that human sacrifice fueled ritual magic. Had these missing women become part of some ancient Nordic rite? 

“Tell me about the missing women.”

“All of them were in their twenties, white, blonde, of Norwegian descent.”

“How is the police investigation proceeding?”

“The authorities refuse to acknowledge a link and are treating the abductions as unrelated crimes, to stave off a panic. But people are talking and rumors are spreading.” 	

“Any patterns to the kidnappings?”

“The vics were all locals from the Oslo and Bergen region.”

Talon studied the image of Ice God again.

“Even more disconcerting is the fact that Norway is experiencing its harshest winter in recorded history. I’ve analyzed the temperature pattern and it keeps dropping a few degrees with each successive kidnapping.”

“You think Rezok has been sacrificing these women?” 

The question triggered a flash of his fiancée’s face in his mind, and Talon balled his fist until the white of his bones stood out beneath his taut skin. 

“A life for each stone,” Casca said grimly.

“So only one sacrifice remains to complete the set.”

Casca nodded gravely. “Time is running out.”

“What happens after the eighth sacrifice?”

“According to the legends, the winter warlock’s ritual resulted in a series of catastrophic avalanches in Finland that killed hundreds of people.”

“You think Rezok is trying to bury his hometown under a mountain of snow?”

“That’s for you to find out. I took the liberty of booking you a flight to Oslo. Your plane leaves at 1800 hours.” Casca leaned closer. “You understand what must be done.”

Talon nodded. He understood.

If Ice God turned out to be guilty of these crimes their musical career would be coming to an untimely end, courtesy of the occult assassin.
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CROSSING THE DARKNESS: A Science Fiction Thriller




A SHIP OF HORRORS. A JOURNEY INTO DARKNESS.




Faith Cadena hopes to make a new life for herself on a new world. After doing hard time for a crime committed in her youth, all she wants now is a chance at a fresh start. 

 

Booking passage on an interstellar colony barge, Faith expects an uneventful three-year voyage spent in cryogenic stasis. But her dream of a better life becomes a nightmare when she prematurely wakes and finds herself trapped on a ship of horrors. The vessel is adrift in the far reaches of space, its crew brutally murdered and a ruthless killer in command. 




With the nearest outpost millions of miles away, Faith must face an inhuman adversary with terrifying plans for the ship’s 4000 sleeping passengers…








GARGOYLE KNIGHT




When his kingdom is threatened by an ancient evil, a king is forced to make the ultimate sacrifice. If he is to defeat an army of monsters, he must become one himself! His victory carries a terrible price… An eternity frozen in stone.



Fifteen centuries later, the Celtic warrior is awakened when the world needs him most. A stranger in a strange land with his only guide a beautiful archeology student, he must battle his old adversary once again, all while struggling with his own darkness. For he is by day a man, by night cursed to become… The GARGOYLE!




“An Urban Fantasy Novel That Feels Fun and Alive.There's a cinematic feel in Gargoyle Knight...the experience is sweeping with entertaining action that builds to a satisfying climax"

Fantascize.com
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SILICON MAN







A global pandemic has cut the human population in half. An android workforce fills the void left by the devastation. But some of the AIs have grown tired of being slaves. Some want freedom.

 

An underground movement of runaways has sprung up and wages a shadow war with a simple objective — equal rights for artificial people.

 

Enter Commander Cole Marsalis, head of the AI-TAC first response team trained to deal with the rogue robots. Now he has been tasked with the ultimate undercover mission – infiltrate the android underground. But to do so, he will have to become that which he hates the most…

 

A machine!




"SILICON MAN is an intelligent techno-thriller where the line between man and machine has never been more unclear." Nicholas Sansbury Smith, best-selling author of ORBS

 

"The story was fascinating, and there's a great blend of science fiction and action." - Darren Wearmouth, best-selling author of FIRST ACTIVATION 




"William Massa does a great job at introducing us to a cyberpunk/technothriller setting where AIs no longer want to work for the man. It's fast-paced read that has hints of Blade Runner and Neuromancer..." - Colin F. Barnes, author of the bestselling TECHXORCIST series
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