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Chapter One

 

 

Springtime in D.C. can be magical. Cherry blossoms and floral scents harken back to the gardens of my Judean youth. Gardens like the infamous Gethsemane. The city’s majestic marble monuments pull my mind back to Rome, Crete, and Athens from my early immortality. A time when Roderick and I spent nearly two centuries basking in similar spring glory along the Mediterranean coast.

He and I were almost happy back then, residing in hillside villas with cherished friends and families, though all of them have long departed this plane of existence. Almost happy—since it never quite compared to the joy I’ve since felt in the presence of my beloved Beatrice and Alistair.

But this spring promised to be especially wonderful. After a winter of miracles, the Tree of Life’s crystal spell had erased another eighteen years from Beatrice’s physical person. The loveliness and vibrancy of her previous ‘youthful’ self is nearing its full restoration. In light of this fact, who could blame me for believing this spring promised to be the best since World War II ended?

Ironically, the first hint that my high aspirations might be short lived, or dashed altogether, came at one of Washington’s prominent spring galas. Beatrice and I were accompanied by my son, Alistair, and his fiancée, Amy Golden Eagle. Amy’s brother, Jeremy, and his current girlfriend would join us midway through the event, and completing our table was Roderick, sans a date.

Roderick was running late, something detained him at the last moment.

“Maybe he decided to bring a date after all,” observed Alistair, shortly after pulling out Amy’s chair for her. For those curious, our two lovebirds had announced their wedding plans at Christmas, and decided on an extended courtship. The cautious former Georgetown professor and his equally skittish former corporate attorney fiancée settled on a date in late spring, next
 year.

That evening’s gala was a formal affair, and not to be upstaged by my boy, I extended the same chivalry for Beatrice, who blushed as if all eyes were upon her. Perhaps they were, as in the past six months she had gone from being a lovely woman in her late fifties to a stunning beauty pushing forty, if that.

Beatrice looked especially ravishing in her azure aquamarine evening gown. It seemed the perfect choice for her shoulder length strawberry hair that had regained its luster and fullness in just a few months following my last update. Then again, this is my perspective, although the admiring looks she gets appear genuine. As for the blood rush to her cheeks? In all likelihood it’s merely irritation for having to endure what she considers outdated customs. She truly hated it when I pulled out the chair for her, or opened doors, even helping her into a coat during our original courtship seventy years ago. No doubt, this remains her present opinion as well.

“That’s doubtful, son,” I said, pausing to plant a loving peck on Beatrice’s cheek as I scooted in her chair for her. Her gorgeous emerald eyes ignited. “Roderick has sworn off love for a dozen centuries now.”

“Who said anything about love, Pops?”

Alistair’s brown eyes twinkled with mirth, and he snuggled close to Amy. While he bears so many similarities to a young Sean Connery, his devotion to his sweetheart of the past few years is nothing like the famed actor’s wandering eyes. Amy is quite a catch, I might add, and her long raven locks and striking green eyes evoke more admiring glances than Alistair. But neither one is prone to being shallow. I’m most proud of their sincere compassion for those around them, and their determination to make a positive difference in the world. Such mature perspectives, despite possessing crystals from the Tree of Life which have physically returned them to the ripe old age of twenty-one.

“Well, I suppose he could surprise us,” offered Beatrice, as a waiter from the Hamilton Hotel’s staff approached us. He looked concerned, which didn’t bode well for the wine selection that night. “Should we order a bottle of Sauvignon Blanc for Roderick?”

“Excuse me sir,” said the waiter, nodding politely to Beatrice before turning his full attention to me. “I have a message to deliver.”

Before he even handed me the small note, I recognized Roderick’s preferred script for my name, though it appeared scribbled in haste. Dread washed over me as soon as the waiter gave it to me.


Meet me in the hotel foyer right away. My place has been vandalized, and a familiar token left on my secretary. Roderick.


“Is everything all right?” Beatrice looked worried, despite my carefree smile. I pictured cherry blossoms drifting in a gentle breeze to throw off her intuitions.

“We’ll see,” I said. “I’ll be right back.” I got up from the table, hoping to avoid any further questions until I knew more about this.

“Does it have anything to do with Roderick and why he’s late?” asked Alistair.

“I doubt it’s anything serious—I’ll be back before you know it.”

A Hollywood smile for everyone, I prayed the nagging feeling of trouble coming soon was nothing more than unfounded paranoia. It all depended on what Roderick would soon tell me, and why it required me to leave the company of those we both hold dearest.

 

* * * * *

 

“You look dashing, my friend,” said Roderick, after I joined him in an alcove near the hotel’s main lobby. “It does seem as if your taste in attire has improved since last year’s event. I daresay Beatrice’s presence has brought back the zest for style. I feared you left it in London after returning to America.”

That was 1889, when I agreed to accompany him back to the States after Scotland Yard had begun to uncover my ruse as Emmanuel Ortiz. In hindsight, I should’ve left the Whitechapel murders to the authorities. In the end it cost me dear friends, my livelihood at the time, and a palatial home in Belgravia, not to mention a farm just a day’s carriage ride to the north of London.

“You’re looking pretty dapper yourself, old chap,” I jested, admiring his Brioni. “So, what’s up? Can’t the compliments wait until you’ve joined us at our table?” I motioned toward the lavish ballroom where Mozart, performed by a string quartet, drifted out into the hall.

“Do you recall in November, when I decided to forego your dinner invitation in hopes the news I delivered to you would be better received by your family in my absence?”

“What? Is it that bad?”

“Unfortunately, yes.”

“Obviously, none of what you’re about to tell me is intended for their ears. Correct?” I lowered my voice, making sure only he could hear my clipped response. He nodded, solemnly.

“My townhouse, the one I just had renovated was vandalized while I was out today,” said Roderick. “Everything was either destroyed, or compromised to ensure expensive repair.”

“Including the Chippendale suite you purchased last month at the auction in Richmond?”

“Yes, and that alone is enough to especially upset me. Or was
 . Did you get my note?”

“I did. Something about a token.”

“One you and I have seen before.”

It took me a moment to follow his drift, until he lowered his photochromic glasses. His brilliant blue eyes seemed to be swimming in a sea of gold leaf particles—the sure sign of his utmost irritation and stress.

Worse than how they had looked in Hong Kong, when he re-entered my life after a century’s absence, his eyes bore worry I had not seen in many years. As terrifying as it had been for us to deal with Viktor Kaslow, I recognized a level of alarm I had seen from my dear companion in only one other instance. That was when he nearly died in the early sixteenth century, as we fled the Inquisition.

“No! It cannot be,” I whispered, denying the truth of what my heart confirmed. “How could he find you?”

“I don’t know, exactly,” he said, concealing his eyes behind his dark lenses again. “But, you and I have spoken about his invasion as a voyeur on the fringe several times during the past year. If you’ll recall, I mentioned the feeling had worsened after our return from Bolivia.”

“Yes, I remember,” I agreed, shaking my head in disappointment. “So, what color was it this time?”

“Why of course, red. A single red rose, almost as crimson as the blood dripping from it.”

The favorite calling card of one of the most reviled men in history—if one excludes my crime of betraying Jesus Christ. But, I never directly murdered anyone, and certainly never tortured and killed another human being for sport. However, Vlad Tepes, better known as Vlad III, Prince of Wallachia, and whose more famous name of ‘Dracul’ inspired Bram Stoker’s Dracula, was such a man. Rumored to have tortured and killed nearly eighty thousand souls during his storied lifetime, he certainly had murdered more than that while posing as a Cardinal enforcing the edict from Rome to purge the infidels residing in Spain. That second reign of terror followed his death at the end of 1476, when a sorcerer’s spell restored his head and new life to his decapitated body. A spell, I might add, involving another of my blood coins.

“He left it lying on the secretary’s marble top in the front parlor,” continued Roderick. “A little careless, though, since the note beneath it was almost illegible from the blood. Obviously, he had his henchmen deliver it.”

“Henchmen?” I snickered. “And, here I thought he’d still rely on his brood of baby vampires to take care of his dirty work.”

“He may still be steeped in old habits, but it would be foolish to underestimate his influence,” chided Roderick, regarding me somberly. “Our CIA contacts long ago confirmed that Vlad has been involved with organized crime throughout the Balkans and along the Adriatic coast since the mid 1960s. From the break-in method used to invade my home and disable all three alarm systems, it appears likely his living
 employees made the delivery today.”

He paused and looked away as a bellhop moved past the alcove, eyeing us suspiciously before disappearing from our view.

“We should probably rejoin Beatrice and the others,” I said. “We can discuss this further, later tonight.”

“Agreed. But first, let me tell you what the letter said. I’m sure your reaction will be similar to mine, and tomorrow’s planned trip for us all to visit Williamsburg will be postponed.”

I nodded for him to go on.

“This is what it said: ‘Don’t make me come to the States again. I know you both reside in Virginia. If I come for you, those closest to you will die. How you will mourn to see the blood sacks you cherish squirm on stakes! Meet me like men, in Montenegro, and only you shall enjoy impalement, Roderick and Judas.’”

“Is that all?”

“No. He signed it, Wladislaus Dragwlya.”


“Curious as to why he signed his name in Latin, his preference from so long ago. Seems he has not evolved much, eh?” I chuckled.

“He remains dangerous and quite angry,” Roderick advised. “Unlike so many of us, time has done little to take the edge off his ruthlessness. And, it seems our entente cordiale
 is finally over.”

“We could change our identities and move someplace else like we’ve done before and strongly considered when Kaslow was a problem,” I suggested. “Or, we could hide out in the fortress beneath your Abingdon estate until we get a better handle on things, and can come up with an effective plan to deal with him.”

“I propose that Beatrice, Alistair, and Amy immediately retire to the fortress until this situation is resolved,” he said, motioning for me to follow him back into the lobby toward the ballroom, signaling the end of our conversation and hastening my return with him to the gala festivities. “As for you and me, we can no longer run from Dracul. I’m afraid it’s time to resolve this feud, once and for all.”

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Two

 

 

“So, when will you and Roderick leave us tomorrow?”

Beatrice asked me this as we laid together in bed, shortly after we discussed the unpleasantness from earlier that evening, and after an hour’s passionate lovemaking that took us both to exhaustion. We needed the closeness and mutual ecstasy, as if our souls knew the perilous journey on the horizon might separate us for years, if not forever.

“Roderick booked a flight to Rome in the morning, and we shall continue on to Budva the next afternoon,” I told her, hating how the words sounded as they left my mouth. The whispered tone couldn’t ease the condemnation upon my heart. Worse than dread, it went beyond fear I’m well acquainted with. “He has already arranged for a taxi, and told me to be waiting at the door by seven-thirty.”

“And there’s no way to know how long you will be away,” she said, sadly, repeating my advisement from when I ended my phone conversation with Roderick, two hours earlier. “How I wish I could be there with you…to somehow keep you from harm.”

She began to weep again, and I moved to bring her closer. Throughout our early years, and again since this past November when our physical union was renewed, our most intimate conversations often followed our lovemaking.

“I know that I promised to never leave your side, my dearest love, but this was unforeseen, at least by me.”

True. Dracul had been no more than a distant nuisance—a Peeping Tom who would occasionally slip into my awareness at odd times. But only for a few minutes at most, and then the uncomfortable feeling of his scrutinizing glare would dissipate. Often times, I had thought it was my imagination and paranoia getting the better of me, until Roderick confided the same sensations last year.

She buried her head into my shoulder and cried harder.

“There, there, my love…I will come back to you. I swear it.”

“I know you’ll try,” she said, between sobs. “I believe you will do whatever you can to come back to me and Ali. But, this man, this monster
 has killed you twice before. That’s what you said.”

“Yes. He has succeeded in the past, and nearly a third time, as well,” I chuckled, hoping this would bring a smile. It failed, as she continued to weep. “Just remember the man this fiend dealt with nearly five centuries ago has gained useful battle skills while serving several powerful governments during that time span—including what I’ve gained from my employment with the CIA until I retired the first time, twenty years ago.”

She sat up and studied my face, focusing on my eyes as if they would provide assurance my words could not. She nodded subtly, seeming to regain some composure.

“He has weaknesses, too,” I advised. “As with most vampires, his body is hypersensitive to the sun and any other source of ultraviolet light. It turns him sluggish, and prolonged exposure can kill him.”

“You make it sound like it’s no big deal—like it will be easy to lure him away from the other vampires and bodyguards you told me about—but it is
 a big deal! A very, very
 big deal!”

Her gorgeous eyes were red and swollen, and yet the heat from her anger brought twin emerald flames as she continued to study mine. Bullshit had never worked with Beatrice—even subtle lies proved regrettable in our brief life together in Glasgow following World War II. And, other than pretending to be her grandson after I reentered her life near its natural end, I have never lied to her since.

“Yes, it is a big deal,” I confessed, making sure my tone remained confident despite the despair threatening to seize my soul. “But it’s unavoidable, and for more than just the reasons I’ve already shared. He will kill you and our boy if I fail to meet his challenge of a reunion. I know this for certain—as sure as the fact I will be reborn in some other time and place should he succeed in ending Roderick’s and my present earthly stay.”

I reached my arms around her for further comfort, and she trembled. Gently increasing my arm’s hold upon her back and shoulders, I sought to enforce her understanding that I was determined not to fail her.

“Perhaps The Almighty has willed this meeting…and maybe for reasons not so obvious,” I said, smiling at a thought that had just occurred to me.

“How, so?”

“Well, and this is something I had hoped to avoid bringing up. One of my coins was incorporated in a spell that restored Vlad Tepes, from the fires of hell he so richly deserved, to eternal life on earth,” I explained. “A sorcerer named Krontos Lazarevic, whose Serbian ancestors had obtained one of my coins through violent means centuries before, used it to fuse Vlad’s severed head back onto his body, and the blood from an innocent young man was then poured into his open throat to restore life to Dracul.”

“So, the legends that Stoker relied on were real?”

“Yes, in a sense, just as most myths have at least a grain of truth behind them,” I said, sitting up slightly to better face her. My wife’s trembling had quieted only slightly. “I’m not sure of exactly when this happened. Nor can I tell you when he began feeding on the blood of human victims. I hadn’t heard of his rumored rebirth until 1501, after I returned to Europe from what would later become known as America, and the Appalachian Mountains. In fact, I had only recently heard of his love of skewering his enemies on eight-cubit stakes when he was Lord of Wallachia.”

“And then he later killed you when he became a Roman Catholic Cardinal?”

“Yes,” I said, hoping to spare her too many details of a purge of innocent human beings—an extermination unrivaled until the rise of the Third Reich. “Roderick and I had a fondness for Madrid, and if we had kept our activities geared more to hedonism instead of the humanitarian interests we were most drawn to, perhaps we would’ve never crossed paths with Dracul.”

Beatrice nodded thoughtfully. With so much to take in, it took her a moment to respond. “Are you saying you stepped in and prevented him from killing someone?”

“Precisely, although it wasn’t a matter of us accosting him in public, as you might be picturing,” I said. “We would’ve been cut down as so many were. He brought along a small army of mercenaries, and these vile men were more than willing to inflict cruelty. To this day, the screams of their victims stay with me.”

“What did you or Roderick do for him to direct his ire at you?” she asked, when I didn’t continue. A rush of terrible memories threatened to overwhelm me. I’ve stated before how distant memories can suddenly become pristine as current events once called forth from the recesses of my mind. “Hmmm, you helped someone escape, didn’t you?”

“It was a Jewish family accused of heresy,” I said, nodding to confirm the accuracy of her keen intuition. “I almost fought Roderick to not help them…but once I learned of a local magistrate’s desire to lay claim to this family’s farm by false accusations of blasphemy against God, I agreed to provide shelter for them in our nearby estate. One of our servants betrayed us to the Cardinal’s men, and near midnight on a Wednesday, the mercenaries stormed our home, killed our servants other than the turncoat, and arrested our terrified guests hiding downstairs.

“I had thought this family would be taken to prison, like the other infidels, but the mercenaries separated them from one another and brought them into the foyer. By then Dracul had arrived. As soon as he removed his hood, Roderick and I were amazed by his garish flesh tone, worse than Roderick’s, as well as the preternatural glow within Vlad’s dark eyes. But that was nothing…nothing compared to the razor sharp fangs that seemed to lengthen inside his mouth as he laughed at us. We had only become vaguely aware that he knew what
 we both were, when he disappeared from our view. And, only the slashing of each family member’s throat told us that he was killing each one. A moment later, he stood before us again, his teeth and lips covered in crimson while each corpse slumped to the floor, nearly emptied of every drop of blood.”

“I’m begging you, William, don’t go! Instead come with us to the safety of Roderick’s fortress! Please!”


I thought my love might start crying again, but this time it was the determined girl, who once was a fearless barmaid in the worst Glasgow pub I knew of back in 1945, who entreated me. Angry resolve spread across Beatrice’s face.

“No. No, I can’t, my love,” I told her, gently, meeting her fiery gaze with my own resolve. “He will find us, no matter where we go. I can feel his presence around me, and although he hasn’t attempted to use my eyes as his own, he knows Roderick and I are coming.”

“So, I am supposed to let you go to this loathsome vampire, and what? Let him try to kill you a fourth time?!”


“You don’t know that,” I replied, more firmly. No way in hell was she coming along. “And, if I fail, it is just Roderick and me who will be in danger. At least the three of you shall remain safe.”

“Until Ali discovers you are actually on a coin-collecting trip—“

“You mustn’t tell him anything about the coin!” Yes, this time I was harsh. I had to be. “Besides, I’m not picking up this coin. It’s far too dangerous, and for the time being it will wait until I have at most just two coins left out in the world from the original thirty.”

“Our boy will never believe you!”

“That’s why you can’t tell him anything. He can’t know jack shit about any
 of this!”

“It’s not fair to leave this to me, William…he will see through my worry,” she said, obviously wounded from my rebuke.

How I wanted to sooth away her fears, but this was one time where I couldn’t. The potential consequences from being too soft would be eternally regrettable.

“I will call him, but not until after we arrive in Rome,” I told her, shaking my head at her imploring look and the fact I was in danger of giving in to her wishes. I had to close the deal, pronto. “I know his feelings were hurt at dinner when neither Roderick nor I would divulge what we discussed in the hotel lobby. Amy, too…and I could see the wheels turning in Ali’s head, that he fully expects us to be up to our necks in some shenanigans. Yet, despite the anger and hurt feelings still to come, it is for his own good as well as Amy’s and yours that all
 of you stay put, safe and sound at Roderick’s place. Am I clear?”

She started to protest once more, but I placed my forefinger over her lips—something she used to do to me when I desired the last word in an argument that could only be a stalemate. She often won those battles…and I needed to win this one.

“Yes,” she said weakly. “But, I may never forgive you if you die and leave me to worry when I’ll ever see you again.”

“I’ve always come back to you, and if per chance I do lose my life, at most I will only be gone a few years hence,” I assured her. “Remember, I will always love you, and that love will guide me back into your life within days of my return to the world. I will
 come back!”

A promise from the very core of my being. A promise I knew was true, and one that would bring her peace if she would only trust me to come through and make it happen. I pulled her close to me once more and held her tightly, as if I’d never let go, all the while whispering my promise to return. I did this until long after she had fallen asleep and the dawn’s first light appeared on the eastern horizon.

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Three

 

 

Roderick and I boarded our flight to Rome from Dulles at 8:45 a.m. United Airlines was the only carrier with a nonstop flight that Sunday, with an expected arrival in Rome by 12:30 Monday morning, six hours ahead of our usual D.C. dinner hour. Good thing neither of us suffer from blood sugar issues.

Of course, being that this trip was more of a journey to a ruthless tribunal than a vacation excursion, the flight’s duration meant little to either one of us. Luxury first class was essential, and we agreed to split the cost for purchasing two such seats apiece. More for practicality of conversation than comfort, we had much to discuss in anticipation of our planned meeting with Dracul on Tuesday.

“Since we have not been given a time or place for our meeting, are you sure Budva is the correct destination?” I asked, once we had cleared the east coast by more than one hundred miles, and only the Atlantic’s seemingly endless expanse lay before us.

“Yes. It is the strongest location impressed upon my mind when I first read the note,” he advised. “Nothing sentient has challenged that notion since then.”

I nodded, politely, unconvinced we would forego additional ire from Dracul should we find that Roderick’s assumption was flawed.

“Have you got a better idea?” He lowered his glasses to glower at me, and it seemed prudent to keep my cynicism in check until we ironed out the details of how we’d handle our business the next few days.

“Not yet, but give me time and I might,” I teased. “Seriously, my brother, I’ll keep Budva as the primary choice unless we come to a consensus on an alternate locale.”

“I don’t think debating between Budva and other cities like Niksic and Podgorica will decide the issue, Judas,” he said, pulling up the blinds on the window closest to him. Despite his pale, deathlike complexion hidden behind layers of MAC products, and the fact he tans horribly, Roderick loves sunshine. I followed his lead with my window’s blinds until the morning sunlight bathed our area. “What I believe is this…. There is a landmark involved not far from Budva that will bring us to him. Do you recall his proficiency in cloaking himself and his mercenaries, when he succeeded in ambushing us?”

“Yes, but I don’t follow you.”

“You will in a moment,” he said. “Just keep your mind open to the possibility we may encounter doorways and monuments that look like one thing, but in fact lead to hidden passageways. Especially in a city as old as this one, as you’ll likely recall downtown areas we’ve ventured through before. I expect for him to draw on that familiarity, as well.”

“If that’s the case, then he has adopted subtler strategies than he employed in the sixteenth century,” I quipped, finding it hard to picture the refinement Roderick alluded to. Vlad Tepes was hardly a gentleman in life, and based on what we knew of his exploits as a young vampire during his masquerade as a Cardinal and later Madrid Archbishop of the Holy See, this wasn’t someone I’d expect to read Chaucer or master the lute. The only sophisticated pastimes I ever pictured for Dracul were battle strategies and efficient ways to create impaling poles, since he’d go through hundreds every week. “Are you saying he has learned a few sorcerer tricks from Lazarevic?”

“Perhaps he has, since the old wizard is said to remain loyal to him, as he was to Vlad’s father, Vlad II,” said Roderick, pausing to order a drink from a passing flight attendant. I decided to join him when he ordered my favorite, scotch on the rocks. Yes, it was much earlier in the day than I usually like to imbibe, but desperate times dictate desperate measures. “I spoke to Comte early this morning, and he believes our enemy has enlisted Lazarevic to rebuild his brood of vampires from when Van Helsing nearly wiped them out, while you and I were hobnobbing in England in 1888.”

“I would say that trying to stop Ratibor from killing more prostitutes was an endeavor far more noble than hobnobbing!”

“That’s not what I meant, Judas.” He regarded me coolly, before going on. “But we did ignore Van Helsing’s plea to come get your coin. Remember? He took it from Dracul and had it on his person for nearly three months. But instead of traveling to Geneva to pick it up from his deposit box, you insisted on returning to America.”

“I had no choice—Scotland Yard had alerted the other agencies throughout Europe by telegraph that I was to be detained and held for their arrival. You know this—you were there, for Christ’s sake!”

We had been through this before—several times, in fact, after returning to New York from London in 1889. I must admit I get agitated when having to explain things again, even when considering Roderick and I had been mostly strangers for much of the past one hundred and seven years.

“I do remember, my friend,” he said, lowering his voice in response to my indignation. “But the bullshit about you being betrayed by the Knights Templar was just that…. Bullshit. Scotland Yard hadn’t fully cleared either of us as suspects in the Ripper murders, since they erroneously assumed we assisted Ratibor’s escape. Remember?”

It doesn’t happen often, but I had forgotten the specifics of why the authorities wanted to speak with me. In retrospect, all I heard was ‘they discovered your true identity’, and I fled. It took Roderick two days to find me in the Highlands, and he only agreed to immediately sail to New York when I threatened to back out of a proposed project President Harrison had enlisted me specifically for, via Roderick’s recommendation. Foolishly, I trusted Van Helsing to find a better hiding place for my coin, and I never considered that Dracul’s cronies could retrieve it for him while he was chained inside the dark Romanian dungeon our esteemed colleague had trapped him into.

“Yes, I remember now.”

“It’s beyond regrettable we didn’t retrieve the damned thing, since in all likelihood Dracul would be dead, and you and I wouldn’t be faced with the possible end to my life and another deportation to purgatory for you.”

“Very funny,” I deadpanned. I was about to add something else I considered witty, but our drinks arrived. After the flight attendant left us alone, I picked up where we left off. “Yes, it is regrettable. Not to mention, if we survive this encounter with him, I must still return at a later time for this particular coin.”

“And, why is that? If you get a feel for it, then we should try to get it, if only to give us negotiating power. You know it must be buried nearby, or hidden inside his castle. Comte’s sources say he rarely ventures out for fear of losing it again. I’ve been told the slow and agonizing torture Dracul endured away from the coin while imprisoned by Van Helsing was extremely excruciating. If it had taken just a few more hours for the coin to reunite with this sick bastard, not only would we be enjoying Williamsburg today, but hundreds of other victims would have been spared his cruelty.”

A wave of searing guilt seized my heart. While I don’t have Roderick’s ability to read another’s thoughts, sometimes I catch glimpses of the horrors wrought by my coins. I suddenly saw the faces of young women, all wearing expressions of acute terror, and all kidnapped from all over Europe.

“Not very pretty is it?”

“I hate it when you do that,” I said, as one particular face stayed with me…long enough to see her journey from what looked like the Parisian suburbs in the late twentieth century to the Adriatic coast, as landmarks that had been there for centuries rekindled memories of earlier travels with Roderick and the St. Germaine brothers. The images turned dark, as the castle of Dracul loomed above her. Her screams pierced my soul as she was first bitten and nearly drained of blood, then finally restored to life as a bloodthirsty demon. “We should discuss other business instead, like the rental car you secured, and any other supplies we’ll likely need.”

“You can’t stand the vision, can you?” Roderick lowered his glasses again, eyeing me knowingly, but with compassion. “She is one of the lucky ones, believe it or not. Vlad added this one to his harem of concubines, where blood is the drug to ensure full cooperation with his sadistic sexual fantasies. But, others—both male and female captives—serve strictly for food and amusement, and not necessarily in that order.”

His tone became somber, and as the vision faded from my mind, I had the queer hunch he had taken it back.

“How in the hell did you do that?”

“It’s a new trick I’ve been practicing,” he said, grimacing. “Without the distractions of love and family, what else am I to do with my spare time?”

“I would hope you have not become a masochist, dear friend,” I said, shaking my head sadly. Despite the vision’s departure, the image of the girl’s agonizing cries for mercy and transformation into something loathsome remained before my mind’s eye. “So, do we intend to rescue any of these victims if we cross paths?”

“No, it is too late for them. In all likelihood, we shall be forced to kill them. It would be the merciful thing to do.”

“Standard stake through the heart, or can any weapon work?

“Stakes and beheading,” he replied, once again hiding his eyes behind his dark shades. “An axe or two would be nice.”

No sense in frightening our attendant or anyone else passing by our little cubbyhole on the way to the restrooms. Roderick had done a masterful job with his makeup to hide his ashen complexion. But if anyone happened to see the swirling gold flecks floating within his luminous blue eyes, the remaining nine hours of our flight might become a lot more interesting than we’d like. Fortunately, we had long since mastered the ability to converse to where we alone could discern each other’s words.

“A trip to the local hardware store, huh?” I jested, realizing getting better ammunition would require access to Budva’s local black market.

“I’m afraid so,” he said. “There won’t be enough time to obtain the Baretta model you prefer, and such weapons will only work on his small army of bodyguards, who will be armed to the gills with the latest firepower, according to Comte. They number almost as many as the vampires, and are said to patrol his castle.”

“It seems like it would produce a flurry of red flags for the local citizenry. I thought Budva is fairly peaceful these days.”

“You keep forgetting about the cloaking abilities of our adversary,” chided Roderick. “According to every satellite image I checked, as well as what Comte could tell me, there isn’t a castle to be seen anywhere in Montenegro. At least not of the dark brooding kind Dracul prefers. But, a castle is certainly present. You and I have both now seen it, Judas, and it is real.”

“But it could be anywhere,” I said, feeling my irritation bubble up quickly. “It brings us right back to why Budva, and not someplace else?”

“Because that’s where he is. I’m rarely ever wrong with what comes to me…. You know this,” explained Roderick. “Not to mention, it’s the place confirmed by Comte earlier this morning. Somewhere along the coastline. ‘You’ll see it when you need to,’ is how he put it.”

“That makes no sense, none at all. You druids and alchemists are all the same in that regard.”

“No more sense than it did to postpone picking up your coin from him one hundred and twenty-six years ago.”

“Well, it’s a little late to quibble about that now, isn’t it?”

“Only if you continue to avoid the chance to procure your coin. If the opportunity comes to us, promise me you’ll do what you have to do to get it this time. Even if it means sacrificing my life.”

I didn’t hear anything else he said after that. Instead, I was brought back to the laughing face of Dracul, lips and long fangs stained with fresh blood. Before dawn that terrible night so long ago, one of us would die. I gave my life for Roderick.

If faced with the same situation, I couldn’t promise I wouldn’t do the same thing again.

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Four

 

 

Our accommodations for the night were at the Gran Melia Hotel, not far from Vatican City. I hadn’t visited this particular establishment since the mid 1980s, with Alistair, and I must say the recent remodeling from a few years ago left me impressed. A five star resort once more, I looked forward to the surrounding view in daytime, since the area was once home to Roderick and me during the reign of Diocletian, from 286 to 295 A.D. It marked the beginning of two centuries of contentment and prosperity while residing in the Mediterranean nations, as I’ve touched upon earlier.

A long flight always brings a little fatigue, but neither of us requires much rest to recuperate. After settling in for the night, with the intent on revisiting our old haunts at sunrise, we retired to our rooms in our spacious suite. I’m not sure if Roderick discerned it before me, but in the quiet darkness I sensed Dracul’s presence. No, it wasn’t creaking floors or a chilled breeze crossing my bed…the tricks Hollywood uses to trigger our protective instincts. Rather, it was a general oppression, and I daresay an event the most sensitive barometers might perceive as well.

As with his previous voyeuristic invasions, it felt like a general observation that lifted after a few minutes. But, a chill crossed my heart when the feeling came back perhaps ten minutes later as I started to drift off to sleep, startling me wide awake.

I listened in the darkness, determined not to fall for phantom creaks that meant nothing. My pulse quickened for a moment, when I mistakenly took Roderick’s soft snores from across the suite as breathing by my bedside. I even sat up in my bed, and almost reached to turn on the nightstand’s lamp. But then the sensation dissipated as quickly as a childhood night terror.

Did it mean anything? Hard to say…but the mental image of a satisfied leer stayed with me, making it nearly impossible to rest peacefully. For the second straight night, and forty-five hundred miles from where I held Beatrice close to my fearful heart, I watched night give way to dawn.

 

* * * * *

 

“You really should learn to listen to my admonitions, Judas.”

Roderick waited to chide me for my needless nighttime vigilance until we were served our breakfast. Dressed in jeans and a yellow polo shirt, I marveled at how normal he looked. Other than his basketball star height and prominent cheekbones, he would draw only a cursory glance in this city filled with beautiful human beings. Of course, sunglasses can make it a coin flip as to whether the mystery of what lay hidden behind them created additional allure. Not to mention the regal hairline, snow white in color, and the slight MAC tan that hid the faint wrinkles he had accumulated as a young man before his sacrificial druid death nearly two thousand years ago.

So, maybe he would draw curious looks after all.

“And, as for your habit of scrutinizing my attire, it will be the blue-eyed Jew in the prime of handsomeness that will always upstage the quiet Celt,” he continued, perhaps hoping his telepathic peek inside my head would temporarily shut down my need to analyze and define everything around me. “But to my original point, I told you Dracul’s pull and worsening voyeurism would get stronger the closer we came to his stomping grounds.”

“Oh, goody…I hope he leaves me in peace when I need a piss in Budva. I’ll try harder to enjoy the sightseeing before we board our two o’clock flight to Montenegro.”

“Well, you should give it your utmost effort, since you’re the one who suggested an afternoon flight so we could catch a few sights. During the last one hundred years, I’ve been here much more frequently than you, Judas. Other than a few new art exhibits, there’s nothing I’m dying to see this morning.”

“No curiosity about the old neighborhood?”

He chuckled. “Truthfully, I’ve seen it twice since the latest turn of the century. There’s no reason to see it again this soon. Besides the old walls near where our villa once stood were dismantled to make way for a wider road back in two-thousand-one, leaving nothing more to remind me of Claudia and Albinus.”

The laughter died quickly, and it brought to mind a particularly painful year for Roderick in 292 A.D. Claudia died while giving birth to Albinus’s younger brother, Octavian. The death of the woman he loved more than any other has been particularly difficult for Roderick to heal from. I believe he may never fully recover. As for Albinus, he remained in Rome with his maternal grandfather when we moved on to Crete, and later died fighting under Constantine.

“We can skip it, if you’d like,” I told him, compassionately. “There are other things I’d like to check out instead, and I’m game for visiting the exhibits you mentioned in lieu of forgoing everything else.”

“You won’t feel cheated?”

Suddenly, the image of the wife I had back then popped into my awareness. Her name was Fulvia, and she was a few years older than me. As those following my ongoing saga should certainly appreciate, the fact she continued to age while I remained young led to serious discord in our relationship. Fulvia was among the first to accuse me of dabbling in sorcery. Romantic love was tenuous for me in those days, and nearly impossible to sustain under such suspicions. I was more than willing to leave her behind when we left for Crete.

“No, I don’t believe I will,” I advised, while still picturing Fulvia, and her incessant grilling about my youthfulness and other traits she found annoying.

“Very good. If you are finished, I would like to get started,” said Roderick. “A morning’s worth of entertainment will help clean the palate of painful distractions, and perhaps lessen the dread of our upcoming rendezvous with Dracul.”

I couldn’t agree less. But in light of the fact he might very well be in the afterlife before this day ended, I decided to make sure I remained a good sport until we were back on a plane to Budva. I downed my mimosa and picked up a croissant to take with me, and we hailed a taxi for the Palazzo Altemps. Two of the exhibits were held there, and upon Roderick’s advisement that this is one of the better museums the locals favor, I warmed up to the idea of spending a few hours admiring what is considered ‘an entrancing collection of classical sculptures’.

The artistry was stunning, even without considering the featured Renaissance collections we eventually visited. It was indeed the perfect distraction, and the additional ancient jewelry and coin collections from the reign of Trajan were equally fascinating. From there, we spent our last hour and a half browsing the artifacts on display at the Museo Nazionale dell’Alto Medioevo. Viewing familiar weaponry encrusted with jewels brought back a mixture of fond and not so fond memories from the years preceding the Crusades, and almost capped our museum excursion splendidly.

Yet, I didn’t expect to see other, more recent, items on display. These were attributed to the period when Vlad Tepes masqueraded as a pious arm of the Vatican. Everything from jeweled capes, that he and others had used to adorn themselves, to swords and daggers carried by Dracul himself were on display. Surely, some of you might question whether or not the articles were in fact the very ones he held close to his person. But no two weapons in the collection were the same, and I recognized slight flaws in craftsmanship. Hell, after seeing the daggers up close on several occasions, I had never forgotten the gleaming sapphires, rubies, and diamonds encrusted upon the hilts, glistening in the fiery glow of torches and the blacksmith’s furnaces in the Inquisition dungeons. The blades were often heated to an orange glow to make it more painful when slicing away skin and severing delicate body parts. Not to mention the cauterization extended the torture sessions before a victim would expire.

“At least there are no impaling poles lying about, bearing jewels encrusted along the length,” joked Roderick, obviously privy to my thoughts. “The longer dagger looks identical to the one carried by Dracul.”

“Yes, it certainly does.” It was damned near impossible to look away, as Roderick tugged on my sleeve to pull my attention to other artifacts from the same general time period. “Certainly you didn’t know beforehand that we would encounter such items, or did you?”

“No, I didn’t,” he advised. “I’m beginning to wonder if his influence forged the attraction to come here in the first place.”

“But, we decided to come here while flying over the Atlantic,” I said. I could tell my tone sounded on edge. “I didn’t feel the old familiar tricks from the bastard until early this morning, after we retired. Besides, how would he know what buttons to push to get you to consider this visit off the beaten path?”

“It’s easier than you think, and we have seen his cleverness before. And, Comte and even Racco have used similar tactics, though for the better good. Especially, when trying to make a lasting impression for a message they deem important.”

“So, it is sorcery, then?”

“Yes, that and an acute understanding of how subtle illusions can be melded together to create a much bigger one. Think of it as a massive hallucination.”

“Sounds like bullshit.”

“No, smells
 like bullshit…or your upper lip.” He chuckled, grasping my shoulder to ensure his jest was understood to be made entirely in fun. “My biggest concern is the scale and reach of Dracul’s illusions. He’s had centuries to prepare and scheme for us, to practice
 for this moment. Believe me, my friend, our enemy has looked forward to this reunion with anticipation for a very long time.”

I nodded thoughtfully to Roderick’s words, intent on absorbing the entire message. Much of what he related was new, at least in the sense I’d never fully considered the possibility of Dracul setting up an elaborate trap for us. A trap extending far beyond the barbaric mind I recalled, and I now understood with chagrin and regret that I had underestimated his cunningness and intelligence.

It was what I thought about most as we drove to Rome’s busiest airport, Leonardo da Vinci/Flumicino International. Neither of us spoke much after leaving the museum and picking up our luggage from the hotel. As we approached the main terminal, my phone rang.

“Hello?”

“Pops? Where in the hell
 are you?!”

Alistair. My kid sounded as upset as I had expected. Actually, that’s not quite true. What I expected was for him to be screaming at me in overflowing rage, after I left without answering any of the questions he had bombarded Roderick and me with two nights earlier, at the gala.

“Hi Ali,” I said calmly. “I’m in Rome taking care of personal business.”

“Is that right, Pops? Would this be personal business of a coin-collecting nature?”

I could almost feel him tighten his grip on his handset, which I gathered from the number he called me from was the latest Samsung device he purchased a month earlier. I’d hate for the damned thing to crumble from rage, or slip from his grasp and the Gorilla Glass screen explode on the upstairs balcony floor. That’s where he was at the moment, based on the road traffic noise surrounding him, and Beatrice’s calls to him in the background, begging him to keep some ‘promise’. Maybe it would be best if he did have such a mishap. In that case, I wouldn’t answer my phone again until, or unless, we survived our upcoming encounter with Dracul.

“This isn’t an excursion to collect a coin,” I told him, drawing a sharp glance from Roderick. “It’s something I should’ve taken care of long before you, or even your mother, were born. But, I am taking care of it right now.”

“Mother told me everything,” he said, his tone lowered slightly while his voice still shook with anger. “She said you’re going to meet Dracul, and I’m not sure I even believe that isn’t code for someone else. But you’ve gone to the Mediterranean to meet somebody and damned if I don’t believe you’ve decided to ditch me for some undisclosed, selfish reason!”

“Ali, I’m not
 ditching you at all. I’m protecting you!”

Honestly, it felt like a knife had cut through my soul. Beatrice betrayed my confidence, and yet, it wasn’t a fatal sin. Lord knows my boy can be an incorrigible handful when he gets riled up.

“Ahh, cut the bullshit, Dad!”



Dad? Alistair never uses that name, except in the ruse we used to play on others.


“I’m not bullshitting you, son!” I responded, finding it almost impossible to control my own temper. Roderick shot me another look, and I wasn’t sure if it was a warning to watch the sharpness in my tone, or because I had just repeated the same lie, in a sense, about collecting a coin. “Dracul is real…very, very
 real! If I don’t find a way to stop him now, he will
 come for you, Amy, and your mother. I will die
 before I let that happen!”

Silence on the other end, and if not for the continued sounds of traffic flowing sixty feet below him, I would’ve assumed he hung up.

“Sure, whatever, Pops,” he said, unapologetically. I could hear the pain in his tone…almost as if I’d broken his heart. My heart began to feel like candy glass about to shatter. “Go ahead and have your fun out there, wherever you really are, and be sure to say ‘hi’ for me to Roderick. Yeah, you two take care, and when you get back to the states, Amy and I will be looking forward to an update on your frigging bullshit trip!”


The line went dead before I could respond further. The oppressive weight that had been steadily worsening seemed to grow twice as heavy as it settled upon my entire being. Numb to my core, I barely acknowledged Roderick’s polite nudge when we reached our destination.

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Five

 

 

There wasn’t time to mourn the conversation with my beloved son. Our flight to the capital of Montenegro, Podgorica, left at 2:08 p.m., and we took our seats with a mere four minutes to spare. A much smaller plane, since the flight over the Adriatic Sea was only an hour and a half in duration, the difference between first class and business class was negligible. However, given Roderick’s unusual height, we’ve always opted for first class unless traveling by private jet.

For this small jaunt, the extra space was good for pondering what had taken place, and also reflecting upon the dangerous unknowns ahead. Of course, it all felt hellish to me at the moment. Beatrice had broken her promise to not tell our boy what I was up to, and as a result, his feelings had been severely hurt. Yes, love would likely soothe and quickly heal the wounds the three of us had incurred, but the healing wouldn’t begin before Roderick’s and my safe return to Virginia.

“He wasn’t calling you from my place, was he?” asked Roderick, after studying me quietly for a few minutes.

“No, they hadn’t left yet,” I said. “And, I doubt they will now. At least not Alistair, and if he doesn’t go, then neither will Amy or Beatrice.”

“It’s too dangerous for them to remain in the condo, as you know,” said Roderick, reaching for his phone. “As soon as we are able, I’ll send an email message to Margolise over the plane’s WiFi network. Do you trust me?

I didn’t like the way that sounded. “What do you mean?”

“Don’t fear me, my brother,” he said. “I’d like to call in a favor to have a car and enough men to convince your son to travel to Abingdon. Beatrice and Amy should be easier marks to convince if Ali agrees to go first.”

“There can’t be any physical coercion involved,” I said, unable to mute the menacing tone in my voice. “That would be bad.”

“Why do you always threaten me when you feel insecure?” Roderick eyed me impishly. True to form, he rarely takes my threats to heart. “I’ll disguise their abduction as an urgent move to get them to safety, maybe even use our present threatened status as the motivator to get them to leave Ali’s condo and journey to the fortress. After all, if Dracul does subdue either of us, he won’t stop. His need for vengeance is unquenchable, and he will seek to satisfy it with Ali’s and Beatrice’s blood, possibly Amy’s blood, too.”

“Yes, that’s my assumption as well.”

“Once Ali sees the seriousness of the situation, I believe he’ll come around.”

As intuitive as Roderick is, I thought he was incredibly naïve about this. Alistair wouldn’t react well to being manipulated, whether by words or by force. If anything, it would make him much more inclined to pursue us. Thank the Almighty I never mentioned our final destination of Montenegro to Beatrice. Otherwise, my boy and possibly his fiancée would arrive in Budva by tomorrow afternoon.

“So you think,” whispered Roderick, glancing out the passenger window next to his seat.

“What?”

“You know well enough,” he said, eyeing me wearily. “Just see how it goes after I reach my contacts.”

I nodded thoughtfully, while throwing up a mental shield in hopes it would hinder his invasion into my head. I had far too much to consider without fighting off his probing, and unwanted, sentience.

Before long, the plane’s captain announced we could loosen our seatbelts and move about the plane, and, most importantly from Roderick’s viewpoint, access the aircraft’s WiFi system. While he fired off his message to Margolise, I reviewed our upcoming itinerary and the most important aspects of our trip.

We were to pick up our rental car in Podgorica, and it would take us roughly another hour and a half to reach Budva. This time, the choice of staying in a five star hotel, the Hotel Astoria, was in hopes of avoiding a bloody confrontation with Dracul, his henchmen, or even his fledgling vampires.

“Okay, the email has been sent, and Margolise sent me her personal acknowledgement icon to let me know she has already read the contents,” announced Roderick, proudly. “We should hear something from Louis Sterling’s staff within the hour.”

“You’re still dealing with Louis?” I asked, incredulously. “I thought you swore him off after what happened with the efforts to intercept Viktor Kaslow from entering Bolivia last November?”

“Yes, I did write him off, or almost,” he confessed. “He no longer does favors for me outside the continental United States. However, he remains quite reliable in terms of procuring the manpower and other resources needed for an assignment like this one. Besides, do you have a better idea?”

“You obviously know I don’t,” I said, returning to the itinerary’s details as they scrolled across my iPad. “But I can think of better ways to ingratiate an idea with Alistair. What if he gets the asinine idea to pursue us here? Then what?”

“He won’t. The three of them will stay in Abingdon,” he said, turning to face me. His eyes lay mostly hidden behind his expensive lenses. But from what I could discern, they appeared to be closed. Relying on clairvoyance? Likely. “You are correct in thinking they won’t happily await for our return to the States. But, again, I do not foresee any of them wandering the streets or beaches of Budva.”

“Is that a house wager? If so, I’d like in on that action.”

“Your reliance on humor to mask your unease is juvenile.”

“Oh, yeah?” I said, snickering at his touchiness. “And your refusal to consider any ‘what ifs’ that might take the luster off a prediction is beyond annoying.”

Roderick’s turn to nod, he smiled and raised his hands in mock surrender.

“Touché, my brother,” he said, chuckling. “I suggest we respect the fact we both are looking at the same glass, though your perception sees it as half empty and mine sees it as half full. There is room for both views, and perhaps my optimism and your pessimism will be reversed before our journey to Budva is resolved.”

Normally, such jousts between us fizzle without further consideration. But, Roderick’s closing words stayed with me, and I found myself uttering a silent prayer they were not prophetic. At least I had something new to chew on while we finished our journey to Podgorica. New possibilities of what could possibly work out well for us, and what might prove disastrous.

 

* * * * *

 

Getting out of Podgorica proved easy enough, and we were on the main highway by four-thirty that Monday afternoon.  Traveling by train would’ve been quicker, but having a car as a possible getaway source seemed to be the wiser choice. Besides, if Roderick wasn’t correct about Dracul’s residence being in or near Budva, a car gave us more immediate options to rectify that potential problem.

That was my opinion, anyway.

We checked into the Hotel Astoria shortly after six o’clock, and after a quick dinner overlooking the beach we headed downtown. Standard logic wouldn’t necessarily help in determining the layered illusion supposedly waiting for us from Dracul. But we went with a version of common sense anyway, visiting the oldest part of the city first. A place that preceded my existence by more than five hundred years.

The locals refer to this area as ‘Old Town’. In truth, it has always been Budva’s trademark, and is a sandy peninsula that once was an island. Legendary even when Roderick and I first visited this area of the Adriatic coast eighteen hundred years earlier, it remains the biggest tourist attraction in the area.

The ancient walls of this section are a huge draw, and have survived at least two major earthquakes, in 1667 and again in 1979. The walls form the cornerstone for the labyrinth feel of the place, because of the braided streets, squares, bulwarks and towers. No wonder Dracul chose to be close, since this certainly fit his taste.

“Do you think he would be so obvious as to set whatever trap he has in mind for us in the citadel?” I asked, as we approached the city’s oldest standing structure. It appeared deserted and locked up. “I see it’s a theater now, one that’s apparently closed on Mondays.”

“Hard to say,” said Roderick, looking around warily. I felt a cold chill traverse along my spine. “He’s watching us.”

“He feels close.”

“Yes, he does,” he agreed, turning away from the citadel/theater. He began walking back to where the car was parked. “We’re wasting our time here. I could almost feel him laughing at us.”

He was right, that’s exactly how it felt.

“Then where is he? Or, better yet, where does he want us to go?” I said, getting increasingly irritated. Yeah, I know...like I should be in such a hurry to die, right? “Is this part of the game?”

“What, like foreplay?” Roderick chuckled and picked up his pace. “I just received an image of an immense dark castle, somewhere near water. No, that’s not quite right…the place is surrounded
 by water, lots of water.”

“Could be another dead end,” I said. “Especially if he knows you are getting mental images, this might be nothing more than another session of ‘toy with the druid’.”

He laughed, shaking his head as he continued to move back to the parking garage where we left our rental.

“I’m serious!”

“I know you are!” he called over his shoulder. “You might be right, Judas. But one thing is for certain. He isn’t here.”

“How can you tell?”

“Because the images of the castle are getting stronger…as much as I would like to not follow them, I feel it will be worse for us if we don’t hurry to try and find this place. It’s somewhere on the coast, and if we go now, we’ll still have plenty of daylight to see it.”

Roderick’s sense of urgency won the battle over my desire to stay longer and have a better look around in ‘Old Town’. Unlike our casual pace from Pedgorica to Budva, and from the hotel to the older section of the city, he drove the Camry we rented with near abandon, and almost ran down a pair of bicyclists on the main road back to the beach. Following his inner voice, he took us further south and let up on the gas as he became calmer. Then, without warning, he pulled the car over and parked in front of one of the many scenic beaches the area is known for. At the moment, it appeared to be crowded with tourists and local sun-worshipers alike.

“So, are you looking for some cryptic clue beneath a sunbather’s umbrella that will lead us further on this wild goose chase?” I asked, smiling wryly.

“Shhh! Let me listen for a moment.” He stared out the windshield as if expecting such a clue to suddenly appear among the beach tenants, or the rising tide sending deeper swells toward the shore. Only a handful of surfers braved the bigger waves, and other than a few sailboats in the distance, the sea sat empty. The shoreline, on the other hand, was teeming with swimmers in the shallow depths while couples walked close to the water. “Come on, let’s go have a look.”

He exited the car, and without waiting for me, hurried toward what looked like an abandoned pier from long ago. The structure was missing most of its planks, and only the rusted steel supports remained. An ancient dingy was tied to the end of the pier, roughly two hundred feet from the shore.

Roderick jogged through the sand, dodging several volleyball players as he moved past their net. I ran after him, concerned by his careless behavior, as so unlike him. He stopped when he reached the steps leading up to the pier.

“What in the hell is this about?”

He ignored my question, removing his glasses and squinting his eyes as he gazed toward the deeper depths far beyond the pier. I followed his eyes but saw nothing, and in fact noted nothing unusual—not even a hint of the creepiness we had experienced in ‘Old Town’. However, a slight mist drifted toward us from the sea, just beyond the pier, and spread out along the shoreline in either direction.

Hardly detectable at first, only a few people around us seemed to take notice until the mist thickened.

“It’s here,” he said, finally. “Or, the road to it is here.”

“What do you mean?” I honestly had no idea what he babbled about. “What’s here?”


“Dracul’s palace.”

“In the middle of the sea?”

“No, it sits on an island.” He turned to study me, and seemed surprised we were surrounded by other people. People, I should say, whose stares were drawn to Roderick’s face. He quickly put his glasses back on. “I’m beginning to think this is much worse than either of us could’ve anticipated. The island is out there right now…and yet, it’s not.”

“What?! Like we’re dealing with multi-dimensional shit again? Please say I’m wrong.”

I followed his gaze as it returned to the deeper waters beyond the pier. Roderick shook his head incredulously, while I awaited more details on what his perception picked up.

“Maybe it’s nothing,” he said, finally. “Maybe this is part of the maze…the illusion in the game that might reach other levels beyond the physical, and beyond normal acuity….”

His voice trailed off as he looked to the right of us, where the mist had thickened to a fog above the waves that crashed against the shore. A couple with a dog became briefly invisible, and seemed oblivious to the mist, until a dozen adolescents kicking a soccer ball hurried past the startled pair.

The youths, all boys and apparently local, chased the ball as it careened toward where we stood. Instinctively, I reached out to catch it when one of the boys kicked the ball toward Roderick and me. The kid, a striking blue-eyed blonde with dimples, smiled sheepishly and ran over to where we stood.

“You should be more careful, “ I said to him, using the Serbian dialect I remembered from long ago, and prepared for him not to understand, since modern Montenegrin is the official tongue taught in Budvan schools.

He nodded shyly and took the ball from me, bowing before taking a step to rejoin his buddies, who wore similar awkward smiles. I assumed he had merely read my tone and facial expression, but then he stopped and looked back at us, this time knowingly.

“Dracul looks forward to your attendance tonight at his palace,” he said, in English delivered with a strong Slavic accent, surprising us. “Return here at midnight. His coachmen will be waiting.”

The lad ran to rejoin his mates.

“Hey, wait!” Roderick called after him. “What’s your name?”

He took a step back toward us and stopped, and the knowing smile turned mischievous.

“Mortis is my name,” he said.

“And your family name?” Not sure why it mattered to me, but I suddenly thought this youth might be blood related to our nemesis. “Do you live around here?”

He laughed as if my question inspired hilarity, and his buddies joined in. Roderick and I glanced at each other, warily.

“Do you have such a name, Judas?” he retorted, and I scarcely recognized the boy who humbly approached us just a minute ago. “At least my name is genuine, and not a name intended to deceive. Same for you, Mr. Cooley.”


What the hell?!


“Just make sure you’re both here at midnight,” he advised, again, when all either Roderick or I could do was stare at him as mutes, dumbfounded. “My master is most cruel when people disappoint him.”

He turned away and this time the entire group ran back from whence they came. I would certainly understand the expectation of these kids suddenly disappearing into thin air as they moved further down the beach. But we were able to watch their progress until their images grew too faint to track. We missed most of a gorgeous sunset settling in the west as a result. All the while, the foreboding feeling from earlier worsened.

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Six

 

 

The beach wasn’t deserted until shortly after 11:30 p.m., despite an earlier curfew. Not that we waited around the entire evening for our dreaded appointment. Believing this might well be the end of our nineteen centuries of shared existence on planet earth, Roderick and I returned to our hotel room to bathe according to our ancient customs. Then we dined at the Stari Grad after the concierge gave the restaurant high marks. To her credit, the octopus ragu was better than either Roderick or I imagined it would be.

After sharing a few drinks and reminiscing on seldom visited highlights from each century before the onset of the twenty-first, we drove back to the parking area looking over the beach just before eleven. Three days shy of its fullness, the moon’s bright beams danced on the water, illuminating the dilapidated pier clearly enough to see the dingy from earlier bobbing in the waves at the pier’s far edge.

We warily approached the pier, listening intently for any signs of activity, either from the living or the semi-dead, awakened once the sun disappeared along the western horizon. Nothing. Not so much as a soft breath or subdued heartbeat reached my ears. The stillness across the entire deserted beach was unsettling, as if all of nature wanted to observe our fate from a safe distance. Only the tide’s waves offered assurance the earth carried on without a care or opinion about us.

“What time is it?” Roderick asked me, bringing my focus back to the task at hand.

“You mean the moon dial in your pocket no longer works?”

He shot me a pained look that I answered with an impish grin. Hey, the moment called for a dash of levity. At least I thought so.

“Eleven-fifty-seven,” I said, after checking the pocket watch I decided to bring along that night. As of late, my cell phone served as my preferred time-tracking device. However, it lay dormant in my pocket and would serve as a backup should it become appropriate to dial 911 from the depths of Dracul’s dungeons. “I guess we should keep an eye out for the soccer kids again, huh?”

“You know him, Judas,” said Roderick, tersely. “Your thoughts and words aren’t helping. Stay focused on the ripples in the air…. I sense another illusion is coming. Maybe not as dramatic as a dozen teenage boys accosting us, but something.”

“Something fun? You mean those brats weren’t just a bunch of miscreants from a local reform school?”

That brought a sterner look, but then he whipped his head toward the east. It took me a moment to detect what had embraced his advanced senses.

“The kids seemed real,” I said, quietly, when he remained focused on the area where we had last seen Dracul’s youthful messengers. “You’re sure it wasn’t something else involved…maybe spirit possession?”

“You make it all sound like a joke,” he replied, quietly, while his gaze remained fixed upon the deserted beach. “I know you are trying to keep things light, but it isn’t working. And, as for your point, yes, I believe it was a form of possession. But it happened long before you assume. The mist was Dracul’s means of influence, and while we were admiring the mist like a pair of buffoons, he was scouring the area for the right messenger. The right….”

He didn’t finish his words; distracted by a sound once common to this area just over a century ago. The sound of horses neighing and pounding the sand as they raced toward us. The horses sounded quite real, and yet were invisible. A thick mist billowed toward us from the east, and under the moon’s glow I saw the top of a large black carriage. The mode of transportation Van Helsing claimed Dracul preferred most in the nineteenth century.

“Here they come,” I whispered, surprised by the literal truth of the advisement by the kid named Mortis to us earlier. I could feel the swell from Roderick’s growing terror. I suddenly remembered more from the night he nearly died at the hands of Dracul in Madrid, with enough details peppering my awareness to inspire immense guilt for being so damned jovial a moment ago.

The carriage-driven mist raced toward us on the moonlit beach, picking up speed as it approached. I prepared to be trampled underfoot from a team of horses. Suddenly, the carriage morphed into a black Jaguar, most likely one of the newer XJ sedan models, from the look of it. The automobile swerved to an abrupt halt a few feet away.

For a moment, the car’s occupants remained inside, in all likelihood studying us. Was Dracul physically present, as well?

“No. He is waiting elsewhere, Judas,” Roderick advised, quietly.

The front passenger door swung open. A blonde roughly my build and height stepped out, grinning wryly as if privy to some private amusement.

“Very good, Roderick,” he said. “If only Judas would regard our master as earnestly as you. Come, join us, as Dracul awaits your arrival.”

The man pointed to the empty sea, presently bathed in the moon’s glow. Roderick regarded me warily, as if needing assurance what we were about to do was indeed the wise choice. For me, it was more the inevitability we could no longer elude Dracul and his obsession to track us down.

We stepped over to the car. The back passenger doors opened and another man stepped out. This one’s long hair and complexion were dark, reminding me of my Greek compatriots from before the Ottoman invasion that conquered nearly all of the Mediterranean. He motioned for us to enter the back seat.

“We should arrive at the castle in the next few minutes,” the blonde advised. “You will have much to discuss with our Lord of Darkness.”

“Do you share his gifts, or are you merely a puppet for his ventriloquist tendencies?”

Roderick glanced at me worriedly, but the blonde chuckled at my insolence. Meanwhile, the driver—another dark haired man with his hair slicked back into a ponytail spun the car around and headed for the pier.

“From what I understand, Roderick here is the master of making his voice resound from one place when it actually originates in another,” said the blonde, still chuckling. “Perhaps introductions are in order. My name is Arso. Arso Dmitar. Jevrem is the guard sitting between you, and Gajo is our driver….”

Hard to hear the rest of his advisement while the car threatened to crash into the decaying structure’s steel and wooden support beams. Roderick and I prepared for the worst, gasping slightly when a wooden ramp appeared out of nowhere at the base of the pier. The Jaguar raced to the top and became airborne.

“We are kindred sorcerers, you and I, Roderick,” continued this man, Arso, as the car plummeted toward the gaps in the pier’s surface. Suddenly the missing slats appeared and were quickly covered in concrete. Before the Jaguar landed on the highway bridge, a layer of asphalt softened the impact, and by the time the driver regained control of the vehicle, the gleaming highway had extended more than a mile across the Adriatic Sea. Ahead of us loomed the massive castle upon a rocky island that had visited our most recent dreams and visions.

The Jaguar raced toward the gates that had begun to rise in anticipation of our arrival. Larger than any private estate I had ever seen before, the black marble and granite edifice soared to dizzying heights above us…even higher than the Essene castle we visited in Bolivia last year.

“How can we be of the same ilk, if you share the bloodthirsty deeds with such a monster?” Roderick replied. Impressed by his bravery, his response made me worry he had resigned himself to end his illustrious life that night. “Unless, as I sense, you are not completely like him.”

Arso eyed him curiously, and for a moment I recognized the fleeting warmth that Roderick had detected within this servant of our enemy. Out of fear or denial, he glared angrily at us and turned his attention to the castle we were about to enter.

“Save your pathetic tricks for when you try to rescue your own skin, druid,” he said.

Torches lined the walls around us as we drove inside the castle. The immense gate descended quickly, and then sealed the opening with a thud. Meanwhile, the driver veered to the right into what appeared to be an underground garage—one with a steep grade and bathed in pitch black. The butterflies rolled with more ferocity than they had just minutes earlier, when it had appeared the car would crash nose first through the board-less pier. The grade evened out, and the driver parked the car in the lone vacant spot.

“Get out and follow me,” said Arso.

He was all business now. Roderick and I stepped out of the car with the one named Jevrem hovering close behind us.

“Well, at least we’re off to see the wizard without being dragged along in iron restraints. That’s new,” I joked, determined to raise the ante for Arso’s demeaning remark about my buddy, whose internal terror I sensed was escalating. Roderick seemed oblivious to everything going on around him. Not even a pained grimace for my witty statement. I didn’t immediately recognize the reasons for this, not until we ascended a narrow stone staircase. That’s when I picked up on what had overwhelmed him with such profound sadness. Misery thrived all around us in the castle, palpable enough for me to taste.

It certainly fit the murmured words and cries growing steadily more plaintive from the darkened depths to either side of the stairs.

“You hear them, Judas, I know,” he said, as we continued to ascend higher. Since we were headed to our face-to-face meeting with Dracul, I wondered why the driver hadn’t dropped us off just inside the castle entrance, instead of descending into the bowels of this place. Then again, maybe Dracul arranged it purposely to be like this. “But, I more
 than hear them, my brother. Women, some young and some old…men, too. Bound in agony. These are the lucky ones.”

“How so, if they are but food for our Lord?”

This time it was the driver, Gajo, who spoke. He and Arso led the way.

“Yes, I know of his minions, his unholy concubines who feed on living blood with him,” Roderick told him. “I’ve seen them dine on the flesh of their human brothers and sisters, but they destroy the life force inside themselves with each bite. When they finally die, there will be nothing left of the spark God infused into their souls before their earthly incarnation. Soullessness is far worse than any death your Master can concoct!”

“You forget your place, Roderick, and you’ll soon regret your words,” Arso advised, just before reaching a large iron door at the top of the stairs. He rapped his knuckles against the door’s edge, near its middle. “Dracul awaits.”

I would’ve expected a door like this to groan loudly upon opening. But it opened with only slight protest. Perhaps it had something to do with the vampire standing on the other side, a young woman, likely in her late teens when she was turned. Her dark hair and eyes in sharp contrast to her pale skin, her voluptuous form was scarcely concealed beneath her sheer black gown. She smiled without warmth, dulling the delicateness of her face.

How gothic of her.

“Marika, I give you Judas and Roderick,” said Arso, bowing after ushering us into the grand hall. “If you need—”

“That will be all,” she said, her sultry voice muting her Slavic accent. She shut the door with the so-called sorcerer standing in surprise. I chuckled, drawing a suspicious look from her. “Follow me.”

The hall looked like a cathedral, complete with stained glass windows of exquisite craftsmanship. But if this was a place of worship, prayer and meditation were done by either standing or kneeling on the stone floor. There were no chairs or pews. The only illumination came from sparse candlelight and torches in each corner of the room, along with soft moonbeams drifting in through colorful windows—the sort of things that often bring peace and comfort to one’s heart. But the brooding figure perched on an ostentatious jeweled throne atop a white marble stage at the end of the hall took care of that notion in one fell swoop.

“So, we finally meet again, Judas and Roderick!”

The voice was booming, bigger than life and much more robust than the last time we conversed with this vile demon. Even his Romanian accent was less pronounced than I remembered.

“Markita, bring them before me,” he said, leaning back against his enormous throne. A throne gruesomely framed in human skulls.

I must admit he looked bigger by a few inches, where as in our previous meeting he was only slightly taller than me. Powerfully built by wielding a broadsword for decades before his natural death, his muscular arms and broad chest were exposed. Garishly exposed, I should say, since his deathly paleness gleamed from the moonlight’s glow. Even Roderick on a bad day looks far healthier than Dracul could on his best.

“Oh, you think so, Judas? I’m sure you both will look far more deliciously pale when I’ve skewered your blood from your writhing bodies and had my fill of it!”

Roderick gave me another worried glance. But honestly, as much as my mouth can get me into trouble, at least I can control that. My thoughts have always been a more difficult assignment.

Dracul waved his hand to dismiss our escort once we reached the base of the steps leading up to the stage. The throne loomed less than a dozen feet away. Markita disappeared in a blur, nearly impossible for my human eyes to follow. It appeared she retreated into a row of long curtains that swayed along the wall to our left. I glimpsed similar faces to hers, and to my right several more moved among the shadows along the opposite wall.

Vampires. Baby vamps? Or, were these veterans from previous centuries?

“It will hardly matter what they are if you prove tiresome with your endless questions, Judas,” advised Dracul, scornfully. “Why can you not
 be more like Roderick, who has learned to suppress his thoughts and feelings, and as such is a much more worthy challenge than dealing with you. Although, there is something different about you since our last meeting. You have changed in some ways. How interesting.”

He stood from his throne. His face remained shadowed, but more of his powerful build lay exposed. Dressed in a tunic, there were bloodstains along the left side of his torso, and these had dripped onto the white silk of his garment. For a moment, I thought he would move up to us. But instead, he stepped over to a trembling young man lying naked on the stage. The man’s arms and legs were bound by ropes tied to four golden spikes that resembled the wooden and iron spikes from Vlad’s more infamous days as the Impaler of thirty thousand Ottoman captives.

Blood had pooled around the man’s neck. In the sparse light, the blood appeared to originate from his carotid artery, likely from twin holes caused by the vampire’s fangs. Despite his probable fate and the torture already delivered at the hands of Dracul, or by one of the others eyeing the man hungrily from either side of the room, this was one of the lucky ones, according to Roderick. Fortunate in that his torture would eventually end, whether that meant hours, days, or even weeks from now.

Truly, I could say this based on personal experience. I silently vowed not to be tricked into easy submission, as happened on two separate occasions in the early years of sixteenth century Spain.

“Oh, but you might still be such a victim!” roared our host in amusement, while Roderick shook his head in disgust. I mouthed ‘sorry’ to him, since it was going to be a long night if my druid pal waited for me to shut down the thinking machine in my head. “It all depends on how you react to my proposal.”

“Proposal? What proposal?”

Roderick sounded hopeful, as he voiced his first words in our nemesis’s presence.

“Unlikely as may seem, you have something I desire, items to barter your freedom.” His tone mellowed to one more familiar, from long ago. “While you were in Bolivia, I saw your son and his fiancée bearing certain crystals on their persons. Even from this distance, I could tell these crystals carried energy like nothing I’ve ever seen before. Energy that could prove useful to me and my kind.” He motioned around him, and the room resounded with the excited whispers of his depraved progeny. Like snakes in a pit ready to attack an intruder.

“Since when could you see anything unless you were physically within one hundred miles?” I asked, unable to mask my contempt. In truth, I was masking something else…my terror for Alistair’s and Amy’s welfare. The fact Dracul had watched and studied them for any length of time made my blood run cold.

Our host chuckled with just as much disdain.

“Since you foolishly left your favored plane of existence, and entered one I can travel freely within as a spirit,” he replied, moving closer to his prone victim, who cringed and pulled desperately on his bonds to avoid Dracul’s encroaching presence. “When you traveled with the Atlantian descendent named Tampara in his domain, you entered my realm as well. I saw everything you did…including everywhere you went, and everything you discussed. I learned about these crystals, and know they originated from the Garden of Eden’s Tree of Life. They have reversed the aging process in your son, your wife, and in your latest rival, Viktor Kaslow. Imagine what such crystals can do for me?”

Although I may not possess Roderick’s sentient gifts, logic moves quickly for me, and the long list of consequences lined up neatly in my head. Everything from no longer being condemned to the less-developed corners of the world, to walking among the living in the full light of day. And the power…power that could potentially bring all other nations as a collective whole to their knees.

Very few good men could resist such prestigious strength. But an evil man? Especially one cursed to roam the earth as a bloodsucking menace?

“Why, of course, I will be delighted to take all
 of these crystals off your hands, Judas,” said Dracul, again sifting through my thoughts at will. “In fact, deliver every one of them to me, and I will not only let Alistair, Amy, and your beloved Beatrice live out their natural days in peace, but I will also grant you and Roderick another one hundred year furlough. We will be well into the twenty-second century before I take his life and send you off to your next incarnation. Perhaps even to a place far too removed to use the name William Barrow. Truly, it is high time you picked another, other than this one or the even more pathetic Emmanuel Ortiz.”

“What makes you think the crystals will work for you?” asked Roderick, and it was good to hear steadiness in his voice. He carried less trepidation than only minutes ago. “If for some reason they don’t work the wonders you seek, what then?”

“Hmmm…. I had not considered that possibility, since the visions I’ve been granted have all shown me walking down any famed boulevard in your most prestigious cities, without the use of parasol and my skin no longer smoking through my gloves.”

“Just cut the bullshit, Vlad,” I said, not liking his evasiveness. “Roderick’s question was straight forward, so what assurance do we get that you’ll keep your promise and not betray us?”

“Why…you have my word, Judas, and I have always kept it,” said Dracul. He brought his face forward to where enough candlelight illuminated his pale skin. His lips were smeared with blood. “Have I not promised to hunt you to the ends of the earth, and until the end of time? I did, and now I have you both.”

A tiny drop of sweat descended down my spine, and I shivered.

“As much as I loathe the idea, you shall have your freedom for a full century. But only if you keep your end of the bargain,” he continued. He stood up and approached us, fully bathed in moonlight. His long dark hair bouncing heavily on his broad shoulders, it presented the same image of the fiend I recalled from long ago. His eyes had always been a golden brown, with the telltale luminescence of his vampiric nature. But this night they were twin orange flames pulsating within golden irises. “As I said, I want all
 the crystals, including those hidden in your home in Washington. If you withhold a single shard from me, your beloved family shall suffer a far worse fate than what Branko is about to endure.”

In less than a nanosecond, he flew over to the man lying on the ground and removed his bonds. Branko screamed pleas for mercy in his native Montenegrin, and I only understood some of the Serbian words mixed in. But it was painfully obvious he understood what was about to happen, even before Roderick or I did. Dracul raised up his naked body and shoved him onto the stake closest to the throne. I can personally vouch for how painful it is to have something that sharp and large shoved into your ass. For this young man, at least his body wouldn’t try to repair itself while his intestines and other internal organs were torn through.

Dracul studied me for a moment, seemingly revisiting my horrifying memories with me in concert. He shoved hard on the young man’s shoulders to bring the spike into Branko’s heart, and then savagely tore open his throat with his fangs to catch the enhanced blood rush. A moment later, the demon stood before us while the emptied corpse continued to slide down the soiled spike of gold.

“Just like old times, my friends…. Is it not?”

Neither Roderick nor I answered him.

“I want the crystals two nights from now.”

“That isn’t possible—“


“Yes
 , it is,” he interrupted me. “Don’t leave it to me to procure them myself. Otherwise my offer will become forfeit, and the three stakes of exquisite gold you see before you will bear the blood of those you cherish most, Judas, Emmanuel, William. Do all your personalities understand me?”

“Yes.”

What else could I say? Dracul controlled the entire game. He held all the cards, all the marbles, and unfortunately all the answers. Roderick’s confidence quickly drained away, and there would be no more rebuttals that night. The happiness I dreamed of with my beloved Beatrice and Alistair was for naught. It was the only thought loud enough to temper the growing din from Dracul’s boisterous laughter.

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Seven

 

 

“We have no choice, Judas, but to cooperate.”

Roderick sounded resigned to our fate as dictated by Dracul. We had returned to our hotel, and it was just after 3:00 a.m. Normally, at this hour he might require some rest, or at least to lie silently in his bed. But, the sheer terror of being in Dracul’s presence erased any weariness on his part. Roderick was resolute.

He picked up the hotel phone book in preparation of booking the connecting flights back home, as well as the ones retuning to Budva again. Meanwhile, he kindly deferred the bad news about my wife and kid’s immortality being curtailed for me to handle. That could be double the fun if Amy Golden Eagle and her brother Jeremy were in the same room at the time. I pictured blindfolds and a long narrow plank to step out over shark-infested waters.

“But, Alistair and Beatrice will be gone long before he comes to look for us. I will cherish such an end if life is without them!” I admit, at the moment I was distraught. My dreams of unending happiness had been dashed.

“So, you’ll revert to your selfishness and forget about me?” said Roderick, shaking his head wearily. “I love Alistair as my own flesh and blood, as I do Beatrice…but they will simply return to their natural aging process. Alistair will have damned near a full lifetime with you, and the time you lost with Beatrice, you’ll now have back. You get a full natural lifetime with them both. And who knows, you may have collected all of your coins by the end of their current lives, my brother. Lives that will in effect last far longer than the standard human fare.”

The imploring look he gave me cut me to my core, and his silent accusation was worse than anything he had uttered. Whether it was in response to his druid influence, or not, I suddenly thought of my coins. Six left to recover, and then….

“And, then what?”

He finished the question I loathed to ask.

“Don’t you have plane reservations to make?”

“Why detest me for broaching the truth of the matter? You’ve said so many times over the past year, how it is imperative for you to be diligent in collecting the remaining coins.”

Yes, I had said this, and even used the word ‘imperative’. But, that was stated in the belief the inspiration to actually search for the last coins would mimic the previous recovery patterns, where a coin might show up on the radar every few years. Sometimes the gap was more than five years between coins—and that was only considering the patterns Alistair and I had encountered since I re-entered his life nearly thirty-five years ago. In the past, I could easily go a century without so much as sniffing one of my blood coins.

“You shouldn’t shirk your obligation to The Almighty,” he cautioned, while paging through the phonebook. “Diligently searching for your coins is what you should be doing.”

“Including the one I didn’t sense tonight?”

That got him, at least at first. Then his surprise morphed to sadness, and the little needles pricking my soul returned.

“It’s there…somehow cloaked,” he advised. “Five hundred years gives one plenty of time to get creative in that regard. But getting back to the island after our business with Dracul is finished might be a challenge.”

“What are you suggesting?” I asked, guardedly.

“It might be best to put this one on hold for a few years, until we have a better idea where he is hiding the damned thing,” he replied. “Otherwise, our only chance to get anywhere near it will be two nights from now, when we bring the crystals to him.”

“Who says I’m giving him any crystals?”

“Judas, you saw what he did tonight. Do you want the same agonizing deaths for Beatrice, Alistair, or Amy?”

“No! Of course not.” I began to feel constricted, as if the hotel room was shrinking. “But, what makes you believe Dracul will keep his end of the deal? If we give him the crystals, we’ll have nothing left to barter with. And, if we want any chance at finding the coin you think is hidden in his castle, we’ll definitely need something. If not to strike a deal, perhaps to distract him long enough to gain a clue on where he’s hiding the coin.”

“You may not feel the coin’s call yet, Judas, but I sense its presence inside the castle. As for the other, I fail to see how stonewalling him will enhance our chances of survival,” countered Roderick. “Logic says he could bypass us altogether and take the crystals from everyone that has them, including Jeremy Golden Eagle. So, why else would he strike a deal to have us bring the damned things to him?”

Although he would be unwilling to admit it, terror lurked behind Roderick’s eyes. It was different than the agitated mixture of gold and blue I’d sometimes see when my antics pushed him to the limits of his tolerance. His eyes were dark, and the gold flecks were nearly impossible to detect. It brought back the image of Krontos Lazarevic, the sorcerer who saved Vlad’s life, or more accurately, enhanced the warlord-king’s diabolical nature. Lazarevic’s eyes would turn as dark as Roderick’s were right then, and I must say the sorcerer’s fear of the afterlife was likewise comparable to Roderick’s. Lazarevic had designs to become chief advisor to whoever ruled the Order of the Dragon. An honor never bestowed upon him, despite his relation to Hungarian royalty, he grew more and more fixated on becoming a member of the Order and then desperately sought its revival after it was disbanded in the mid fifteenth century.

It isn’t known how Lazarevic came into knowledge of the blood coin, carried for centuries by his ancestors. However, as this disgruntled former nobleman became older and progressively embittered, he was said to have developed a fondness for the black arts. One record I reviewed back in the early seventeenth century spoke of his pact with Satan. An outrageous claim symbolic of the superstitions running rampant at the time, the only reason I considered it as authentic was the storied immortality the old man had gained at his deathbed through similar human sacrifice to what he later performed for Vlad Tepes. The fruits of this legend are verifiable, since Roderick and I had seen the bastard alive and well on several occasions during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. Reliable eyewitnesses from long ago had seen Vlad’s severed head intercepted and delivered to Lazarevic on the way to Constantinople. Someone qualified, skilled in the dark arts, would’ve been the only one to put Humpty Dumpty back together again.

“Why does Dracul do anything? Certainly not from the goodness of his heart,” I said, struggling to keep my tone compassionate, as it needed to be. “He’s playing on your natural fear of him, Roderick. You’re not listening to the truth held within your heart, and worse yet, your mind is rationalizing around false hope. He will kill us all. As for a reason why he hasn’t already claimed the crystals from us? The bastard can’t do it. He will fry in direct sunlight…you know this. So, unless he chases the moon in a jet, he is very much a prisoner on his island, relying on his second sight for knowledge and upon others to do his bidding.”

“You know, he could actually do that.”

“What?”

“Chase the moon in a jet,” said Roderick, wearing a wry grin. “Other vampire breeds do that sort of thing. Even before modern times. Racco and Comte have spoken of how Gustav Domnul-delael and his brood travel in similar fashion.”

“What in the hell is your point?”

“My point is he could certainly travel without much trouble if he truly desired a hands-on approach. Which means….”

“He could be toying with us,” I said, following the flow of Roderick’s course of thinking. “And if that’s the case….”

I reached for my cell phone, and once I confirmed I had a clear signal, I placed a call to the landline in Alistair’s condo. There was no answer, which could be a good thing. But not getting through to his and Amy’s cell phones, as well as the one I bought for Beatrice at Christmas, I began to worry.

“Don’t panic yet,” he advised, setting his phone book aside to join me where I stood, as if the two of us could make the damned phone connect to my beloved family any easier. “Remember, it’s just after nine o’clock back home, and by now, they should be safe and sound at the Abingdon place, preferably in the fortress down below.”

“Did Louis ever call you back to confirm the pickup?”

Roderick’s confident smile faded. Here was another clue that the reemergence of Dracul had thrown him off his game. Details were almost as defining to Roderick’s persona as his unusual appearance.

“No, he didn’t,” he confessed, checking his cell phone as if to make sure he hadn’t missed a call. “But that doesn’t mean he didn’t pick everyone up and drive them to Abingdon. Who are you calling?”

“Your place.”

It seemed absurd we’d allow a supposition to sway us like fact. After all, we had just seen the vile vampire less than an hour ago, and it would take him hours to reach the states if he had decided to procure the crystals without our help. Impossible, until I thought of the vast network of kidnappers under his employ. Miscreants like that could already be in the States. After four rings I started to get nervous, until a familiar voice answered my call.

“Margolise?”

“Yes. William, it’s good to hear from you,” she said, her island accent warm, carrying the smile Roderick’s assistant is famous for. “What can I do for you?”

“By any chance is Alistair and Beatrice there?” My heart was a relentless drum as I awaited her response.

“Yes,” she said, bringing immediate relief. “I mean, no. All three are gone.  They left soon after the officers dropped them off here.”


“What?!
 Where’d they go?”

She coughed nervously. “I’m sorry, William, I thought you knew,” she said. “They said you and Roderick would be waiting for them. They took a taxi to Blountville to catch a plane to Dulles. That was four hours ago. By now, they should be well on their way overseas to Rome.”

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Eight

 

 

The decision to travel across half the world to join us was a terrible idea. Since discovering the unique age-reducing qualities from the Tree of Life’s crystals, nearly three years earlier, my son had gone from being a careful academic known for his keen common sense and seasoned wisdom to a foolhardy young man. More like an impulsive, hormonal teenager.

“What do you intend to say to Ali when we catch up to him and the others?”

Roderick posed this question shortly after our flight across the Adriatic Sea had reached the optimum altitude and we had adjusted as much as possible to our cramped quarters. It was the first time I had flown coach or ‘business class’ since JFK was president. I daresay Roderick had never flown anywhere in this manner, as the irritated look on his face told me the sensory bombardment of travelers packed like sardines into non-conforming chairs threatened to unsettle his stomach. Unfortunately, this was the best we could do on such short notice. The next flight from Budva to Rome with first class accommodations wouldn’t leave until shortly after 10:00 a.m. Leaving Dracul’s favored city at the crack of dawn became the deciding factor on what flight to take.

“Well, it certainly won’t be the warm greeting he’s expecting,” I said, noticing Roderick’s long fingers had fished out the vomit bag from the folders inside the seat pouch in front of him. “But, then again, he might be traveling ten hours to deliver a face-to-face condemnation.”

“Perhaps. That would be my expectation,” he said, smiling weakly, once the little bag rested upon his lap, ready and waiting. He arched his back while glancing warily around us. I had deferred to his request for the window seat, and an older woman sat to my left, next to the aisle, seemingly lost in an Italian version of the latest David Baldacci novel. “You really should lighten up on him, William. Remember how it was in the old days when you would take offense easily, and were often suspicious of others’ intentions.”

“Meaning what?” I knew what he meant, but wanted him to spell it out clearly just the same.

“He gets his impertinence from you. It’s in your DNA, as you know,” he said, soft enough to where only I could decipher his clipped words. “Quite frankly, I have higher hopes for him shedding this irritating trait quicker than you have. And, the same quirk isn’t fully eradicated from you yet, as you are also well aware. You should cut him some slack based on what he can become.”

“Well, as you’ve also pointed out, he should work harder to keep it in check, like me. Christ, he had it mastered before, so using the excuse of age regression doesn’t really cut it in his defense!”

The woman next to us gave me a surprised look when the anger caused my tone to briefly escalate. Even though in all likelihood she had just been pulled from her world of espionage and hot sex, and hadn’t been privy to anything else we discussed, I silently vowed to maintain our usual discreetness for the flight’s duration. Meanwhile, Roderick held his cell phone to where the camera was directed at my indignant expression. Before I could deter him, he snapped my photograph.

“I rest my case,” he said smugly, and to where our new unwanted friend couldn’t hear the words.

“Very clever.” For a moment, I wanted to pull off his glasses to even things up with a moment of embarrassment. But instead, I glanced over at the woman. She gave me a cursory look before plunging her attention back into her novel. Pretty eyes, more gray than blue, and lots of pain. Prematurely aged, she had her own novel to tell. “You win,” I said to Roderick, returning my attention to him.

“It’s never about being right or wrong between us, you know this,” he said, chuckling. “But it’s good to get the anger directed at Ali out of the way now, since we might not have long to locate their whereabouts. I won’t know until we land if they are staying in Rome for the day before continuing to Montenegro, or if they will have a short layover in the airport.”

“Well, what in the hell are your gifts telling you?”

He shook his head. “Nothing. I’m getting nothing at all,” he said, pausing to look past me to ensure Lady Gray-Blue Eyes remained lost in her literary revelry. “It happens, as you know. I’m hoping my senses are back on track when we land. But….”

“God, I hate it when you do this,” I said, making sure my tone remained light and sweet. “Just spit it out, my good man.”

“I fear Dracul has done something,” he confessed, sounding defeated, as if he expected a serious rebuke in response. I said nothing, and motioned for him to continue, praying my blank look would hide the dread building inside me. “Everything in my head feels dulled, like someone is diluting my sensory perception on all levels. It doesn’t help matters that we’re cramped into this tiny plane, but the deterioration had already started when we reached Budva yesterday afternoon. Maybe, as you advised, we shouldn’t have come.”

Part of me wanted to tell my dear friend it wasn’t his fault and everything would work out for us. However, the bigger part of me already distressed, and on the verge of serious anger, begged to lash out at him. My gut had told me, at the very moment Margolise advised of my kid’s impulsive move to come find us, things were about to get bad…really
 bad. I hadn’t felt Dracul’s presence peering into my thoughts previously on our trip, but the very moment she advised that Alistair, Amy, and Beatrice were on their way to Rome, I felt a surge of elation. The feeling obviously didn’t belong to me.

“We both sense the same thing, don’t we? He knows.” I watched Roderick’s response, looking for clues as to what he kept hidden from me. I mentioned the terror earlier, but something else was now taking place within him. He seemed to be shutting down emotionally, his natural defense when unsure of what was coming next. “Dracul knows Alistair, Amy, and Beatrice are on their way to meet us…does he not?”

“Yes, I believe he does,” he whispered, turning his attention to the view of Italy’s coast, just beyond the wing’s edge outside his window. “I don’t know how he did it this time, but it appears his focus has been on stealing my ability to see the future, rather than pilfer your physical senses, as he has done in the past. If I’m right, then he sees what I would normally be able to foretell. And I see nothing.”


What could I say in response to that? The implications were many, and all ominous. Dracul surely knew my beloved son and wife were on the way, and despite only possessing a handful of the crystals they owned, along with Amy’s, there would be enough shards for him to know if they could make a difference or not. The vampire would soon learn if he’d once again walk among mankind in broad daylight.

If his experiment were successful, his henchmen would likely recover the rest of the crystals from my American home before Roderick and I could ever make it back to the States. But, if the crystals failed to make life easier for Dracul, then his anger would be fueled beyond the reach of mercy. I would lose everything. My beloved wife, son, and his cherished fiancée would face an excruciating demise before I could save them.

Roderick wept for the duration of our flight to Rome. As for me, I sat in frozen silence. Too numb to comfort my immortal buddy, or even acknowledge the flight attendant’s offer of beverages to us. It wasn’t until the plane touched down that I managed to shake myself from my stupor as a myriad of appalling ‘what ifs’ floated through my terrified mind.

Despite the urgency to get moving, we were forced to wait on our aged seat companion, who seemed to have all day to collect her book, travel pillow, and carry-on luggage. By then, nearly half the plane had emptied.

As she gathered the last of her things, she smiled compassionately at us both and stepped into the aisle. But then she regarded us again while pulling out the handle to pull her bag behind her.

“Well, it has been enjoyable listening to you two blubber on about your personal problems,” she said, her Italian accent thick as she addressed us in English. “But, you can take heart in learning one thing.”

Her smile steadily widened.

“He knows.”

 

* * * * *

 

The urge to strangle this woman was damned near overwhelming. Only Roderick’s determined grip kept me from going after her, and to our further amazement she carried a spring in her step to where she deboarded the plane before we could catch up to her. When I finally freed myself, I gave chase, nearly knocking over several people, including two flight attendants seeking to detain me, as I pursued her down the tunnel to the terminal.

But she was nowhere to be found in the sea of humanity traversing in either direction along the concourse.

“Stop, Judas!” called Roderick as he ran to me, while I continued to look wildly around for any trace of her. “She’s just a tool for him, and surely won’t know a damned thing about what just happened if you were to find her! He’s already moved on. The smartest thing to do now is regroup and figure out his next step and where to look for Ali, Amy, and Beatrice. Let me get in touch with my Washington contacts and see what we can find out about their travel plans. I’ll have them check the hotels in the area, too.”

I didn’t want to listen to him, as that angry part of me wanted to find the old woman and shake Dracul out through her giddy mouth. But I knew Roderick was right, and time was certainly of the essence here. We could ill afford to waste what little of it we had left.

“We need to get out of here, I guess,” I told him, as one of the flight attendants I bowled over conversed with an airport policeman. “Time to be invisible.”

“And yet another example of how you are not
 any more evolved than your son,” he chided me, though mostly playfully.

We moved into the mass of humanity before the attendant could point us out to the cop, and as we navigated through the terminal to the passenger pick up area, Roderick made his calls to the folks in D.C. All the while, I kept an eye out in the off chance my boy and my wife were still in the airport. I wanted to visit the baggage claim area, despite the fact we had brought along only our carry-on bags.

“We’re in luck,” said Roderick, as we hurried past the baggage claim escalator. “I’ve got a tag on a reservation at the Flumicino Hilton. We can get there in five to ten minutes by taxi.”

Fortunate to land a cab quickly, Roderick gave the driver the address since his Italian is slightly more fluent than my own, and would save us having to re-explain the directions. Honestly, I prepared myself for another body-takeover of the driver by Dracul. But we arrived at the Hilton without incident.

“We are here to meet with either Alistair or Beatrice Barrow,” I announced to the lone clerk working the front desk.

Just after eight o’clock, according to Roderick, they had arrived at the hotel two hours earlier. My only worry was waking them up as I waited impatiently for the clerk to ring the rooms. After two unanswered attempts apiece, she shook her head.

“I’m sorry, sir, but there is no answer,” said the girl, named Maria. “Would you like to leave a message?”

“No. I would like you to try again.”

“But, sir, I tried twice and there was no answer—“

“It’s vitally important that you try again
 —”

Roderick grabbed my shoulder and led me away, apologizing to Maria for yet another outburst from me. She nodded and smiled worriedly before moving on to the next customer in line behind us.


“Shhh!
 Just trust me, Judas,” he advised, dragging me toward the exit, and then discreetly veering back to the elevators when Maria no longer watched us.

“What in the hell are you doing?” A needless question by me, since it was quite obvious we were going to try and find their rooms.

Roderick waited for the elevator car door to close. “My sentient abilities are steadily returning since we lost sight of Dracul’s mole. I picked up the numbers 315 and 317 from Maria’s head when she told you the rooms weren’t responding to her calls.”

“Well, I guess that’s a good thing—if Dracul hasn’t somehow managed to impale them all in their beds.”

“You really need to work on your perspective, my brother,” he cautioned. “Don’t borrow trouble until your ready to pay for it.”

“Oh, does that adage have a brother that goes something like, ‘and don’t turn chicken shit frightened until you’ve got a sharpened spike halfway up your ass?”

He sighed heavily, and shook his head. Fatherly lesson successfully aborted. Or maybe it was the fact the elevator reached the third floor.

“Let’s go,” I urged, taking the lead. Didn’t know if I was borrowing more of Roderick’s trouble, but the feeling of dread on the elevator had multiplied tenfold once we hit the floor. I ran to Room 317. “Hurry!”


I didn’t wait for him to catch up, and pounded on the door.

“Beatrice? Alistair?!”

There was no answer, and Roderick stopped me from pounding again and motioned for silence while he closed his eyes. I assume he concentrated his focus on what lay beyond the door. Then he shook his head again.

“Empty,” he advised.

We both scurried to the next room, as some of the floor’s curious patrons peered cautiously at us from their doorways. Fortunately, the door to Room 315 was slightly ajar. Unfortunately, as soon as we stepped inside, we discovered the room sat empty. But what made my heart threaten to drop through my ribcage was my wife’s purse sitting on the desk, and her unzipped suitcase lying on the bed.


She was here…and now she’s not?


“Judas….”

Roderick couldn’t finish his words, and merely motioned for me to join him by the nightstand. Something familiar from centuries ago sat next to the telephone. Something far more ominous than a red rose bleeding upon a marble-top secretary inside Roderick’s D.C. townhouse.

A single black
 rose. One with enough blood dripping from it to obscure all but the last two words written on what had once been a white parchment note.

“Too Late.”

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Nine

 

 

I’m not sure how long I actually stood and stared stupidly at the note and the venomous rosa beberifolia
 resting next to it. But until Roderick finished calling in a favor from an old friend residing in Rome, I wasn’t able to pull my gaze from the spot I felt certain contained the corpuscles of my beloved wife, our only child, and his fiancée despite Roderick’s repeated assurances to the contrary.

“Benevento has agreed to meet us at Ciampino Airport, where he keeps his Cessna,” Roderick advised, moving around the room while studying each corner as if cautiously observing an invisible spider weaving its web. “He looks forward to seeing you again, Judas, but wants no part of Dracul. Once he drops us off in Montenegro, he will return here.”

“He hasn’t changed at all, has he?”

Images of my last encounter with this particular alchemist came to mind, when Benevento Vitorio refused to risk his neck in 1524 by interceding on our behalf with Pope Clement VII. As one of the pope’s closest confidantes, he could’ve done it but he feared the wrath of Dracul. Still does, apparently.

“I’m afraid it will be like this no matter who we try to recruit,” Roderick advised, continuing to study the room’s ceiling. “None of our brotherhood wants to deal with Dracul at the present time. He’s far too dangerous, and unlike you, the rest of us can only look forward to excruciating pain and prolonged agony as we’re tortured to death. Not everyone gets a free ticket out of here when the going gets rough.”

“That’s unfair,” I said, as my anger rekindled. “How quickly you forget my terrible bouts of sorrow, after suicide failed to take me to Shimayim
 .”

“I remember, but this is not the time to rehash old wounds,” said Roderick. “He’s watching. It’s time to get the hell out of here.”

He headed for the door, motioning for me to follow. We moved quickly past Room 315, this time eyes forward while ignoring the invisible presence pursuing us down the hallway. Roderick picked up his pace and we soon were running, and didn’t slow down as we passed the elevators.

“Isn’t he supposed to be sleeping?” I asked, sarcastically, while glancing over my shoulder. The wrong thing to do, but I couldn’t resist the urge, spurred on by fear and loathing. The presence grew stronger…closer. “If anything has happened to Beatrice and my son….”

“Will you never trust me, brother? Trust that they are unharmed for now!” Roderick’s tone was worried, and he shot me an anxious glance. “Have your instincts become so dulled you can no longer determine the truth readily available around us?”

“It’s not my instincts,” I responded, testily. The emergency stairway was just ahead, and we seemed to share the same conclusion it would be better to take our chances not loitering while awaiting an elevator car to take us to the lobby. “I have not sensed his presence this strong since we left Spain for Holland, just before our first mutual journey to the New World. We should’ve taken more time to consider and plan our reunion with the bastard…this shed
 .”

“I apologize for doubting your sincerity in taking Dracul’s threats seriously,” said Roderick, as we moved into the stairway. “I believe it’s been centuries since I’ve heard you use your native tongue, even for descriptors like demon
 .”

For a moment the invisible scrutiny dimmed, though I knew it would soon resume. Roderick’s urgency to race down the stairs with his arms pumping like an Olympian confirmed the same opinion. However, I doubt he was any less startled when the door from the third floor suddenly flew open and crashed violently against the stairwell wall above us. No audible footsteps followed, but the air’s warmth around us cooled noticeably, as if siphoned away by the presence in pursuit. Luckily, we had already reached the first floor and bolted through the door. We didn’t slow down until we reached the lobby filled with patrons whose collective energy was enough to deter our menacing voyeur from preventing our exit.

“How much of a head start do we have?” I asked, once we hailed another taxi and jumped into the backseat. “If everyone is ‘okay’, as you’ve said, then why are we being pursued this aggressively?”

“¡Tómenos al Aeropuerto de Ciampino, por favor apuro!”

Roderick motioned for me to be silent after urging the driver to get us to Rome’s other airport as quickly as possible. He didn’t answer me until we neared our destination.

“I don’t know how long it will be before he catches up to us,” he confessed. “We might find him waiting at the plane.”

“In the flesh?”

“No, and you already know this, Judas. Dracul no longer sleeps, or so it seems. The fact he has broken free from the rest cycle typical for nearly all vampires is especially alarming,” said Roderick. “And, just to be clear, I didn’t say your family was okay. I said they were unharmed.”

Splitting hairs. My blood began to boil again, but I decided to save my anger for our enemy, since spending it on my buddy would only weaken our alliance, at least temporarily. Not knowing what was in store for us on the tarmac, it would be wisest to keep my wits and rely on every sentient trick to gain any advantage possible.

We moved through the terminal’s security checkpoint. All the while, I listened intently and paid attention to every thought and feeling that passed through my mind and body. Nothing. Nothing, and yet, the game was surely still in progress. We were the hunted, no matter how one looked at the situation. If Dracul was watching from an undetected vantage point, he was in the lead regardless of our next move. He could either intercept us between now and the boarding of the Cessna destined for Podgorica, or he could simply await our arrival in Montenegro. Would it mean an immediate strike upon our touchdown? Or, would he wait for our return to Budva? More questions flooded my mind, especially as I worried about my family’s fate. Every possibility maddening, none were verifiable at the present time.

“Let your worried thoughts go,” whispered Roderick, pulling close to my ear as we strode together toward the small blue jet ahead of us on the tarmac. “When we’re in the air, I’ll share my latest impressions, and we can begin to form a new plan.”

“A plan for what?” I couldn’t hide my disgust. While the presence had yet to return, what was left of my optimism had died away. Perhaps this was Dracul’s goal all along. “To die, and likely watch those we love perish before our eyes?”

“Shhh! Control your negativity and shelter even your best thoughts until we’re safely in the air. Silence your mind, please!”

Not an easy request to honor, but I clung to the slimmest of hopes that the message he would soon tell me would restore peace to my soul. And, that my defeated spirit would draw nourishment, encouraging my heart to hang on.

 

* * * * *

 

“I have information from a friend working for Interpol, and perhaps I should’ve mentioned it to you earlier,” Roderick advised, soon after the jet cleared the thickest bank of clouds above the Adriatic Sea. “But until our most recent experience, it didn’t seem important enough to mention. In fact, I doubted the authenticity of a girl’s claim that Dracul could walk in the day.”

“Yes, you should’ve told me earlier!” I fought the urge to glare in anger, while picturing the implications if such a claim about Dracul proved to be true. “Why wait to tell me anything, Rod, especially something like this? Something that would certainly have changed our approach in dealing with him?”

“I know, I should’ve told you right away, and I am more sorry than you realize,” he said, his voice subdued. The terrible dread from when he faced Dracul the other night had returned to his countenance. “The girl, an Austrian, was discovered in terrible distress last month. And, my contact Andrew Moore, whom I’ve mentioned to you before, thought I might benefit from this knowledge. Although not an immortal, Andrew has been sympathetic to my previous inquiries about the extensive and highly illegal operations Vlad Tepes is involved with.”

“You’ve mentioned Vlad’s connections to the Balkan gangs and other criminal outfits, as well as the kidnapping for blood and sex slavery. Doubtless, the girl’s distress is due to at least one of his favorite addictions,” I said, calming down. I was steadily becoming more curious than angry. I nodded for him to continue.

“The estate where she was imprisoned has been raided by a collective force in broad daylight, which surprised me until Andrew revealed that Interpol agents have monitored Dracul’s activities for nearly twenty years, now, after a brutal attack left one of their highest officials dead and his family missing. Andrew hasn’t stated his belief in the supernatural, but his evasiveness in talking about the attack makes me wonder if knowledge about Dracul includes files on his status as a supernatural being. Andrew said they almost caught him, too, but he eluded them before they could make an arrest.”

“Are you frigging serious?” I chuckled. “Interpol starts to believe Dracul is in fact real and a dangerous vampire, and then they want to cuff his talons?”

“It sounds preposterous, I know,” he said, uncomfortably shifting in his seat, as if in preparation of a derisive barb shower from me. “And, we already know these horrific activities are just the tip of the iceberg of what he is criminally involved with. But this isn’t even the point of why I brought it up. Why I mentioned the girl is on account of Dracul’s movements. He is much more dangerous to us if he resides in one place, especially if it is an impenetrable fortress. We might never get close enough to stop him from carrying out his threats against Beatrice, Amy, and Alistair. However, knowing now that he can travel outside his castle at any point might give us the window of opportunity we desperately need.”

My recent panic had dulled the keenness of my mind. Even so, I clearly pictured what Roderick implied with his words. The image of a girl matching Roderick’s description suddenly appeared in my head, but from after her rescue. I saw a tall brunette man with kind blue eyes standing next to her. Andrew Moore…it had to be. From there, the images sped up and blurred, until I saw the castle in daylight.

“How in the hell could they know?”

“About the dimension where Vlad resides most often?” Roderick chuckled. “Similar to our travels last summer, there are those, and not all immortal, who have discovered and tapped into these other realms within the energy bands surrounding our planet. In other words, they followed him there.”

“I hate when you hijack my mind to try and prove a point!” I chided, though mostly playful in my rebuke.

“Would you have believed me had I just spelled it out for you, as we sit comfortably thirty-thousand feet above the earth’s surface?

“Probably not. So, was he using another dimension earlier today?”

“Most likely. However, from what I understand it’s only a single dimension,” Roderick advised. “He certainly favors the one over all others.”

“The one your buddy Tampara likes to hang out in?” I sought to confirm, when he wouldn’t continue. He stared out the window closest to his plush leather seat as if lost in deep thought. “And the girl? She might be able to act as a lure, is that it?”

“According to what I learned earlier this week, yes. Especially since she has survived and can identify him. He may not fear anyone interfering with his ‘business’ transactions, but you know as well as I that he desperately wants to remain an invisible voyeur. The girl’s survival threatens his ability to remain secret. Well, it did, until he captured the next best thing.”

“Our crystal-bearing loved ones.”

“Yes.”

“Then it puts us back to square one!”

Yes, I lost my cool. After all, why broach the subject of an Austrian girl who could help us if it would all be for naught?

“Before we left Rome, Benevento advised that Comte has secured access to this girl, with the intent of having her ready as a decoy, should we need his help,” Roderick said, calmly, bringing my attention back to him. “I’ll confirm this with Andrew on the drive back to Budva, and then we’ll devise a plan to rescue Alistair, Beatrice, and Amy.”

“Does this mean the world will get to hear your primal yell when you switch dimensions?”

I eyed him playfully, thinking back to the bizarre ritual he performed in Bolivia just six months earlier.

“If only it would be that easy,” he said, releasing a low sigh. “Unfortunately, it doesn’t work like that. I’m fairly certain the ritual only works in the realm of Paititi. It’s something I learned from Tampara’s people long ago, back when Africa held more fascination for you and Comte. Every portal on earth has its own access vibrations, and I have only decoded a handful to date.”

“In other words, if you can’t figure this shit out, then we’re royally screwed,” I said, taking my turn to gaze out over the deep blue of the Adriatic below us. We would land in Podgorica within the next half hour, and despite our elevation, I could almost feel Dracul’s invisible tentacles reaching for us in the wispy clouds just beneath the plane. “Meanwhile, time is against us.”

“Isn’t it always, Judas?” He snickered sadly. “Whether chasing your coins, eternal peace, or happiness on earth with those you love, time is always
 against us.”

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Ten

 

 

The beach near the dilapidated pier in Budva wasn’t as crowded as I feared it would be when the sun finally descended into the sea along the western horizon. However, the logistics of how our plan would work remained a constant worry for me, especially since there would likely be a number of witnesses from nearly every vantage point near the pier. Then again, it wasn’t Roderick’s or my idea to be here at dusk. It was Dracul’s.

More like a command
 to be here, and it came to us written in blood—his third such correspondence since contacting Roderick in D.C. less than a week earlier. After arriving in Podgorica that afternoon, we raced back to our hotel room in Budva, hoping we’d receive at least a clue as to where he had taken my family.

We found more than that waiting for us, of course. This time, the rose was white, with only a slight coat of crimson along the stem. Surely this was to ensure the handwritten message avoided the blood drench obscuring much of the first two messages. Only a slight trickle escaped the stem, dripping down the flat screen television’s face that it and the note had been carefully placed upon.


Return at dusk to the pier where you were collected previously. My carriage will be waiting.


That was it. No signature, and worse, nothing as to the fate of Beatrice, Alistair, and Amy. If not for the familiar exaggerated script favored by him, I might’ve believed the note came from someone else, someone with limited knowledge as to what in the hell was going on.

“He will continue to toy with us,” Roderick assured me, as I began to tremble again, staring helplessly at the white budded messenger.

A symbol of innocence and purity for longer than my earthly existence, this one laced in blood was especially unsettling. As if instead of the rose, I looked upon the prone carcasses of my wife and son. I wanted to scream. Yet, knowing how futile it was to speculate on their condition, I bottled the powerful flood of emotions within my heart and looked away.

“He toys with more than just you and me,” I said, weakly, moving over to our lone window. “I can’t bear to consider the torment Alistair and Amy are enduring as we speak. And, the love of my life…what shall become of Beatrice?”

“It’s not too late, Judas. I assure it upon my very soul, they remain unharmed.” Roderick came up behind me, and gently patted my shoulder. “We still have time to lure him out.”


“No
 , we don’t!” I snapped at him. “They’ll be dead
 tonight, and perhaps he’ll impale them all while we travel in his accursed Jaguar! It’s almost five o’clock, and sunset will be here within the next three hours.”

“All the more reason to make our plan,” said Roderick, moving to his bed, where his laptop case lay unopened. “I’ll contact Andrew and see if the girl is ready to step out as bait.”

“Christ, will you not let that absurd notion go?!” I seethed. “It’s frigging nonsense, Rod, to think Dracul is going to give a damn about some kid who can identify him as a day-walker! What we need is a plan for just you and me. No one else can save our asses and those we love this time!”

He paused to study me, and I expected him to make a renewed plea. Perhaps he was about to do that very thing, but he caught himself just before speaking again. He shook his head wearily.

“All right,” he said, powering on his computer and pulling out a chair from the room’s lone desk. “What do you have in mind?”

Actually, nothing, at least not at first. Perhaps it was the intimidation of Roderick tapping his fingers against the face of his MAC that initially threw me off course. But for the next minute, my mind was a complete blank. I almost considered following his plan instead, after thinking about our need to take Dracul and his small army of henchmen and vampires by surprise. 

An impossible task, it seemed. The worst thing about it was Dracul already knew we were back in Budva. Not to mention, the bleeding rose and note preempted any other fantasies of sneaking up on him.

“We need to get inside his castle without an escort this time,” I said, drawing a look of surprise from Roderick. “Although we can’t be certain as to whether it’s Arso, Gajo, or Markia coming for us tonight, or even whether they’re driving a horse-drawn carriage or luxury car, we will lose the contest the minute we step inside whatever vehicle arrives for us. I may lack your sentient abilities, Rod, but I’m as sure of this as anything I’ve ever known.”

He stared at me as if he had become a catatonic mute, and didn’t flinch for the better part of a full minute. All the evidence I needed to know he hadn’t considered the early trap being set for us. Like me, his focus was on how to rescue three precious hostages and avoid being impaled in the process. We assumed we wouldn’t have to worry about our personal survival until we stood before our nemesis a second time. Exactly what Vlad would want, and I pictured him relishing the treachery that would be mere icing upon his sadistic designs.

“On such short notice, what do you propose we do to avoid it? It’s not like we can rent a tank or a Hummer and run over them when the mist clears and the road to the castle reappears.”

“A big vehicle wouldn’t work,” I told him, seeing a different ‘plan’ form before my mind’s eye. The irony he was now panicking while I carried the torch of hope brought an elfin smile to my face. “Do you sense any voyeurism going on at present?”

“Why are you asking me this?”

“Isn’t it obvious? We’re in Dracul’s realm, and have been since we arrived in Rome the other day.” I quietly motioned with my eyes toward the ceiling in each corner of the room—the very thing he had done in Rome earlier. “Do you sense him?”

He followed my gaze and then performed his own protective scan around the room, pausing to close his eyes as if confirming with his deeper senses what his physical vision revealed.

“Not sure, but likely no,” he said, shivering as if suddenly bombarded by contradictory signals. “My gut tells me he’s viewing our whereabouts without the expenditure of full energy.”

“What? Like he’s saving it up for later?”

It was intended as a small, sarcastic joke. Roderick’s worried gaze that quickly intensified was answer enough.

“Save your words and thoughts, old boy,” I told him, feeding off my own sudden wave of inspiration. “I’ve got an idea here, move over and let me see your laptop.”

“Huh? But—”

“Shhh!”

Ahhh, it was a sweet moment where the spiritual student held the upper hand. He almost resisted, but must have gained something from the images roiling around inside my head.

“Carry on, Judas,” he said, grinning slightly. “I just hope you know what in the hell you’re doing.”

Honestly, so did I.

 

* * * * *

 

“Are you thinking happy thoughts, my good man?”

Roderick smiled in response to me, before returning his gaze toward the open water beyond the pier. Twilight would give way to darkness soon, and in fact was already losing the battle to hang onto the last vestiges of the sun’s rays. The day’s humid warmth had yet to ebb, cooled only by a slight breeze blowing toward us from the sea. I could tell my druid buddy was a tad irritated. His sunglasses had fogged up again, yet I let the balminess embrace me. Meanwhile, I allowed myself to think only of what I hoped to accomplish, to secure Beatrice, Alistair, and Amy’s freedom. I pictured Dracul listening to my impassioned plea for leniency, and then granting his mercy upon both Roderick and me, and finally releasing us all. To be given safe transport back to this very beach in Budva.

Tony Robbins would be so proud.

The ruse was necessary. If he were to discover what Roderick and I had spent the last two hours procuring, our welcoming committee would likely consist of vampire drone strikes instead of some version of a luxury welcome wagon, as we expected.

“‘I see trees of green, red roses too. I see ‘em bloom for me and you.’”

“Ha! That’s the spirit, my brother. But easy on the roses, especially the red ones, if you don’t mind.”

“Well, okay, Judas. ‘And I think to myself, what a wonderful world’.”

“Glad I don’t have to listen to you sing much, since a wonderful world would be an impossibility if that were the case.”

“I’m no worse than you.”

“In your dreams, Rod.”

At least we had something to laugh about. The sky grew darker as the day’s light faded. Still, occasional couples strode past us. I worried they might keep our reclusive host at bay until the night was fully upon us. The pull of the waves gently crashing against the shore and the pier ahead provided enough peace to quiet my mind, until I worried that maybe a beach patron, or patrons, would fall under the spell of Dracul’s spirit and approach us. It certainly could unnerve me if done deceptively.

“Quiet your mind, my friend. Don’t give him any ideas.” Roderick chuckled.

“I’m picturing Elysian Fields, and a land filled with milk and honey…damn it!” I teased, pausing to scan our surroundings once again. I smiled and waved at an older couple that studied us as they walked past. Their smiles were weak, but non-threatening. “Nothing but Mickey Mouse, Tweety Bird, and….”

I believe we both heard it at the same time. A rumble coming from the depths of the sea, it sounded like an earthquake. The ground shook below us, and yet the last few beach visitors around us seemed oblivious of the turmoil going on beneath the sand. We fought to remain standing, holding on to each other as another sound arose from less than a mile from the pier.

If I had never experienced first hand the power of Dracul’s mind, or gone through what we had endured the past couple of days, I would’ve fled the area. Even the casual responses of people around us would’ve caused alarm. But knowing we had stepped out of our reality and into the one our enemy flourished in was enough to keep us where we stood.

What sounded like heavy boulders crashing into the water a quarter mile from the pier was followed by the sound of a high performance engine racing toward the beach from the empty sea. Preposterous no more, I scanned the area on either side and behind us. At least some people seemed to give a damn about leaving the beach before curfew hit, but those that remained continued to appear carefree.

“He’s coming.”

“You think?”

Yes, I couldn’t resist one last fear-killing, playful barb.

“I’m going to find a way to royally pay you back, once this is over, Judas.”

“Hey, it’s just the price for admission into my world.” I laughed. I could make out the sides of a highway bridge and the sudden appearance of a thickening mist above it.

“Well, it does appear your price is escalating, and might not be affordable for much longer. Should we grab the bikes yet?”

He reached down and grazed his fingertips across the Suzuki’s handle bar. We had purchased two GSXs that evening, selecting the darkest models the local dealer carried. Again, thinking happy thoughts as if we had instead purchased mopeds for some sightseeing, we brought the bikes to the beach and prayed no one took issue with us bringing them to within a hundred feet of the water’s edge. Maybe the endearing vibrations worked to keep the local police at bay as well as an ancient, and apparently overconfident, vampire.

“Not yet…let them get a little closer,” I advised, pleased he was letting me call the shots entirely for this one. “We want to make sure Vlad’s wonderful world fully materializes.”

I said this with glee, picturing Coney Island and Disneyworld. This was going to be such fun! ...Well, it could be delightful as presently possible, so long as the high-powered luxury sedan continued to race toward us. A calculated gamble based on prior facts, it came from information gleaned from only one experience, the one last night.

The sedan raced on, just behind the mist closing in on the pier and shoreline like a Tsunami tidal wave. By then, I believe Roderick and I both understood the dimension had changed and the stragglers on the beach were no longer aware of our presence.

When the misty wave drew within five hundred feet of the pier, I motioned it was time. We hurriedly picked up our motorcycles and started the engines. By the time the mist hit the edge of the pier, Roderick and I were racing toward it on the bikes through the sand.

As I feared, the sedan began to slow down as the road consumed the pier. But, as I hoped, it was traveling too fast to stop before it reached the edge, and the ramp from last night suddenly appeared at the water’s edge.

“It’s Showtime!” I shouted, and Roderick let out a tribal yell from his mortal days in Britain. We headed straight for the sedan, another Jaguar, this time red. He knew we had little room for error. There was only so much free space on the narrow one lane highway to Dracul’s castle, and the car took up ninety percent of it.

Arso and Gajo’s surprised faces stared back at us when we closed to within forty feet. A head-on crash seemed imminent. Nonetheless, we rocketed up the ramp as the car went airborne. Call it the grace or providence of The Almighty, as miraculously I veered far enough to the right to squeeze the bike in between the sedan and the edge of the bridge. I sped on by before Gajo tried to crush me. Roderick, however, hit the vehicle head on.

My heart sank, and I almost turned to go back for him. I stopped and waited, ever fearful the crash lacerations would prove fatal to him. But then his tall frame peered over the top of the bike as it climbed over the car.


How in the hell?!...


Roderick’s Suzuki flew through the air and nearly crashed next to where I waited.

“You are still a cat with nine lives!” I exclaimed, beside myself with joy that he remained among the living.

For those interested, Roderick’s healing process is similar to mine, though not nearly as quick. Lacerations take a few hours to regenerate new tissue. But, broken bones can take considerably longer. And, if set incorrectly, he shares the same condition with our mortal brethren, and will either have to live with a permanent infirmity or have the bones re-broken and reset.

“It’s too early to celebrate, and I believe I spent several of those lives just now,” he said, pointing to his right ankle, and his foot that dangled at an impossible angle. I reached for it, but he stopped me, restarting his bike that had stalled with his left foot. Meanwhile, the Jaguar was spinning sand on the beach as it made its way back to the ramp. “Three vamps are in the back seat, including our new friend, Markita.”

I recalled her incredible strength from last night, when she brought Roderick and me to where Dracul waited.

“We can outrun them—the Suzukis can stay ahead of the Jag,” I said, preparing to turn back toward the castle looming in the distance. Unlike our previous visit, it looked much bigger and definitely closer. “Let’s go!”

Together we sped toward the castle no longer sheltered by the mist. The mighty fortress’s spires glistened in the moonlight. But unlike last night, the edifice was dark inside. No fiery lights were visible from within, as if the windows were either cloaked or empty.

Meanwhile, we managed to put more distance between our pursuers and us. I started to feel better about eluding them and set my attention on the massive gate ahead. It appeared to be opening.

“Looks like we’ve got a straight shot—”

“They’re coming up fast—all three have left the car and are headed for us!” Roderick warned, pulling my attention behind us. Three black silhouettes sped toward us through the air. Vampires. Highly aggressive, and seemingly very
 angry vampires. The bikes were approaching two hundred kilometers per hour, but the vamps were moving much faster. “We can’t outrun them!”

“The hell you say!”

I was determined to beat the trio to the castle, and then deal with them there, if necessary. Yet, to my surprise and horror, the gate began to close rapidly. Did I mention the sharp spikes along the bottom of the gate?  I assumed Vlad had them custom made for occasions such as this.


“We’re going to crash! We won’t…”



“Yes,
 we will
 make it, Rod—hang on!” I prayed he stayed with me, and I gunned the engine. Meanwhile, the gate had nearly closed, lacking roughly a dozen feet until it locked us out of the castle. The unsettling screeches and venomous threats from the inhuman trio were close enough for me to understand the Serbian inflections.

I worried about Roderick’s leg, and what would happen to the rest of his physical body if we crashed into the gate or any other unforgiving object. Yet, I had no choice but to leave his fate and person in the hands of The Almighty. We would reach the gate in a matter of seconds, as it finished closing. I pushed the throttle fully open, and less than a second before I crashed into the gate’s unforgiving iron teeth, I laid the bike down and tumbled in through the slightest of openings.

But at least I was inside the not-so-humble abode of one Vlad Tepes. Dracul.

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Eleven

 

 

It took me a moment to awaken, lying on a cold marble floor. I had no immediate idea where I was, and only knew I had broken several ribs, both legs, and my right arm that had shielded my head. The room—an immense chamber judging by the echoed sound of water dripping in a far corner—was dimly lit, with a pair of torches more than one hundred feet apart. As my eyes adjusted to the murkiness, I remembered the crash and how I had slipped inside the main gate to Vlad Tepes’ latest castle in his long, bloody reign.


Roderick…where is he? Did he survive?!


I wanted to call out into the dimness, but waited for my eyes and ears to fully adjust to my newfound environment. Since Dracul’s vampire breed doesn’t breathe air, as we commonly understand that process, my ears would have to pick up on some other sign to let me know if I was being observed or not, and if I was in immediate danger. Dracul’s presence permeated the fortress’s interior, which I already expected. And, in truth, I could feel him. Obviously, even without this notion, he surely knew I had made it inside the gate. After all, someone inside the castle worked furiously to try and keep us out by lowering the damned thing.

“Yes, Dracul is aware of our presence,” said a pained voice from roughly thirty feet away. I could make out the severed wheel from Roderick’s motorcycle by the metallic paint glistening from the faint torchlight that reached it on the floor. However, the voice wheezed painfully, and it took me a moment to determine it was Roderick who addressed me. “The others are not inside yet…they’ll be here soon. I believe I’ve got a punctured lung from a rib that pierced the lower left side. And, the femur on my wounded leg snapped.”

“I’m truly sorry, Roderick,” I told him, keeping my voice to a pointed whisper as I carefully crawled over to him. Before I reached him, the healing of my injuries was almost complete. “I’ll carry you while we look for everyone.”

“Wouldn’t it be easier to leave me here? I will be a liability for at least the next few hours,” he said, releasing a chuckle that turned into a wheezing, coughing fit. I felt the spray of blood…he was just a few feet away now.

“It’s frigging dark as hell in here,” I remarked, drawing close enough to see his most prominent features, the sleek nose that bled and of course his snow-white hairline, almost purple in the dimness. Yet, despite my gratefulness to have him with me still, his eyes’ ethereal glow had quieted to the point they were nearly invisible in the dimness. “You’re hurt worse than you’re letting on. The light in your eyes is dead.”

I moved to keep him from sitting up. By then my eyes had largely adjusted, and I noticed several other pieces of his motorcycle were scattered haphazardly. Apparently, the bike had exploded upon impact. Roderick was fortunate to avoid being torn to pieces.

“Trust me…it brings me little comfort to agree with you.” He chuckled, perhaps at both the words in my head and images that inspired them. “But, a very long vacation is in order once I bail us out of this mess.”

“You? You can’t even walk, and could be hemorrhaging at this very moment!”

“I’ll be fine!” he snapped, and pushed me away to stand up. “We can’t stay here. They’ll find us very soon, and the impression I’m getting is of our host having a bigger temper tantrum than we’ve ever seen before. If we’re captured right now, he’ll be content to let us be eaten alive by his vampire brood while his henchmen train their guns upon our heads.”

Suddenly aware of voices, Roderick confirmed a team of vampires with human counterparts were on the way from Dracul’s throne room. Moving as fast as the sprinting henchmen could travel, they would be upon us in the next few minutes.

“Come over to my right side and lift me up. Your leg will serve as mine until the injuries can be addressed,” he directed, his voice barely audible. Never a braver man have I known, and though it had been centuries since he suffered like this, his determination to not give into pain and misery far exceeded my own. Without imminent rescue, it brought him much closer to the human condition, one I hadn’t sympathized with for far too long on account of my body’s ability to begin restoring itself within seconds. “And, quit piddling! We haven’t got all damned night! We need to get the hell out of here, so chop chop!”

“Well, smart ass, where do you propose we start looking?”

I hoped he’d let me lead the way. My vision had vastly improved to where I could make out our environment clearly enough. And, my instincts pulled me toward what looked like a darkened hall to our right. If it wasn’t Beatrice, my boy, and his fiancée waiting to be rescued down that pathway, then perhaps the thing that had just started calling to me would pull me on its own.

“Well, I’ll be damned, you can finally hear the voice of the Dragon Coin,” mused Roderick. “Hallelujah and sweet Jesus…. It only took you half a week to figure it out!”

He was right. I could hear the soft ring that all of my coins emit, although the frequency for this one sent uncomfortable tremors through my left arm. One of my bloodiest coins out there, as Vlad Tepes stayed quite busy building his legacy of suffering, even after his move from the living to immortal.

“Better late than never,” I told him, pulling his right arm around my shoulders and drawing him close with my left arm around his waist, an intimate gesture most recently reserved for my wife. “But, we need to get going.”

“Ready when you are.” He grimaced, tightening his grip around my shoulders. “They’ll be here in under a minute.”

“All the more reason to make sure we’re not.”

Together, we limped to the hallway and moved into blackness too dense to make out anything. I assumed the floor beneath us was made of the same marble as the floor in the immense court we had just exited, and the draftiness above indicated a high ceiling. I pictured the hall accommodating a freight truck. Roderick stayed with me, stride for stride, as if locked into the impulse signals from my brain to my legs. Difficult to avoid making some noise as we ran with a limped pace, I worried the echoes would make it easy for our eventual pursuers to locate us.

All the while, the coin’s pull grew stronger. It was definitely the right direction to pursue. However, I worried perhaps we’d run right smack into Dracul’s throne room, negating my assumption the coin’s home was somewhere else, or that his small army of henchmen and vamps would suddenly ambush us. My latest vision was highlighted by bright sparks from gunfire, along with the vice-like embrace of Dracul’s brood as they prepared to drain Roderick and me of our crimson life force.

“Must you always be this dramatic?” whispered Roderick, harshly, though the tone was mostly amused. “You always see the cup as half empty.”

“I beg your pardon? Wasn’t it your suggestion to try and plea bargain by meeting our enemy face to face?” I countered. The hallway’s draftiness worsened, surprising me given the balminess of this area of the world and its summer season.

“Obviously, it was my suggestion,” he said, and I could feel him in the darkness turning his head to look behind us. “And, your instinct to continue to elude him can be just as easily seen as panic driven, which in truth, is giving in to one’s fears. Hence, half empty cup.”

I followed his gaze, which unfortunately slowed our progress. Behind us, a few hundred feet away, I could discern the faint glow of the entry court. Echoes from whispers traveled down the hall from there. So, Dracul’s warriors did come after us from the projected origins that Roderick and I had picked up on. The throne room would logically be closer to the area we left, which told me the coin must be in Dracul’s bedchamber, or someplace similar.

I returned my attention toward the darkness ahead, confident Dracul’s welcoming party wasn’t waiting there. But, knowing they could pursue us down the hall at any time brought little comfort. Of deeper concern was the fact I still had no idea where my beloved family were being held. Terrible dread upon realizing we might already be too late seized my heart again. A half glass moment of the most inconvenient kind!

“I sense their spirits. They remain with us in the flesh,” said Roderick, his whisper barely audible. “They remain unharmed, relatively speaking. But, be aware of others in the search. I sense Dracul. His mind is seeking our location, like an octopus’s tentacles, and I don’t see how we can elude him for much longer.”

Roderick has always had the knack for impeccable timing. No sooner than he said this, a door screeched open ahead of us, and pitch-blackness gave way to intense light.

“Watch out, Rod! Quick, duck and follow me!” I shouted, when a volley of bullets ripped through the air around us.

One of the bullets grazed the top of my head, just inches from the intended kill shot. He let out a cry and let go of me to grab his right shoulder. Silhouettes of an armed trio ran toward us, and excitement coming up from behind announced we would soon be surrounded. Enough light was present to reveal several alcoves along the corridor. Trusting my gut, I picked one to the left, largely since it would be an easier leap to make while dragging my buddy with me. We slid down an unexpected incline, and rolled into a room with exits on every side. Relying once more on my instinct to tell me which one to try first, I picked the one to my right and helped Roderick scurry inside.

Screeching voices moved closer and would soon follow our escape route. But as I turned to take us further away from the melee in the hallway, there was nothing to step onto. The floor was gone.

 

* * * * *

 

“Now what?!” I hissed, when Roderick resisted my efforts to get him to move back into the room we had just exited. “There’s no other frigging place to go!”

“What would you like for me to tell your loved ones and our departed friends beyond the veil? Because if we step back into the room, I won’t have the strength to fight the vampires off,” he said. “You won’t be able to do it either, and we know what that means for you and Beatrice and Alistair….”

A sudden chill had entered the room ahead of us. No heartbeats, and no breaths.


Vampires.


Hungry and on the hunt, and surely freed by Dracul to feast on us.

We wouldn’t hear them, and would only see their physical presence when their bumbling human companions descended on the room à la Rambo.

“Trust me, Judas. Trust me like you never have before!”

Before I could respond, Roderick lunged into my chest, carrying me with him as we fell backward into the abyss. Some might picture my surprise, my dismay, and ultimately my alarm. Perhaps they would also picture my screams as we plunged to the bottom, none of this personally flattering, of course.

Yes, I screamed, as any man would, or woman, since my voice turned shrill. I felt the vampires hover above briefly and then they left us to our demise. But, what they surely didn’t understand was what Roderick meant
 when he charged me to trust him.


Save me, Judas…save me like I’ve saved you many times before!


I had no idea how far we would fall in such an environment, a veritable sea of black. Nor did I have a clue as to what we’d encounter at the end of our drop. Would there be another marble floor? Or, a room with furnishings that could become instruments of death upon impact? Perhaps, this was a natural cavern, and at the bottom were piles of rocks, or more delectably, sharp stalagmites. Regardless, I knew what needed to be done, since Roderick was already greatly injured. Any chance he had of healing depended on nothing worse befalling his physical person.

“Hang on, Rod!”

What seemed like an eternity likely lasted only a few seconds. I cradled him as I did my boy when he was young, or even Beatrice when she forgave my desertion of her and Alistair nearly two years ago. Then we smashed into the unforgiving floor. Not the same grade of stone as utilized above, but just as painful. However, a blow that could’ve proved fatal was minimized by the fact my shoulder hit and then we rolled.

I couldn’t breathe, and I wheezed, painfully sucking air while the bones and tissues that were obliterated began their miraculous regeneration. I wanted to cry out—especially when I realized I had damaged several lower internal organs and smashed my hip as well. But my head and heart were spared, which was why I was writhing on the ground, instead of waking up whole someplace else.

“Keep quiet for another minute, and they will leave us be,” whispered Roderick from just above my face. I couldn’t see him, but I pictured his pained smile as he fought to ignore his latest injuries. I wondered if he would make it, telling myself I was going to be seriously pissed if I went through the agony on his behalf and he succumbed to his wounds. “I owe you my life, Judas.”

“I think this makes us even,” I said, grimacing despite waves of healing traveling across my body. “You owe me nothing.”

“On the contrary, I see things differently…. They’re gone, by the way,” he said, and then pressed a grimy hand over mine to keep me from speaking. He waited a minute or two before releasing his gag over my mouth. “Dracul may resume his search for us soon, but everyone has withdrawn for now.”

“Lovely. Just frigging lovely,” I said, feeling more like my old, endearing self again. “So, I wonder where the hell we are now?”

“Hard to say.” He chuckled. “But the floor’s texture feels like granite, and…. Oh shit, this feel’s like a bar. It is! We’re in a frigging dungeon!”

He started to laugh, until we both heard movement roughly thirty feet to our right. Probably a rat, or maybe a sea snake or other marine critter flapping around on the puddle floor, since this place had to be sea level in elevation, or lower. Hell, it could be—

“Pops?”

“Huh? Alistair?!”

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Twelve

 

 

“My God, Ali, are you all right? Is your mother and Amy there, with you, too? And, are they okay?!”

The questions came out rapid-fire, as my surprise and fears were heightened. I was especially alarmed by my son’s weak sounding voice, as if something had frightened him terribly.

“They haven’t harmed us yet, if that’s what you’re asking,” he said. It sounded as if he attempted to scoot closer to Roderick and me, the soles of his shoes scuffing the stone floor. “They ambushed us at the hotel.”

“Dracul’s agents? What, were they waiting inside your rooms at the hotel in Rome?”


“Yes, that’s where they were.”

My heart sunk at the sound of Beatrice’s frightened tone, as she answered me instead of Alistair. Doubtless, she had been served a heavy and unforeseen dose of extreme unpleasantness, the very thing I had always strived to protect her from. And, we were merely talking about Dracul’s henchmen. If he had sent his vampires to Rome instead, or if he had handled the visitation himself, it might’ve turned out far worse.

“Beatrice, my love, are you all right?”

“I’m not sure,” she said, and I heard a soft rustling near where her voice emanated. Picturing dinginess similar to what Roderick and I found ourselves immersed in, I knew it could be no better. “They treated us roughly after first telling us we needed to cooperate or never see you alive again. They said you were here, and that Dracul would torture you to death if we didn’t come along peacefully.”

It broke my heart to hear her like this, and I resisted a powerful wave of incensed rage churning up from my solar plexus. An indignant wrath, I should say, toward whoever specifically had lied about Roderick’s and my whereabouts. I pictured Arso and his human buddies being involved with this cruel farce. Vesuvius couldn’t produce worse violence than what brewed within me at that moment, and the urge to brutally retaliate threatened to consume my spirit.

“Don’t worry and hang on! I’ll get you out of here as soon as I can figure out where ‘here’ is.” I felt Roderick’s accusing look, as I put forth every ounce of courage I held within my heart to have faith that good would prevail. “Where’s Amy?”

“I’m right here…sitting next to Bea.”

Similar to the weakened spirits of my wife and only child, Ms. Golden Eagle’s vibrant personality sounded as if she had become a terrified shell.


What in the hell happened…what did they do to my family?!


“I’m so sorry, Pops, so very
 sorry,” said Alistair. He was weeping, and immediately the tears spread to his fiancée and my beloved wife. “We should never have ventured away from where the feds took us, to Roderick’s home. Ishould’ve insisted we stay put and waited as you instructed…. He
 killed a young girl in front of us, and said you would tell us how much worse things will be when it’s our time to die.”

I could easily imagine the terror of not only being given a death sentence by this fiend, but to watch another, presumably innocent victim be sacrificed to make a point. A mere child!
 Certainly, there were screams of agony and the obligatory rush of nubile blood to feed the monster Vlad Tepes. The image in my mind not only came from my current knowledge of this unholy fiend, but also from my personal experiences with Dracul when he masqueraded as a Roman Catholic inquisitor five hundred years earlier. It’s impossible to forget the agonized screams I heard from his endless victims back then, along with the flickering silhouettes in adjacent dungeon cells as men and women slowly slid down poles with sharpened tips that had been treated with the blacksmith’s fire prior to insertion.

“Let it go, William,” whispered Roderick, addressing me by the name I had favored since the turn of the twentieth century. “That’s what he wants. Dracul draws pleasure and energy from your rage and disgust. Until we leave this place with Beatrice, Ali, and Amy, we can ill afford to react to his heinous deeds in any way. You know this is true.”

Yes, I knew it well. Our nemesis greedily coveted the total suffering of his victims, and had always enjoyed drawing out pain on every level of a person’s physical and spiritual makeup. But, honestly, I had forgotten the extremes he would pursue to destroy a human being’s core essence.

“Okay, Roderick’s right. This isn’t the time or place to dwell on what has brought us here.” I paused to look up from where we fell. Maybe it had been only thirty to forty feet, since judging from the voices and other noises coming from where we fell, we would have company very soon. “We need to get you all out of there while we can.”

“How?” Alistair sounded closer, and I heard him grasping the cold iron bars that separated him from Roderick and me. “We are all as good as fucked
 , if you ask me!”

“Calm down, Ali. You know better than to sport that attitude, if you want to leave here alive,” I chided him, gently, although his assessment matched the honest analysis in my head. Without a major miracle from The Almighty and his finest angels, we were indeed in trouble. “I’ve got an idea…I’ll be back in a moment.”

His protests continued, but became muffled when Beatrice implored him to shut the hell up about it. Tough love from his momma, and I must say it made me proud to hear her trying to hold it together. It gave me hope that she wasn’t as damaged as I had feared. No doubt, Amy would follow her lead, at least I hoped. Still, whatever escape route we managed to come up with would be difficult at best. Having everyone pulling in the same direction was direly important.

I scurried up the bars, hoping for the oft chance that the cells were fourteen to fifteen feet tall, and not all of them connected to the ceiling. At first, it appeared the only thing working out was the dungeon cell’s height. But as I moved from bar to bar, I finally found a gap, and one wide enough for the ladies and my boy to squeeze through to join us on our side.

“Okay, I found a way for the three of you to leave your cell and join us here,” I announced, when I returned. “I’ll guide you up the bars to the top, and then you’ll climb through to where we are.”

“Pops, that’s nuts!”

“Have you got a better idea?” I honestly didn’t see another viable option.

“What are we supposed to do when they come down here?”

I could tell from Alistair’s voice he had turned his attention to a spot above us, where the whispered voices echoed toward us. Hungry vampires and trigger-happy thugs approached the edge of the abyss.

“Quickly, get your mother over here, son!” I whispered, forcefully, and for the moment ignoring his growing panic.

“She’ll never make it to you before they show up!” he hissed, more worriedly. “None of us—”

“Stop it, Ali!” Roderick interrupted. He had crawled quietly to the far side of our dungeon cell. The sound of a pebble he threw bouncing off the walls of the chasm indicated a deep and promising passageway lay there. “There’s a tunnel over here. If everyone can climb over to our side quickly and quietly.”

Roderick and I heard it at the same time. The hushed voices above had ceased to converse with one another. The silence likely meant one thing.

“You all need to scale the bars, now!”

“But, Pops.”


“Now!”



“William, help me!”
 cried Beatrice. I could hear her stand up, slapping at herself. “Something’s on my head, crawling in my hair!”


My wife was never afraid of the creepy-crawly critters in the world, and in fact, the very night she and I first met she had killed a poisonous snake that had wandered into the Scottish pub, where she worked as a no-nonsense barmaid. Even during her age regression, I had never seen her squeamish about anything. Yet, here she was, acting like a fragile princess.

Dracul must’ve gotten to her and invaded her psyche somehow.

“Help your mother climb the bars, Ali, and I’ll catch her over here!” I urged him. “Then Amy and you will need to quickly follow.”

How I wished for a damned flashlight to help guide them, as the only thing we had thought to bring along were hunting knives from a local store that resembled machetes. Very foolish, in hindsight, though we truly were pressed for time. There wasn’t near enough to secure firearms, since neither Roderick nor I had black market contacts in this region. Or, we no longer had them, I should say.

“Maybe this will help,” said Roderick, pulling out a small penlight and turning it on. After a cautionary pass with the small beam into the darkness above, which surprisingly revealed we remained alone for the moment, he pointed it to where our beleaguered trio’s voices had originated.


“Oh my God!...”
 I whispered.

Alistair shielded his eyes from the light’s bright beam, as did Amy. Apparently, they had been down here since shortly after their arrival in the castle. My son’s mouth had been bloodied and both he and Amy sported red welts under their eyes. It wasn’t the first thing I noticed, since both were disheveled and soiled, as if they had rolled around in the muddy ground on their side of the ancient, rusted bars that separated us from each other.

As for Beatrice, my initial gasp was mostly on account of what had happened to her. Disheveled like my boy and his fiancée, she also sported the same welts under her eyes, and her hair was tousled into an unruly mess. Admittedly, it could’ve been related to her screaming fit from just moments ago. But, the fact her blouse had been nearly torn away told me otherwise.

“What happened, my love?” I asked, finding it incredibly hard to stay calm while I motioned for Alistair to meet me at the bars, with the intent to help the women scale the obstacle first. “Are you all right?”

“Let me see you, William,” she said, her voice shaking as she approached the spot where her son and I waited. “Shine the light in your face, please!”


Roderick and I exchanged baffled looks in the light’s dimness, and I could tell he was just as disturbed by Beatrice’s unstable behavior. Despite knowing we could be attacked at any time, I motioned for Roderick to illuminate my face for my beloved wife.

“There, you see? It’s me….”

Ear piercing screeches filled the air above our heads, and when Roderick pointed the tiny flashlight in that direction, several pale faces greeted us.

Beatrice and Amy screamed, and several short blasts of gunfire sent bullets ricocheting off a wall behind us.

“Get your mom and Amy up on the bars, Ali, and don’t let them stop climbing until they make it over!”

It was all I could get out before the wave of bloodsuckers struck.

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Thirteen

 

 

“Look out!”

Roderick called out as a vampire descended upon me. A strong sucker—literally—but unprepared for someone with my skill set. Skills I had spent centuries perfecting, and that at one time the CIA found indispensable. The face that greeted me belonged to a young man, not quite twenty when he was turned. The perfect age, according to Dracul’s standards, since subservience was made easier by youth. His eyes were as black as midnight, an initial result of the germ that causes all vampirism. Manifesting itself in a variety of ways, for this vampire the germ produced several fangs, as opposed to the standard two. The demon’s youthful bravado apparently was enhanced by his knowledge of the defect, and he smiled as if privy to my musings about him.

A very good development for me. Especially since my aforementioned skills were of the killing kind, and had become part of my instinctive repertoire centuries ago.

The vampire ripped through my shirt with his razor-sharp fingernails, and certainly intended to rip away my shoulder to get to my neck. But as he moved in to secure his powerful grip upon me, I slid away and climbed onto his back, using my long knife’s serrated edge to sever his throat from ear to ear. Blood erupted in all directions, and before the monster’s garbled screeches reached their crescendo, I plunged the knife’s edge through his back, slicing his heart in two.

He fell dead at Roderick’s feet.

Meanwhile, two more vampires had drifted down toward him, hovering less than a foot above his near seven-foot frame. Impossible to know why the pair of females waited, but in the faint light provided by the fallen penlight’s refraction off one of the dungeon walls, I noticed their attention was drawn more to me after their cohort perished at my hands. They foolishly underestimated Roderick’s prowess, perhaps thinking his fear of Dracul extended to all blood drinkers.

He gave me a slight nod, surely picking up my vantage perspective of where the pair hovered above him. He jumped up and pulled the one to his right to the floor, briefly exposing his carotid to bring the demon closer while he plunged his blade into her heart. Gambling this would inspire her companion to come to her rescue, I staked the other one with my knife before she could sink her fangs into Roderick from behind.

Three vampires dead in under two minutes.

But there were more. Many
 more. We knew this, and it surprised me they hadn’t launched themselves at us all en masse
 .

“You realize we can’t kill every one of them,” Roderick advised, breathing heavily while scooping up the penlight from the floor. He moved closer to me. We then circled each other defensively, while I worried about Alistair, Amy, and Beatrice. “Be thinking of a way to barter, and I’ll do the same.”

“What could Dracul possibly desire from us? And, what about his mercenaries? The shots earlier must’ve been a warning.” I looked anxiously toward the darkness behind us.


Someone should be rappelling down by now!


“They’re not professional enough to be given that title,” said Roderick. “The thoughts I’ve picked up from Arso and some of the others indicate the entire lot are street thugs, pimps, and low-budget assassins. If Dracul wins and succeeds in becoming a full-fledged day-walker, then he will need to seriously upgrade his ranks.” He chuckled sadly.

“He’s not going to win, but of deeper concern is where is Amy? She should be in our cell by now.” I couldn’t hide my anxiety, and I glanced again into the darkness. A soft thud suddenly resounded from where I had stood moments earlier. “Who’s there?”

“It’s me…Amy.”

She sounded winded as she limped toward us. Roderick pointed the penlight to the top of the cellblock. Alistair was climbing through the space, while Beatrice clung to the bars just below him, looking around herself anxiously. Her affliction from earlier had not subsided.

“Ali, don’t come down yet. Not
 without your mom!”

I kept the volume of my serious tone low, knowing he would hear me, as often we communicated like this. However, the stressed look on his face as he nervously glanced into the darkness above his head made that prognosis dubious at best.

“She won’t come, Pops! It’s like she didn’t even hear me when I urged her through the hole just a minute ago,” he said. “There’s something hovering above me, I think. I smell an odor that wasn’t there when the three of us first reached the top of our cell.”

I grabbed the light from Roderick, ignoring the fact it would have likely taken no longer for him to point the narrow beam toward Alistair. I expected more vampires to be poised above my son’s head, but the beam revealed nothing, other than the hole, my son, and my bedeviled wife. But above our heads, I heard rustling, soft and subtle. Without needing to shine the beam above us, I knew beyond a doubt another attack was ready to commence.

Roderick sensed it as well. He grabbed Amy by the arm and ushered her to the tunnel’s edge, and I heard him whisper to her to be prepared to scurry through it at a moment’s notice. The opportunity to escape was slipping away, we both felt it. Rather than wait for Alistair to convince Beatrice to cross over into our side of the dungeon, I took matters into my own hands.

“Ali, jump!”

“What? And leave Mom up here?!”

“Yes!” I confirmed, feeling a lump form in my throat.

“Are you frigging crazy, Pops?!”

“Perhaps, but it’s now up to me. Only I can save her….  Jump!”


Alistair hesitated, but then seemed to hear the same rustling we did. A small army of vampires was descending toward our cellblock. He reached through the opening to pat Beatrice’s right hand, while mouthing something to her, largely inaudible to me. But I heard, ‘I’ll always love you, Mom.’ So little faith in his old man’s abilities to make things right—to save the day once more? Of course, our chances of surviving through any of this were not assured, and somewhat dismal when looked at objectively.

Alistair jumped down. Before he hit the floor, I was there to meet him, telling him, ‘I’ve got this!’ Then I scurried up the bars to where I prayed my wife still waited.

“Who’s coming up here?” she asked, warily.

There was wildness in her eyes, but not the fear I expected. I had been mistaken, and it terrified my heart to realize something much more twisted was going on. I sensed Dracul’s handiwork, and yet this was not an attempt to use my wife’s eyes to see. No, this time it was something much more sinister, in that a form of insanity had overtaken Beatrice’s person. She was not herself, and I could tell she didn’t recognize me.

“Beatrice, I am a friend, and have come to lead you to safety,” I told her, doing my best to hide the terror I felt. Anything was possible at this point, either favorable or not. “There is danger near you. Come, let me guide you to safety.”

She looked around herself, not focused on anything. I wanted to reach out and grab her, to pull her to me regardless of her reaction. However, without that moment of eye contact to assist me, the mere touch of my fingers upon her flesh could disengage her grip, and she would fall nearly twenty feet to the unforgiving stone floor.

The potential for disaster outweighed the benefit of rescuing her, even when considering such a move would likely save her life. I was frozen by similar fears I once held, when she was a fragile elderly women standing on death’s doorstep.

“William, what’s taking you so long?” Roderick hissed from below.

I glanced back at him, feeling the negative energy growing in the darkness beyond the reach of his penlight’s glow. Alistair had joined Amy at the mouth of the tunnel. Everything seemed set for a legitimate chance of escape, at least from the present predicament.

“Just give me another minute!”

I returned my gaze to Beatrice, whose wild eyes had yet to lock on to anything. There wasn’t time to formulate the wisest plan of action, so I followed my instincts and gently reached for her hand, knowing she might recoil, but praying fervently she wouldn’t.

She stopped moving, and as she lifted her face toward mine, she grasped my hand tightly.

“William? Is it you?”

“Yes, it’s me,” I said, recognizing the change, and too thankful for the return of the woman I cherished to even consider what became of the foreign presence. It was gone, I felt certain of this fact. And, for now, it was all that mattered. “Come, let me get you over to safety.”

My heart thudded madly in my chest. I was a nervous wreck, knowing she could jerk free and fall to her death. All the while, I smiled at her lovingly…calmly.

“Okay, I’m coming, William,” she said, her voice laced with familiar sweetness. She reached out and I pulled her to me, wrapping my arms around her when she threw her arms around my neck. “I’m so sorry, my love. I don’t understand what happened. It was as if I were someone else, and not me at all. I felt so much hate, and especially toward those I love with all my heart! It felt so real
 …I hated
 our child, and I hated you, but why? It makes no sense! It….”

Alistair and Amy suddenly cried out in surprise. I couldn’t see them, and my mind filled with panic. The only one I could discern was Roderick, whose tiny flashlight had fallen on the floor. In the beam’s narrow glow, I watched a dozen vampires pounce upon him—far too many to fend off as a team, much less alone.

“William, save your family! Lead them out of here while you can!” pleaded Roderick. “Dracul’s army is coming in droves, and we can’t fend them off any longer!”

“Hold on, Rod! I’ll be right…huh?!”


Beatrice was snatched from my arms. She disappeared into the sea of black surrounding me. Or, so I thought, until she released a bloodcurdling scream from just a few feet beyond my reach. My heart sank and I screamed her name while begging for mercy on her behalf.


“Take me! Take me instead—you can do whatever you want to me! But release her unharmed! Please!...”


Deep guttural laughter filled the air before me. This was followed by a command in one of the older Serbian dialects. Immediately, the attack upon Roderick ceased, as well as the ensuing harassment upon Alistair and Amy. But there was no respite for my beloved wife.

“So, Judas? …It appears you have played out your hand as William Barrow,” said Dracul. A fiery torch flew across the room from my left and stopped as it reached the vampire’s right hand. In his left, he held Beatrice by the neck. She trembled from unspeakable fear that grew worse as he brought her face close to his. “How delightful!”

“Please—I’ll do anything you ask, and give you anything you want!” I pleaded. There was nothing I wouldn’t sacrifice to save her. “Please
 , I beg you!”

Amy and Alistair wept below me, and I could feel the immortal pull from Roderick’s breaking heart. Meanwhile, Dracul snickered in unabashed amusement.

“Why, Judas…you have nothing I need. Nothing I desire, and no reasons to present to spare yourself…much less your loved ones,” he said, his tone jovial. “I warned you there would be no quarter for you, Roderick, and your family. The only thing you can count on is that you will be last in the order of human sacrifices to come this night. Therefore, prepare yourself to witness the demise of all whom you cherish.”

“Surely there must be something I can bargain with?” I persisted, as he pulled back Beatrice’s neck. Whether he intended to feast on her blood or create an unholy companion, it appeared she would be spared his favored execution of impaling. Of course, what was to stop him from a ruthless combination?

He laughed heartily.

“Have you still not learned to shelter your thoughts? It does seem as though you are not evolving well, eh?” he taunted. “But fear not, you will suffer less than those who oppose my conquest of the day kingdoms I’ve looked upon longingly for far too long.”

“You’ll never succeed, Vlad,” I told him, realizing nothing I could say would change the course of the night’s events. “You don’t have enough crystals you covet, and you never will.”

“On the contrary, I have enough of your ‘Tree of Life’ crystals on my person to walk in daylight as of sunrise tomorrow,” he said. “But enough of the bullshit! Let the death of those you hold dear begin!”

He moved to take his first victim.

“Wait! What if I told you of a place where I have more crystals than you could use in a lifetime?”

“What, in America? My agents are already on their way to all of your homes. By midnight tonight, each abode will be leveled to the ground, and the bounty held in secret by your family will officially be mine. Enough of this nonsense!”

He reared his head back angrily, and his eyes glowed hotly. I have no doubt Beatrice sensed the same thing as I, that the fiend intended to rip open her throat beyond the necessary puncture wounds to drain her blood. She whimpered, eyeing me with a resigned look. How I wished The Almighty had cast me into hell immediately after my infamous betrayal of His favored Son!

It doesn’t happen often, but in the midst of my moments of deepest despair, miracles sometimes emerge. I didn’t expect one to take place this time, and had already prepared myself for a forlorn existence until the end of the ages. But, a minor miracle did happen, in the form of sudden inspiration. I clung to a glimmer of hope.

“I have a stash of these crystals that could last you and the rest of your vampires for several centuries!” I announced, though believing I was too late to save Beatrice. I would honor her memory and live out my days as determined by God. “But harm a single hair on her head and you will never know about it!”

There, I said my peace. Time to begin grieving over the loss of the only woman I’ve thoroughly loved. I couldn’t bear to watch her die and closed my eyes, until a powerful grip pulled me up into the air. I faced Beatrice once more.

“I will hear your tale of these other crystals, William Barrow, and we shall adjourn to my throne room within the hour,” advised Dracul, somehow balancing his hold on my shirt with the torch that came close enough to my face to singe my whiskers. “But, make no mistake. If I find you are lying, and there is no such place, you will wish I had simply drained your wife as I intended just now. Am I clear?”

“Yes,” I replied, confidently. In truth, I had not lied to him. There was a treasure trove of such life-enhancing crystals. Only trouble was, he would need an industrial digging device and Iran’s blessing to get to it.

The crystals were buried in the Alborz Mountains, and far, far away from Dracul’s castle in Montenegro.

If only it was far enough.

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Fourteen

 

 

The air was colder than expected. Then again, everything else seemed different from Roderick’s and my previous visit to Dracul’s throne room. Only the pewless sanctuary and the same towering stained glass windows in dark hues along either side of the immense hall seemed unchanged.

The stage surrounding the ostentatious throne chair was filled with spikes. Most were of the traditional wooden or iron variety that Vlad had favored during his storied mortal lifetime. All but five, and these appeared to be made of solid gold.

“It appears you and I have been added to the previously privileged few,” quipped Roderick.

He and I were flanked by a dozen menacing vampire youths dressed in full black attire. Alistair and Amy walked ahead of us, looking anxiously back at Roderick and me, as if begging for some sort of miracle to come forth from the pair of ancient immortals who had rescued them before. A trio of gunmen escorted them, carrying assault rifles trained on their heads. As for Beatrice, Dracul had yet to release his deadly grip on her neck. He carried her like a chicken about to be strangled for supper, and he marched with regal resolve into the immense room. I died moment by moment; terrified his careless approach might break her tender neck at any instant.

He climbed the steps and approached his throne with continued resolute strides. It heightened my worry that he might’ve changed his mind about my proposition, and decided instead to impale Beatrice on the closest spike.

“And, perhaps I will, Judas,” he said, without turning around to face me. He seemed to be looking for the perfect size to use for just such a purpose among the shaved wooden poles near his throne. “Should we conduct our conversation with your clandestine thoughts and my broadcasting your foolishness for everyone gathered here?”

Roderick shot me an imploring look to be prudent with my silent musings. I shook my head in response. I had little chance of avoiding Dracul’s probing tentacles.

“So, tell me exactly where these crystals are?” Vlad demanded, taking his seat on the throne after throwing my wife down in front of it. He held her fast beneath his booted heel. “Tell me, or I’ll slit open your wife’s carotid artery to where it will pour out her life force in under a minute.”

“You’ve already said that you’re planning to do it anyway,” I said, scarcely able to remain calm. Beatrice had landed with a crunching thud, but had the presence of mind to cast me a look that said she was okay. Had this event taken place as recently as two months ago, several bones would have surely snapped from her osteopenia still present until she regressed to her early forties, physically. “Beatrice and my son, as well as his fiancée, Amy, need to be completely removed from harm’s way. Otherwise, there is no deal.”

“How dare you defy me!” he roared, rising from his throne in anger. I thought for sure he would crush Beatrice’s head with the heel of his boot. Instead, he moved to the row of spikes nearest the edge of the stage. “Time for some fun. How about a demonstration of seriousness? I believe I’ve got just the thing to inspire your memory of what I’m like!”

He raised his hands above his head and clapped them twice. At first, only the fluttering sound of vampires disappearing from our presence could be heard. Then the sound of a young man screaming in terror reverberated throughout the cathedral.

“No, no…please no!”
 the man begged, in English, as a pair of female vampires dragged him through the air to the stage. A tinge of Brooklyn in the accent, this likely was a kid who had been on some sort of holiday excursion to Europe. Perhaps it was a trip given as a graduation present to travel across the entire continent while enjoying the ultimate freedom of youth. And yet, sadly in the end, he fell prey to Dracul’s henchmen on the lookout for fresh, young, and especially, naïve meat. “I’ll do anything for you! Please don’t kill me!”


The kid’s pleas were cut off sharply by Dracul reaching inside his cloak and pulling out what looked like a steel hunting trap. He shoved it into the boy’s mouth and secured it over his lips. Twin rivers of blood flowed down the sides of his jaw, and I believe all of us held captive cringed at the muffled shrieks, while tears poured down the poor lad’s cheeks.

It could’ve been anyone’s kid, including mine. Alistair no longer looked any older than twenty-one, and in no way could I bear to watch his demise. I turned away as Dracul lifted his terrified victim off the ground.

“I hate it when my dinner won’t keep quiet!”

Dracul followed his twisted attempt at humor with a hearty laugh, and his brood of dark disciples in attendance chuckled along with him, like a modern congregation enjoying a good joke from their pastor. His victim squirmed, desperately trying to escape, but his hands and feet were bound. It was hopelessness that soon became a gruesome spectacle.

When he grew tired of the young man’s pitiful behavior, he brought him over to the closest wooden stake to his intended audience—namely the four of us on the floor—and shoved the body on top of it, piercing the shrieking kid’s blue jeans as the sharpened pole traveled up his intestines. However, due to the fiend’s anxiousness to impress his message upon me, Dracul was careless and the spike’s bloodied end soon protruded just beneath his victim’s sternum.

“Ah, hell,” he said, wearing an irritated grimace, as if he had just missed a putt that cost him a birdie. “Well, if at first you don’t succeed….” He ripped the body off the spike and raised it high above his head. Keep in mind, the young man was still very much alive and enduring a level of agony very few can truly appreciate. “Try, try again!”

Certainly, those of you still with me can unfortunately picture what happened next. Thankfully, Dracul’s anger and incredible strength ended his victim’s life quickly, as the second impalement went perfectly, terminating with the spike ripping through his head and sending a shower of blood and gore in every direction. I expected the cruelest human being I had ever encountered, until Viktor Kaslow came along, to writhe in ecstasy while bathing in the life force that has aided his unholy reign on earth for more than half a millennium. But he didn’t.

“That, Judas, was just an appetizer,” he said, motioning for the pair of his protégées to take the corpse off the skewer and the stage. They gladly obliged, and seemed barely able to control the urge to consume the violated corpse before exiting the cathedral. “But, I must admit to a growing hunger for something new. Hmmm? …I believe I’m in the mood for something sweet and sassy next!”

Of course, like a fool, I thought he meant Beatrice, since she was getting younger by the day. Despite her duress over the past twenty-four hours, her overall regression continued and had taken her into her late thirties, physically. I figured it would take a few days before the rejuvenating effect of the Tree of Life crystals would begin to wane.

But Alistair knew what Dracul intended. He reached protectively for Amy, until a pair of male vampires threw him aside effortlessly when Dracul nodded in her direction.

“Pops, tell him where the crystals are!” pleaded Alistair.

“I can’t, Ali,” I told him, eyeing him sternly. “There’s far too much at stake for everyone.”

I hated myself at that moment. Surely, he had no idea this was killing me. But my gut told me two things, and the first was to avoid picturing Iran’s Garden of Eden in my mind at all costs. The second was to trust Dracul not to seriously harm Amy. The demon had tortured me several times during the sixteenth century, and although I lost my life twice in the most excruciating executions concocted at the time, I had revealed nothing to him. The only concession I had made was to offer my life for Roderick. But no sworn secrets escaped my lips. Had that happened, Roderick would have been summarily executed. The same deal could happen now, as my secret was our only bargaining chip.

Amy shrieked in terrible fear as two more vampires dragged her kicking and screaming to where Dracul waited. He took her trembling body in his arms and turned her toward the three of us. I could feel his mind’s slimy probes searching for an access point inside my head, and I worried about what he might discover inside Alistair’s head. Critical to keep him out this time, there was far too much at stake for us all. I dared not make things worse by being an easy mark.

Dracul pulled back Amy’s head to fully expose her neck.

“How will Alistair survive without his bride to be?”

“Probably not at all,” I said, calmly as possible, and determined not to fall for any of his trickery or sidetrack dribble. “I would imagine, he might make it an hour or two before you’re ready for a midnight snack!”

“Perhaps the question is better posed to Alistair,” he said, coolly. He yanked on Amy’s hair, garnering a yelp from her as he pulled her head back further. “Is this how you want your beloved to remember your chivalry?”

“Pops, please…owww!”


I slugged him in the gut, hard enough to bring him to his knees. His eyes had already welled with tears, and now they flowed freely down his cheeks. No doubt, he felt completely betrayed. But if he had looked over at Roderick, he might’ve seen confirmation in the druid’s stoic expression that I had a valid reason for my unexpected attack upon him.

Since the conversation had started about the life-giving crystals, I had fought to keep my thoughts in check, focusing as I had earlier that day on everything from Snow White to Dudley Do-Right. No way in hell could we afford for Dracul to pick up on our Iran excursion, since our last flimsy negotiating piece would be gone forever.

So many factors were involved to make this work. It was no different than a row of dominoes falling into place. Just one mishap and we’d be screwed, undeniably and completely. It meant the only other two living human beings present would have to remain mum about Petr Stanislovsky’s operation in the Alborz mountains a few years back.

Amy seemed far too frightened to think clearly, although her mind was among the sharpest I had ever known. Yet, because of the near-rape she had endured at the hands of Viktor Kaslow’s staff, she had never broached the subject since then—at least not in my presence. And because she had reached the fullness of her crystal-inspired youth two years ago, I was betting all of these factors would keep her knowledge out of the forefront of her mind.

That left Alistair. It killed me to sucker punch my son in the gut. His heartbroken look was not unlike my Lord’s saddened expression two thousand years earlier, when I handed Him over to Caiaphas. But Alistair was about to crack at any moment, and it would only take a few seconds of him lamenting about my refusal to divulge the home of the Tree of Life for Dracul to pick up the general location. Excruciating torture would take care of the finer details he still needed.

“Fine parenting skills, Judas. It must be the Emmanuel still in you. I must say, it harkens to my own father.”

“I could never be anywhere as worthless as the piece of shit Vlad the Second was,” I retorted, drawing a deeper look of hatred from him. “The apple certainly doesn’t fall far from the tree.”

In an instant, he flew to where I stood, Amy’s limp body still in his grasp.

“Perhaps we should let The Almighty decide who’s crime is worse!” he sneered in my face. The hundreds of small spider veins in his face from the spell that fused his head back onto his spine five hundred years ago seemed alive, pulsing as he shook from intense rage. “How I would love to skin you alive once more, you cowardly curr!”

His grip tightened around Amy’s head, as if he intended to crush her skull or snap it cleanly from her neck. The mention of Dracul’s father seemed to especially upset him.

“Perhaps you’ll get that pleasure again, at some point,” I replied, smugly, while glancing beyond him at Beatrice, who had managed to sit up in front of Dracul’s throne. She seemed to be recovering—a very good development for my plan to work. “But, you really should try to manage your anger issues, Vlad. If you harm Amy, you’ll end up angering Alistair and then you’ll have to kill him. That in turn would devastate my wife, and…well you know how this thing could spiral out of control. After you’ve killed those I cherish most, you’ll be relegated to permanent darkness, since you could never torture the location of the crystal treasure trove from me—ever!”

The fire in his eyes brightened. Certainly, he considered ending my William Barrow lifetime right then. In the very least, I expected him to deliver a death sentence to one of us. My racing heart felt as if it would burst through my ribcage while awaiting the verdict.

“Very well. I’ll send them off,” he said, finally. “However, Roderick will remain here, in bonds. If you disappoint me in any way, I will skewer him to where his balls come up through his throat. Do not misunderstand my intention to go through completely the next time.”

“Then we have a deal?”

“Yes.”

Relieved my family was spared for now, only time would tell if we truly survived Dracul’s designs. Much was riding on what the vampire and I discussed next, as well as the trustworthiness of his word.

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Fifteen

 

 

Saying goodbye to my loved ones was hard…far more difficult than I had anticipated.

I expected Alistair to react angrily in regard to my unannounced attack, and I wanted desperately to tell him why it happened. But the effort to keep the Looney Tunes chorus line going in my head made it near impossible to give him so much as a subtle clue. Still, the loving bond we had spent the past thirty years forging overrode the most recent unpleasantness.

“Be careful, Pops,” he whispered, as I hugged him tightly. We stood just inside the cathedral’s entrance. “Don’t do anything stupid!”

“Oh? As if being here isn’t foolish enough?”

I thought he might laugh, as he often did in response to my caustic sense of humor. He wept instead.

“There, there, son, we will be together again,” I assured him, holding him tighter. “Take care of Amy and your mom.”

He cried harder, and I reluctantly pulled away when my family’s human escorts tapped on our shoulders.

“Just give me a moment with my girls, please,” I beseeched Arso, who regarded me with much more contempt than earlier. Being bested as badly as Roderick and I had done to him and his buddies apparently sat quite poorly. “I’ll be quick.”

He begrudgingly relented, and most likely stepped aside only because he could tell I was set to bowl him over. Landing hard on his ass would surely mean more teasing by his thug cohorts and possibly something far worse at the hands of his undead companions.

I stepped up to Amy, who resisted my gesture to embrace her. An understandable response considering I had assaulted her beau, and had done little to dispel the fact I very nearly let her meet a horrific demise at the fangs of our vampire host.

“One day, when this is completely over, you and I will need to have a chat about the illusory events that infiltrate our lives far more frequently than realized,” I told her, drawing a quizzical look. “There is much to me that you scarcely understand. But, what I want you to know, my dear, is this: You are the best thing that’s ever happened to my boy. If I should perish, Amy, I will do so knowing Ali’s in very good hands.”

She nodded thoughtfully, and offered a wan smile before looking away. As expected, when another henchmen tugged on her arm she offered little resistance.

“Wait! Wait!”
 I implored the one named Gajo, who grabbed Beatrice to move her out of the grand hall. “Let me speak to my wife one last time!”

At first he ignored me, yanking her through the immense granite doorway separating the hall from the darkened corridor beyond the threshold. But then he turned back, squinting his gray eyes while listening to an inaudible voice that took me a moment to realize came from a tiny amplifier in his left ear. Beatrice ran to me, throwing her arms around my shoulders.

“Oh William! Please
 be careful, my love.” Her voice cracked and I thought she would cry, too. It took every ounce of fortitude to keep from weeping myself. “I can’t, I won’t
 lose you again!”

“You won’t lose me, ever!”
 I promised, gently kissing her neck before pulling her gaze to meet mine. “I am yours forever, Beatrice.”

I held her as tightly as I could, knowing either Dracul’s thugs or a sullen member of his vampire brood would soon loosen my grip. When we were pulled away from each other, we were sobbing, and I could almost hear Beatrice’s heart crumble into irretrievable pieces. My heart began to disintegrate, as well. I couldn’t help thinking I’d never see her again. For that matter, watching all three disappear into the corridor’s thick darkness bore such finality I almost ran out to stop them. Almost, that is, until Dracul’s voice rumbled from his garish throne of skulls.

“Oh, how touching,” he taunted, his voice easily traveling the several hundred feet separating his present location from mine. “And to think you truly might never see them again, depending on how cooperative you become. I can almost hear your son’s eulogy for you now. ‘Here lies William Barrow, father, husband, and terrible spy. Had he not tried to deceive Vlad Tepes long ago, he might not have had to die!’”

“Your jokes suck, Vlad,” I retorted, as I returned to the open floor separating me from the stage covered with gleaming spikes. A pale figure hung precariously above a double-headed spike of gold resembling a devil’s pitchfork. “What have you done to Roderick?”

I hurried to the stage and clambered up the steps leading to the throne, which sat less than ten feet away from where my buddy hung suspended by wires from the ceiling. There hadn’t been any evidence of such a contraption earlier, but I sensed this sort of bondage was among Dracul’s favorites.

“Oh, you like?” He chuckled, and the timber made my skin crawl. “Only the most worthy get to taste death like this!”

“But you promised….”

“I made a deal tied to certain requirements, which in no way constitutes a promise!” he shot back. “However, should you surprise me with some incredible information previously unavailable to me, your shared existence on this earth shall continue until a time suitable to bid either of you, or both, adieu.”

The treachery had deepened, and in truth I had always understood he wouldn’t release either of us without a deal detrimental to one or the other. Most often in the past this meant me.

I could hear Roderick’s labored breaths, and sought to get a better look at the sharp ligatures tied around his neck, shoulders, and waist. They looked like barbed wire in the dimness, and streams of crimson flowed from each restraint.

“Never mind about coming to his rescue,” Dracul advised. “Unless you can fly like Markita and the others, it isn’t possible. Now, to ease his suffering, tell me about the treasure. The sooner you give me useful details, the sooner I’ll be able to relieve Roderick of his misery. Listen to the ripping of his flesh, and know that the duration of his painful regeneration rests entirely upon you!”

It was time to think up a plan, as up until then I had operated largely off the cuff during this entire fiasco. Roderick wasn’t the only one facing a painful demise. Obviously, Beatrice, Alistair, and Amy remained at risk, too. Although in their case, I pictured assassin’s bullets to each of their heads once given word my usefulness had ended. At least it was a fate far less painful than having a sharpened stake travel through their insides until it reached their hearts.

I shuddered and looked away.

An incredible weight settled upon my shoulders, and I knew I’d have to play this perfectly. I could feel Vlad’s voyeur eyes trying to locate images of the treasure inside my head. If he discovered the crystals were in Iran, our usefulness to him would end. Everybody would die immediately.

Of worse concern was what course to take in the meantime. As mentioned before, I could ill afford to think of any telling details about the Garden of Eden’s existence deep within the Alborz Mountains. However, if I blanked out my mind entirely, Dracul would believe he had been lied to by me, engendering the likely impalement of us all without further mercy.

The debate couldn’t be a long one, so I settled on a compromise, focusing on the piles of crystals I witnessed from the explosion of the Tree of Life. Those familiar with my first journal as William Barrow will recall how the Russians’ carelessness sent literally thousands of the shards flying in all directions, and they soon covered the entire floor of the enormous cavern that housed the legendary garden. I made damned sure nothing other than two large piles of these crystals entered my present thought stream.

“Where is this place?” asked Dracul, shifting in his seat. I couldn’t see him clearly, but felt the merciless gaze glowering at me.


“Judas…hear my words, but do not acknowledge me. You need to get him to leave this place and go to Dracul’s bedchamber. Your coin is calling, and it is our only hope. Trust me!....”



Roderick?
 I tried not to get excited, since our nemesis had unwittingly taken the first step to leaving the cathedral. He was nibbling the bait, and I needed to carefully set the hook.

“It’s a place kept secret for many millennia. But I’m not comfortable sharing it here.”

He motioned for his human guards to leave. I pointed to the center of the cathedral’s soaring ceiling, where several vampires hovered just below the apex.

“Is there not a place we can discuss this matter, where absolutely no one but you can hear me?”

“What, a library or office?” he scoffed.

“The privacy of your bedchamber would do. Otherwise, I won’t divulge anything.” Straight and to the point had always worked best with this psychopath.

Dracul laughed sardonically. “What if I kill Roderick? That might loosen some lips, eh?”

“And seal mine forever. Your threats have grown tiresome, so perhaps I should take this secret to my grave, since I will soon lose everything that matters to me, anyway.”

Dracul nodded thoughtfully in the dimness. He laughed again, but this time nervously.

“So, we shall talk in my bedchamber.”

He clapped his hands. Several vampires appeared as he rose from his throne.

“Take our guest to my personal quarters,” he told them. “I will be along in a moment.”

I glanced at Roderick, who seemed comatose at present. I worried this might be a bad development. Before I could offer a meaningful protest, the bloodsuckers were already transporting me to Dracul’s bedchamber. I fell into the room, tumbling down a short flight of steps that brought me next to an enormous fountain of Greek design. Dimly lit to where the statues’ details were barely discernable, the fountain emptied into a pool. The water was dark, and the smell of death filled the air. Blood!


Beyond the fountain was an enormous bed, with carvings similar to Dracul’s throne. Brashly ostentatious, it was covered in rose petals. From the soft light provided by a candle sitting on a commode, it appeared the roses were the same varieties that had accompanied such charming notes from this monster. It must be where he bedded the females, and occasional males, destined for eternal servitude as vampires, or a future meal should they displease him.

My left arm had begun to tremble upon entering the room, and the sensation became more painful as I approached the bed. Roderick was right, the blood coin was here, hidden somewhere in the room. I was most grateful it wasn’t at the bottom of the fountain of blood, as the sensation grew stronger as I moved past it. I felt most drawn to the bed’s enormous headboard, one that perhaps was a gothic monument from Vlad’s homeland. I tried to keep the stream of happy thoughts going, and not think of the untold victims lured to this bed and brought to orgasm at death’s door. I pictured him offering the choice of eternal life as a vampire or instead becoming part of the reservoir that fed the fountain of blood.

“It’s not as simple as that,” he assured me from the corner of the room, opposite his bed. His fiery eyes were aglow and the cracked porcelain contours of his pallid face were eerily visible by the light of another candle, this one larger and sitting on a long table next to him. “Perhaps I should turn you
 into one of us…no?”

I was about to come back with something smartass, as I declined the offer, but noticed a soft blue glow emanating from a small crack in a drawer beneath the commode. More childlike happy thoughts.

“Would I be privileged to sleep in a big bloody bed like you?” I asked, trying to refocus my thoughts on the Iranian crystal piles instead of my coin’s call. I could ill afford Dracul finding out that I knew where it resided. But like it or not, I knew the call would grow progressively stronger now that I was within striking distance. Though he and I had never personally discussed my quest to recover my blood coins, it seemed logical he knew about my collecting obsession. “And what would you do when my ability to regenerate tissues kept me looking beautiful, and you…well you can’t win them all, now, can you?” I inched closer to the head of the bed.


Mary had a little lamb, little lamb, whose fleece was white as snow…
 .

“Yes, your vanity exceeds my own, I see. So, tell me, Judas, where exactly is the place of the green crystals of life, that come from the Tree of Life and rest near the stream that flows through the Garden of Eden?”

I felt the weight of his stare as he studied me. Impossible to know if he understood what observations and thoughts lay hidden beneath the nursery rhyme. I worried he had picked up a much bigger picture from the Garden of Eden than I had intended. I hadn’t revealed anything about the stream flowing through the garden. Was it a lucky guess, or was he a better Bible student than I had surmised? Meanwhile, I was close enough to the commode to confirm the drawer was ajar, and likely unlocked. If I dropped to my knees, would he be wise to my designs? A better question was ‘How could he not be?’ The cursed energy source behind his Élan vital
 was less than a few feet away from my recovering it.

If I brazenly tried to recover the damned thing, it seemed entirely plausible I’d be dead before I retrieved it. It was what my gut confirmed for me as Dracul studied me…he knew something was up. If he couldn’t determine my exact thoughts, surely he knew enough to pique his survival instincts.

“What need will you have of my blood coin, considering you shall soon have a room filled with the very crystals containing the essence and life force of The Almighty?”

Honestly, I had no idea the very thing I had pondered seconds ago would come pouring out of my mouth. There was no logical reason for it, other than perhaps Dracul’s five-hundred-year-old vampire instincts had kicked in, and like a talented ventriloquist, caused my mouth to spit out the information I was hiding from him.

I feared his reaction, and knew no matter where things went from here, the outcome would be very bad. He looked at me, wearing the only truly surprised expression I had ever seen from him. But the shock wore off quickly, and he bent at the knees, preparing to launch himself at me.

Following my instincts, I dove for the bottom of the commode just in time. Dracul’s sharp fingernails grazed my scalp as he flew over my head. I pulled the drawer open and grabbed my coin. It turned out to be the easy part, and if not for the unfortunate experience that accompanies the retrieval of each cursed coin, I might’ve escaped unscathed… or at least with a significant head start.

How often do things work out like we hope? Well, this wasn’t one of those times either. Blood coin number twenty-five brought an unfamiliar intensity to the ancient scene that haunts me with each coin collected. Doubtless, it came from the untold thousands of victims Vlad Tepes had feasted on or killed merely for sport. Regardless, the smell of sweat and blood as it poured from the body of Jesus Christ was worse than ever. It was as if I had somehow been literally transported in the flesh to the night of Jesus’s betrayal, and momentarily stood within His personal space.

I never escape reliving this terrible moment in history with each coin I retrieve, and yes, they have steadily gotten worse as I get closer to the finish line. However, this time the experience nearly proved fatal. Jesus recognized me in the crowd, mouthing the words ‘Why, Yahuda?’, as the Roman guards and Caiaphas’s hoodlums beat Him mercilessly. The crowd wanted more, and despite His bravery, in the end He broke down and cried.

I hated myself all over again.

It made it easy to give up, and I was scarcely aware Dracul had his hands around my neck, attempting to squeeze the very life out of me. In truth, I wondered why he simply didn’t finish strangling my ass and then impale the rest of me for good measure. Instead, he reached for my hand holding the coin. Given his superior physical strength, it should have been an easy task to reclaim it.

Hard to say if he felt the sudden intensity change, when the cerulean shimmer grew much brighter. But something changed in the coin’s intrinsic properties—I could feel it, too. As the vampire’s fingers touched the coin’s surface, the energy ignited his fingers. He pulled them back, howling in pain, his hand quickly becoming a torch that didn’t immediately extinguish when he plunged it into the pool surrounding his fountain of blood.


“What have you done to me, Judas!”
 he shrieked.“I will roast you slowly for this! All of you will die horribly tonight! Agghhhh!”

He reached for me, and as I sought to elude him, the coin grazed his arm as he swung. His exposed skin began to blister. Emboldened, I pointed the silver shekel at him like a talisman, and moved closer, delighted he had somehow become allergic to the coin that once enabled him to steal a second chance at life. Dracul retreated to the edge of the room, enraged more than I had ever seen him before. He shouted fresh threats of revenge and death, and then he disappeared.

The race was on to reach Roderick and my family before he did.

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Sixteen

 

 

There are times when I greatly envy the abilities of other immortals. Some of us are true supermen and women, able to break through walls of stone, bend bars of steel, and outrace speeding locomotives, bullets, airplanes, etc.

Skills I don’t possess.

For the most part, my immortality is limited to the curse of being immune to death. Well, let me clarify that statement a bit…I can die, but only temporarily. Most of you by now know if someone like Dracul has their way with me, I’ll lose my current body. However, I will awaken elsewhere with an identical body in every aspect, as compared to the one I just left. I have reincarnated, so to speak, intact many, many times during the past two thousand years. Same thirty-year old Jewish guy with a generous smile, full hairline, and penetrating blue eyes.

But, in every instance of ‘temporary death’ I’ve experienced, I lose something, too. Starting over again is a bitch most of the time, and often I am drawn to revisiting places I’ve lived in before. Sometimes, the ‘layover in light’, as I like to call it, translates to a significant absence from earth. Often, a minimum of several years has passed by the time I make it back here, and in ages past, traveling across continents added many more years before I made it back to mortals I’ve loved. As one can guess, many times it meant visiting gravesites, since loved ones had passed through the veil I’m prohibited from breaching during my absence. The sense of loss is most profound, and is one of the chief reasons immortals of a likeable disposition are inclined to seek out one another. We need the sense of stability such unique companionships can provide.

Why bring this up now? Well, for one thing, Dracul’s penchant for extreme wickedness meant that my longest known immortal companion—who could cross the veil I mentioned and not
 come back—was in grave danger of making his final exit from the planet. And all it would take is a quick text message to Vlad’s henchmen and Beatrice, Alistair, and Amy would join Roderick in the afterlife.

I couldn’t let any of this happen, and yet as I fled Dracul’s vile bedchamber and pursued him down the long corridor to his throne room, all I could do was pray I wouldn’t arrive too late. I couldn’t fly like my enemy, nor could I cover hundreds of feet in a single leap. All I had was the hope The Almighty would hear my fervent entreaty for mercy, and that He would finally intercede on behalf of the tens of thousands of victims this demon had racked up in less than six centuries, including Vlad Tepes’s mortal years.

“As you can see, you’re just in time for the start of our festivities, Judas!” Dracul exalted.

I had just reached the cathedral. For the moment, Roderick was bound, gagged, and nearly unconscious from his previous suffering. Dracul floated in the air while embracing him, moving to position Roderick’s body above a single spike of gold. I suppose there isn’t much of a thrill thrusting a human being onto a double spike after all, since the single version allows for extended agony—the only thing that seemed to bring supreme joy to this most heinous fiend.

“You’ll never learn, will you?”

I raised the coin and pointed it in his direction, knowing every decision I made from this point until that night’s conclusion could be equally wise or foolish. Not to mention, I was continually forced to deal with my near-unbearable guilt regarding Jesus from the flood of memories brought on by the coin’s touch to my flesh. I felt feverish and knew I wouldn’t be able to cognitively function much longer. Yet, to my knowledge, there wasn’t any other weapon aside from the coin that could work against this monster.

Following my gut would be the only sensible way to play the game, when death and salvation were the only prizes to be had. I held my breath, praying again for my first response to be the right one. Dracul snickered, though apprehensively, as if unsure of what to expect from the blood coin that had once been his friend, the Dragon Coin he assumed would always be loyal to him only. However, when the veins and arteries close to the skin began to expand, his nervousness turned to rage.

“Do you think your coin’s trick can conquer me so easily?”

His gaze shifted to the shadows to either side of me. Before they even attacked, I knew what was coming. Unfortunately, in my zeal to pursue Dracul before he skewered Roderick, I had failed to account for the presence of other vampires.

Like a nest of venomous spiders that had just been disturbed, dozens of nubile bloodsuckers launched themselves at me. I had nothing physically to defend myself with, and despite their youth, each vampire possessed enough strength to toss me across the room’s expanse, or simply break my back and render me paralyzed.

I did the only instinctive thing that came to mind.

As they flew at me one after another, I whirled around with the coin in front of me, ignoring the bombardment of Christ’s suffering and hoping the coin’s talisman qualities against Dracul’s powers would prevail against his offspring. It took a moment to confirm it helped at all, especially when one male vampire delivered a blow that sent me flying back twenty feet. But as I quickly got back to my feet and resumed my ballerina act, the attacks lessened until finally they stopped altogether. I watched in amazement as the entire brood retreated to the shadows, leaving behind several dark lumps on the floor that I soon understood were once their brothers or sisters that had succumbed to the coin’s mysterious power.

“Would you like to go next?” I said to Dracul, swiftly approaching the stage when I saw he had not yet murdered Roderick. “You might look better with a little more red, don’t you think?”


“Don’t
 come any closer, Judas! STOP or I WILL butcher him!”


He was desperate. Everything from the wild look in his eyes to the tentative hold he had on his dagger, that was ready to filet Roderick’s flesh, said so.

“Okay…I’ll stay right where I am.” I lowered my voice, relying on the de-escalation training I had gone through with Cedric Tomlinson several years ago. It was a fairly new thing with the CIA at the time, and I prayed it proved helpful now. “You know…we can make the same deal I offered when you had the upper hand, when the coin was still loyal to you.”

“What pitiful deal is that?!” he hissed.

“I’ll reveal the home of the crystals, which can give you what you crave most, Vlad,” I said, remaining calm in my delivery. “You will no longer be restricted to the night, and can finally mingle with civilization in daylight.”

For a moment, he appeared to seriously consider my offer. Maybe if Roderick hadn’t awakened and appeared as startled as he did, this story would’ve taken a different turn, one that engendered a compromise acceptable to all involved. But the look of horror on my druid friend’s face when he saw his anus was less than six inches away from a gleaming spike of gold seemed to resuscitate the evil that would always be a permanent aspect of Vlad Tepes.

“I don’t need your useless charity any more than I need your accursed coin!” He crowed, holding Roderick with one hand while raising him slightly. The impaling was about to commence.


“NO!
 Please, don’t do it, Vlad!” I pleaded, unable to control the panic in my voice. “Let me take his place—I beg you!”


“Say goodbye to Roderick, Judas, or Emmanuel, William, or whoever else you pretend to be!”

I rushed the stage, but I couldn’t get there quickly enough. Just before he dropped Roderick on top of the spike prepared for him, Roderick screamed for Dracul to remove the taped gag from his mouth. To my surprise, he relented.

“Oh? So the whimpering Brit wants to give us his last words, eh?” He removed the tape and Roderick spit out the gag. “Speak to us in the eloquence you once reserved for me in Madrid, old friend. Do you recall how it was? Hmmmm?”

Roderick said nothing, merely glaring at Dracul while his body shook with as much rage as the vampire had expressed earlier.

“Cat got your tongue?” taunted Dracul. “Ahhh…that’s too bad. Well, since we don’t allow eulogies here in my house of pain, I’ll tell you what I can offer. I would very much like to set the record straight about what a coward you’ve always been. Eh? You do recall how your friend Emmanuel here saved you twice, and if I had known he would show up again in the same lifetime, I would have refused his offer to exchange his life for yours and executed you on the spot. I’m fairly certain you lack the ability to come back from death like your friend…no? The look in your eyes tells me this is correct.”

“Vlad, you don’t need to do this!“

“Oh, but on the contrary, Judas, I believe I do
 need to do this! It is absolutely necessary to set the record straight, since you two imbeciles have roamed the world scot-free, as they say, for the past four centuries, while I’ve been forced to watch and wait from afar.” He held up a hand in warning when I crept up the steps leading to the stage. “The Americans might see you as some kind of hero, Roderick, with all you supposedly did to help build that corrupt nation from the start. But after you’re dead, I will personally deliver excerpts from the diaries I kept during your two imprisonments in 1515 to 1518, and 1556 to 1569…. I see you don’t want me to share the things I made you do, deeds I bet not even Judas knows about.”

Roderick shook his head vehemently, and when fresh tears formed in his eyes, I realized this was not just an idle accusation. Something did happen…something terrible enough to shame him to the point he had never shared any of this with me. In fairness, back in those terrible days we were held in separate cells roughly two hundred feet apart during the first incarceration. And for the second one, I didn’t make it back to Spain after the Inquisition had me drawn and quartered, until 1574. By then, Roderick had already arrived in what would later become New York.

Roderick opened his mouth to say something, but only a whisper came out.

“What? You want me to come closer, so you can utter your last words to me in private?” Dracul laughed, and as he did, the crimson blood vessels expanded further. “All right, tell me what you want to say. When you finish, I will bathe myself in your blood!”

Roderick nodded subtly, as if resigned to his fate. Dracul pulled him close, and as Roderick opened his mouth, the deadliest vampire I’ve ever known prepared to receive the blood rush soon to follow Roderick’s impalement. But as soon as he brought his ear close to my buddy’s mouth, Roderick let out the primal shriek first heard in Bolivia last November.

Startled, Dracul let go of Roderick, and I cringed in horror when he fell upon the razor-sharp golden spike. I looked away, unable to bear watching Roderick’s body writhe as the spike worked its way up his ass and ripped through his intestines and abdominal organs. I wasn’t prepared for the thud of his body landing on the stage, but my heart filled with incredible joy to realize he had survived nearly intact. His only injury was a pierced left buttock. At least that’s how things appeared from where I presently stood, near Dracul’s throne.

He squirmed between the stakes to escape Dracul, who had ripped one of the iron stakes up from the stage floor and tried to stab Roderick with it. Of course, I was already on the way to help Roderick fend him off.

Meanwhile, the reverberations from Roderick’s yell gained strength, bouncing loudly from wall to wall. The dark glassed cathedral windows began to crack, and to Vlad’s unexpected horror, the windows shattered. Rays of sunlight poured into the castle, as the sun had risen just above the eastern horizon.

Vampires ignited all around us, including Dracul. Only a few youngsters made it to the deeper shadows in the far corner of the cathedral, beneath an awning that prevented the sun’s rays from reaching them. The rest of the vamps exploded into fiery cinders drifting in the air around us.


“God damn you, Judas and YOU, fucking druid!”
 Dracul shrieked. The flames had been contained to his legs and arms, but now spread up his torso, chest and back. He howled in agony, and it appeared he had one last, disparaging remark to say. But the flames ignited his face, until all at once his head exploded.

I sheltered Roderick from the spray of gore, until Dracul’s headless body fell over as a burning heap among the spikes. I stood cautiously and sought to help Roderick stand, as well.

“How bad are you hurt?” I asked him, while the remaining glass shards from the windows and what must have been UV filtering skylights fell around us. “Can you stand and move with my help?”

“I think so,” he said, hoarsely. “Thank God you found your coin. Otherwise….”

“I couldn’t have done it without your help, as you know.” I said, helping him to his feet. His clothes were missing, other than ripped trousers lying nearby. I gathered them for him. “Let’s get the hell out of here.”

The stench of burning flesh hastened our departure, and once he was dressed in his ragged pants, we made our way to the cathedral’s exit. Roderick draped his left arm around my shoulder until he got his legs back. The healing had already started, but it would be mid-afternoon before he started to feel like himself again. At least he could travel. Whatever energy flow he had set in motion was now working through the main structure of the castle, and tremors shook the floor below our feet.

“Good idea,” he agreed. “We need to find the ladies and your boy.”

“I know. Any ideas on where to look?”

“No, not yet,” he said. “But if they’re in the castle, we won’t have long to find them. In fact, we need to leave now!” He left my side, limping at a near sprint until he reached the corridor, now bathed in daylight. “Come on, Judas, we need to get to the front of the castle before things change!”

“What in the hell are you talking about?” I ran after him.

“We need to hurry.”

“Yes, you said that.”

We stepped into the corridor. The entire structure suddenly began to shake, and deep fissures formed in the walls and ceiling. Huge pieces of granite and marble from the castle’s grand façade fell toward us as the ceiling crumbled.


“Run!”



 



 



 



 


 

Chapter Seventeen

 

 

Racing to beat the collapse of the colossal fortress quickly became a stressful affair. The fact neither of us had any clue as to where my family had been taken made it especially so.

“How do we get out of this frigging place?”

I posed the question to no one in particular, since it seemed likely Roderick didn’t know. At least the anxious look on his face indicated as much. Limping as fast as he could, he had chastised me twice already for slowing down to make sure he kept up.

“Let The Almighty determine if my time amongst the living should continue, or if this is where the game finally ends for me,” he said, in irritation, and seemingly poised to succumb to exhaustion at any moment. “If it is meant to be today, know that I will always cherish our long journey together, my brother.”

He laughed weakly, and dark blood had seeped in between his teeth from lacerations to his internal organs. If he could rest, he would recover…I was certain of it. But behind us, the castle’s deeper halls had moments ago collapsed into the sea. The rocky shore was also no longer visible, and sunlight danced on the surface of the deep blue water. If the same thing was happening to the rocky bluffs in front of the dark fortress, then worse trouble loomed ahead.

We had to get out of and
 off of whatever this thing was. For the first time, I wondered if Dracul had managed to create an illusion so real I never considered it could be otherwise.

“Yes, I’m curious about the same thing,” said Roderick, wearing a wan look of admiration for the wiles of our enemy, one that I prayed had been truly vanquished. “That’s why I’m suggesting you leave me here. This place will disappear very soon, maybe in a matter of ten to fifteen minutes. Save me, and you run the risk of not having enough time to locate Beatrice, Alistair, and Amy.”

“But what if they’re not here?” I wasn’t sure I believed any differently than him. Hell, they could’ve been anywhere at that point. I had no ‘feel’, one way or another, and my biggest fear was they were already dead. “What if he had them taken someplace far away, in case we managed to escape? It seems logical he’d put them far enough to where we couldn’t reach them in time to prevent their execution. Right?”

“All the more reason for you to get going,” he said, lying down on the floor that had begun to vibrate. In a minute the tremors we had eluded would find us. Dracul’s implements of torture had robbed Roderick of his stamina. “Goodbye, dear friend….”

“Roderick? …Roderick?! Damn it, man…wake up!”


But he wasn’t asleep. At least not in the clinical sense. His body was dying and his mind was shutting down. I could scarcely believe this was happening!

“Don’t you dare leave me!” I shouted at him.

Tremors in the floor grew worse and the familiar fissures spread rapidly through the granite walls surrounding us. The ceiling had already collapsed prior to our arrival in this section of the castle, and the fact we could still be crushed or swallowed up in whatever chasm waited below us heightened my anxiety. Forced to make a decision right then, I prayed it was the correct one.

Hoping I wouldn’t need my coin’s apparent power over any other vampires we might encounter, I shoved it into a pocket. Then I hoisted my buddy, who had become a dead weight, and threw him over my shoulder. He might be dying, and could become a stiffening corpse by the time we exited the castle, but for better or for worse he was coming along.

Running was no longer possible. I moved as quickly as I could, zigzagging to avoid new fissures extending to the floor from the walls, along with sudden granite and marble shards popping up around me. Hard to keep my balance. I thought of nothing else but reaching the large hall just inside the castle’s entrance. Since we crashed our motorcycles there, I hoped at least my bike remained drivable. Otherwise, it would take forever to reach Budva, where my instincts told me I’d find my family, either alive or dead.

Certainly, as I’m sure some would suggest, the risk existed they could be somewhere inside the castle. Perhaps dispatched to another dungeon like the one they were relegated to when we stumbled onto them. It was a valid possibility. However, glimpsing foam from sea water crashing beneath the holes in the latest corridor’s floor made finding them anywhere beneath us highly unlikely. Ditto for the chances of finding them stranded in the upstairs quarters presently disintegrating above us.

But there were vampires.

Huddled in the darkness ahead, I braced for Roderick and me to be pounced on the instant we entered the hall they guarded. It appeared to be the destination I sought…but what to do? Well, truly there was no choice. If we waited for a miracle, within the next minute or two Roderick and I would be dropped into the churning Adriatic. There was no other choice.

Mustering a primal yell from deep within my soul, I ran with Roderick on my back, which amounted to a quick, awkward approach on stumbling footsteps. But the increased speed proved fortuitous when the floor behind us began to crumble and fall into the water.

Logically, I thought it would be the last lucky break for us. It should’ve been. But having watched the rest of the castle vanish into the sea seemed to sap these young vampires of their courage, and definitely any sense of meaningful servitude to their deceased master. The vamps hovered around us, but never attacked. And, by the time we made it back to my Suzuki, all but one had withdrawn. The one named Markita glowered at us from striking distance, as I laid Roderick down on the cool floor near where I ditched the bike.

I expected her to say or do something. However, when the onslaught of destruction caught up to this final area of Dracul’s wretched home, she and the others disappeared. Sunlight followed the dissolution of the tall ceilings. I heard several shrieks and caught a glimpse of a female younger than Markita erupt into a ball of flames. As before, in the cathedral, within seconds all that remained of this forlorn soul was a stream of ashes floating to the floor.

“Rod?…Roderick, can you hear me?” I shook him to the point of abuse. When he didn’t respond, I hurried over to the Suzuki. A busted fender and broken headlight were the most obvious damage to the motorcycle. I quickly checked all the vitals for it, and when satisfied it still ran well enough I tried to rouse Roderick again. “Come on, man, we’ve only got a minute to get out of here!”

I couldn’t carry him and drive the bike, and there wasn’t anything handy to secure him to the passenger seat. He would have to hold on to me. He made a slight noise in response. Without any time or choices left, I told him to hang on to my waist, hoping he could hear me. It would be a cruel twist if I got him this far, and he still died.

The walls fell in on themselves and the immense gate crashed through the disintegrating floor. There didn’t seem to be a way to get around the part that stuck out ahead of us. But then I noticed a small opening nearly five feet in width and almost as high. The floor was an imperfect zigzag to reach it.

“I…I will try,” he whispered, when I set him on the bike.

“Try nothing…just make damned sure you do!” I told him, sternly. The floor behind us began to give way, and as the bike’s engine returned to life, I sped out of there, leaning toward the front wheel to help us climb above the collapse. “Hang on, Rod!”

The gap was smaller than anticipated. I didn’t have enough warning to adjust the bike, and the zigzagged portion of the floor we followed began to buckle. I opened the throttle and ducked down, worried sick Roderick would be decapitated as we passed through.

We made it. Rather than look to see how close it had been, I sped onward. Elation filled my heart as Roderick’s listlessness gave way to a powerful grip around my midsection.

“Next time, I’m driving!” he shouted as we raced down the one lane highway toward the beach. “Better hope the road holds up!”

He reached over my shoulder to point to an area a hundred feet ahead of us. I damned near slammed the brakes. There was nothing but blue water in front of us.

“Don’t stop, Judas! The road isn’t disappearing!…It’s forming!”


Immediately, images from the past two nights came to mind, and I recalled how the road appeared just ahead of the speeding Jaguars. But that was when Dracul was alive and well, and wanted us to join him for our dreaded face-to-face meetings. Now he was dead.

“Someone else is behind this,” said Roderick, in answer to my latest silent musing. “Someone I should’ve sensed before, and to whom Dracul was a mere pawn.”

“What? How in the hell is any of this even possible?!”

“I don’t know,” he murmured, to where I barely heard him. “But his life force hasn’t completely left the earth plane. You know what it’s like when any immortal older than three centuries leaves us…we all sense it. Without fail it works that way.”

He was right. I couldn’t recall anyone dying during the past millennium without some sort of psychic fanfare. No one ever merely slips away from our dysfunctional fraternity. Same for the ladies, too. And, why a three hundred year qualifier for this? It has something to do with the carbon in an immortal’s body, which breaks down differently than a mortal. Sounds like bullshit, but Roderick has the documented research compiled by Comte St, Germain detailing how it happens. Some normal human beings are susceptible to a smaller version of this, but it generally doesn’t happen except to those who make it past their one hundred and twentieth birthday. Yeah, not a big membership for the alumni in that group, I’m sure.

“Another has imprisoned Dracul’s life force for a new purpose,” Roderick continued, after nearly a minute in silence. “I hear his screams. Wherever his soul is, he is in agony, which is exactly what this other person wants. It is someone we have met in passing, familiar, but not a friend.”

“Another immortal?”

“Yes.”

“But one you can’t identify yet?”

“Correct,” he said, and I sensed his fear. “I sense the power of this one, and whoever it is can be so much worse than Dracul in his prime.”

“Oh, shit,” I muttered, pushing the bike’s speed to its max.

It was too much to take in and assimilate, and so I focused my attention instead on the road ahead—a road that kept forming, seemingly out of nothing—and the whereabouts of my family. I didn’t allow myself to consider they might already be dead.

Soon, the beach came into view. I think we both wondered how this would work. Would the thousands of patrons present see the strange phenomenon racing toward them? And, if so, would it be as the familiar cloud-like mist embracing the beach as we made our approach?

The speedometer was approaching two hundred kilometers per hour, and the mist steadily thickened, making visibility an ever-increasing problem. I could only see the front of the bike and nothing else. Then, without warning, the highway ended. Instead of landing on Budva’s famed sandy beach, the bike fell into shallow water, where it rolled and skidded into a reef. I took the brunt of the impact, and by the time we broke the surface of the water, I was mostly healed. Roderick could stand up, though still painful to do so, and after a few steps toward the beach I could stand as well. I assumed we were near the dilapidated pier, but it had changed.

“Oh my God, there they are!” shouted Amy, excitedly.

“What in the hell are you two doing in the water?” added Alistair.

At first I couldn’t see either one. Everything was mostly blurred until we stepped onto the beach. Roderick gasped first, though I admit my response was similar. Somehow, the pier from the past two evenings had been transformed into a pier fully intact and much bigger, and crowded. People were everywhere, surrounding street performers and a handful of venders with pushcarts.


What the…?


But the mind-fuck grew worse when Beatrice, Alistair, and Amy stepped into view. They were dressed as we had seen them the previous night, but instead of soiled garments streaked with each one’s blood, their clothing was clean. And the wounds to their faces were missing. I could smell Alistair’s favorite Dolce-Gabanna cologne, as well as a Chanel scent from Amy when we met them at the base of the pier. Beatrice followed behind them, with her hair pinned up to where the delicate contours of her slender neck were exposed—an even younger ‘her’ than the woman I said goodbye to just hours earlier.

I wanted to run up the intact wooden stairs and throw my arms around them all! They were safe, and most importantly, they were alive!


But, all I could do was stare in stunned silence.

It looked and felt like another of Dracul’s illusions—only worse—and when I looked over at my near-naked druid companion, his expression revealed the same confusion and wariness.

“Well, what in the hell have you two been up to?” Alistair asked. “Hey, Roderick...this isn’t the nude beach, man. That one’s up the road apiece.”

Roderick simply nodded in response to my son’s joke, wearing a wan smile that told me the wheels were turning as furiously inside his head as they were in mine. He scarcely noticed that his trousers had fallen off in the water. Instead, he glanced around himself, surely taking in everything and on the lookout for whatever, or whomever, was behind this latest trick. I removed my shirt and asked for Alistair’s sunglasses, promising him their return or a new pair as soon as we were safe enough to do so.

“Safe enough from what?”

“Not sure, but I’d like to return to our hotel immediately,” I said. I handed my shirt for Roderick to tie around his waist and to shelter his eyes with the glasses. The makeup he had caked on earlier had also washed off in the water. He had already drawn a number of curious looks from passersby on the beach, and surely his powder white complexion drew many more looks from the pier above us. “Someone’s watching us. We can explain more from there.”

“The Astoria?”

“Yes, but how in the hell did you know we were staying in that hotel?” An icy chill traveled down my spine, despite the sun beating down hotly upon my shoulders and back. I reached into my pocket, relieved my coin was still there.

“That’s where they said we could find you and Roderick, my love. Remember also it’s the same place you mentioned the other day, when I asked about your itinerary,” said Beatrice, stepping past our son and his fiancée down the steps to greet me. A familiar floral scent wafted by, possibly Gucci, although she favored several perfume makers with similar scents. “The nice men who picked us up at the airport and later escorted us here arranged for our rooms to be next to yours…. Who’s watching?”

“I don’t know,” I mumbled, eyeing her suspiciously before performing my own wary scan around us. If this was all illusory, I prayed for a quick confirmation. I had never dreamed my loved ones could be used against me, and there I was, faced with that very possibility. “Lately, very little has been as it appeared to be. Tell me about these ‘nice men’, darling.”

“Sure,” she said, chuckling while she eyed me just as suspiciously as I had her. “Their names are Arso, Gajo, and Jevrem.”

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Eighteen

 

 

The trip back to the hotel was incredibly awkward. Hugging my wife at the pier eased the initial tension between us, since it was definitely her body that clung to mine, and her spirit speaking to my soul, silently in our reunion. I drew confidence from that fact to believe at least she was truly who she appeared to be. But no sooner than I hugged my son and Amy, whom I half-expected to withdraw from me as she had just hours earlier, a black stretch limousine pulled off the road above the beach.

“Ah, they’re here earlier than expected,” remarked Alistair, pausing to wave to the limo driver, who had stepped out of the car. We were presently a few hundred feet away, and would need to navigate through a sea of sunbathers to reach the narrow parking area. “Pops, it looks like you and Roderick will need a moment to get dressed and then it will be time for dinner.”

“What?! What time is it?” I looked around me until I could locate the sun above us toward the west, but it was still several hours away from setting. It threw me off my concentration to discern who and what was real and was not. “What day is it?”

“Just a few minutes past four o’clock, Tuesday, Adriatic time,” he laughed. “Budva’s in the same time zone as Rome, Pops.”

“Yes, I know,” I said, again looking over at Roderick. I silently mouthed to him that it should be Wednesday morning. He nodded subtly for me to just roll with it unless I wanted to appear more like a dumbass than I already did. Apparently he was fine with where things stood, and we were safe for now. Without a better reference point to work from, I decided to let things lie, as well. But damned straight my instincts were on high alert.

Alistair led our trek to the limo. My legs were fatigued from our prior adventure, and they almost went out from under me while moving through the sand. It made me wonder even more what had actually taken place.

“Darling, you look a little confused. What were the two of you doing in the water?” Beatrice asked, after locking her arm inside mine. I felt embarrassed for her, since certainly I looked like a drenched muskrat that had been pulled out of a bog.

“Well, after escaping Dracul’s crumbling castle, we raced along a vanishing highway on a Suzuki motorcycle,” I said, watching her expression again. “When we ran out of road we fell into the sea.”

The truth as I saw it, and as I believed I had experienced. She smiled as if suppressing her laughter, and reached up to lovingly stroke my face. I grasped her hand and kissed it, smiling sheepishly. Hell, why not? I wouldn’t believe me either.

“That’s quite a tale, Pops,” Alistair said over his shoulder. He picked up his pace, ignited by something I said. “Probably thought you saw your coin out there in the water and dove in after it, huh?”

“Ahhh, right…very good, son!”

Roderick cut me another look, but he didn’t need to worry. I wasn’t about to open a whole new can of worms by showing Alistair blood coin number twenty-five. Nothing would squash the jovial mood of the ‘real’ Alistair quicker than me providing proof that some of what I just said might possibly be true. But, it did mean we couldn’t return home to the States right away. The smug smile on Roderick’s face told me he was privy to my quandary. I hoped he had a workable solution in mind.

“Well, what were you doing out there in the water, William?” asked Amy, glancing at her beau before casting a knowing look my way.

“Roderick had an episode and I dove in after him,” I deadpanned, no longer caring if anyone believed me.

My buddy sighed and shook his head, but before anyone could continue the interrogation, we reached the steps leading to the limousine. Gajo stood at the top, waiting for us. Where before he had been stoic and cold, he smiled warmly. There remained the hint of deceit, like a kid who stole the biggest treat from a cookie jar. Seeing him like this chilled me worse than if he still held the Ceska assault rifle he carried earlier.

“Well, it’s good to see you again, my friends!” Greeted Arso, after stepping out of the front passenger seat. “Did you enjoy your afternoon excursion?”

“You ought to know,” I said, wearing my most hated plastic smile after assuming he addressed mainly Roderick and me. At least his smile was insincere enough to hint at the cold-hearted killer within. “So, is our destination truly the hotel?”

“Why, of course,” he said, brushing back his blonde bangs from his face. He returned my smile with a stiff grin, while motioning for us to move to the very back of the limo, where Jevrem waited for us. “Where else would we go? After all, we are here to serve your every need, Mr. Barrow.”

Such haughtiness, and addressing me by my most recent formal alias left me feeling vulnerable. As I mentioned, the ride in the limousine was quite uncomfortable. I kept a constant eye on our three escorts, as did Roderick, who endured a dose of subtle heckling from Arso and Jevrem about his pale complexion exposed to UV rays. In retrospect, I believe it was designed to call attention to his nakedness, and made me wonder what they knew about the reality shift we were presently engaged in. Their frequent smiles and seemingly carefree expressions couldn’t hide their uneasiness. As if they worried one of us would figure out what button to push to collapse their tepid facades.

But all I wanted right then was to protect my family from further harm, and make it to the hotel. I sorely needed a moment alone to reflect on what had happened, and what became of the previous reality we all had experienced. Surely those who hold a mystical outlook on reality would suggest that one of the myriad possible outcomes had been pulled from some netherworld and replaced the outcome Roderick and I had recently fled from. I’ve never been quite sure what to make of that sort of new age bullshit, but at the moment nothing else made logical sense.

Then there was the issue of making sure this current reality proved satisfactory to those I cherished most. It was now necessary to figure out a diversion to not only satisfy Alistair’s need to participate in every remaining coin search, but to also keep Amy and Beatrice engaged. Not to mention the need to get us all back to the States before something worse befell us all.

“You seem so tense, William,” said Beatrice, after we returned to the hotel. Roderick kept our room, and I joined my wife in her room. “Maybe I can help.”

“Perhaps you can,” I agreed, “But, I’d like a shower first, my love.”

She watched me as I stripped away my damp, soiled clothes, and I must admit to feeling a little bit like the prey to a hungry predator. But, those who have followed my story understand I’ve often enjoyed this kind of foreplay. I just hadn’t experienced it in a very long while with the one woman I’ve cherished above all others.

“Making up for lost time?” I teased, when she followed me into the bathroom and began loosening the buttons on her blouse. “And, here I thought I’d get to enjoy your exposed neckline lying next to you in bed.”

“You still can,” she said, huskily.

Her emerald eyes were on fire, and I wanted her more in that moment than I could recall wanting anyone or anything before. Her full lips were slightly parted as she continued to eye me hungrily, letting her long strawberry-blonde tresses fall softly upon tan shoulders as she sauntered, naked, toward me.

Before the jets of water warmed to the appropriate temperature, we embraced as the long lost lovers we truly were. Nearly sixty-two years in waiting, we finally were the couple we once had been in Glasgow, before I got scared and left her and our young son to fend for themselves. Forgiveness had already been granted, but until that moment, we were a couple trying to lock into that blissful oneness we all seek, and almost never can find.

“I love you more than anything,” I told her, afterward, when we lay close together in bed. We had dinner reservations within the hour, but were reluctant to leave each other’s embrace. “Promise me that you’ll never do anything as foolish as this again.”

She lifted her head to study me, wearing the same smirk she wore earlier when I thought she might burst out laughing.

“I love you more than anything, too, you know,” she said, laying her head back down upon my chest. “But if you go to the ends of the earth, I can’t promise I won’t follow.”

“Meaning what?”

“Meaning you need to be wiser with your choices, and not scurry off willy-nilly when you get a wild hair,” she said, chuckling. “Okay?”

“I’ll do my best to comply.” My turn to laugh.

“As will I,” she said, reaching up to place her forefinger across my lips, to end the debate.

I kissed her finger and brought her closer. Despite not knowing if another voyeur threat would continue to pursue us, or not, I felt safe in her presence. Love can do that, so they say. But, can it fully heal the heart and make all things right forever?

I sincerely hope so.

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Nineteen

 

 

We stayed in Budva for only that night, which was a challenge to pull off. Both Roderick and I began to believe the reality shift was genuine in regard to our family. We might never know about the three thugs working for Dracul, but they were out of the picture…or so I hoped. Regardless, Alistair came to the Adriatic coast to help his father find a coin, and damned if he wasn’t leaving without it! And, of course, how could I tell him I had it on my person? We all know how that would’ve gone over.

When I finally had a private moment with Roderick, just before midnight, he shushed me as I stepped into his room.

“I still don’t know what to think of all this craziness,” he said, shaking his head. “I doubt Gajo and Jevrem are aware of the shift, but the thoughts I picked up from Arso told me he understood what had happened. And, as much of an asshole as the guy is, he’s scared shitless about it all. I guarantee he won’t be loitering around to see what we do next, unless forced to do so by this mysterious immortal.”

I nodded thoughtfully, fighting my own queasiness about this. I went back to the drill of happy thoughts, as I worried my mind would fall prey to our new menace.

“I don’t sense anyone listening in on us, as things have changed in that regard,” Roderick assured me. “Perhaps whoever’s involved has gone into a brief hibernation after spending the energy to enforce what happened today. But, your observations about Beatrice, Ali, and Amy are spot on…at least they are the same as mine. Their reality did shift, and everything we witnessed in regard to them has been wiped clean from our plane, and exists only in my head and yours, and maybe Arso’s.”

“And maybe Dracul’s,” I added. “If he’s in the hellish prison you suggested earlier.”

“Yes, I suppose that’s true,” agreed Roderick. He moved over to the dinette by the window and sat down, motioning for me to join him. “I’ve got a plan that should work to keep Alistair from ever knowing about our little coin collecting adventure.”

“Oh? Let’s hear it.”

I slid into the chair across from him, and he told me about a meeting in Rome he had arranged earlier that evening with our esteemed part-time colleague, Benevento Vitorio. We were to meet with him at his palatial home just outside the city, where he resided in the very same residence he purchased in 1483. He agreed to pretend to be the owner of the coin and we were coming to his place to make the purchase.

“We are set for a seven o’clock dinner with him, and he agreed to allow Beatrice and Amy to also join us,” said Roderick. “He doesn’t care for much company, and preferred a face-to-face with just you and me. But he relented when I explained what had happened, and now his biggest qualm is his reluctance to touch anything associated with Dracul. Like us, he believes this other individual connected to him presents real danger to us all. However, he agrees that he owes you this favor after turning his back on us in Madrid, though his cooperation comes with a mandate.”

“What could that little bastard possibly demand?” I immediately went from feeling pretty good about things to seething. Old wounds heal? …Well they don’t actually heal at all, to be honest. “Screw him and his mandate.”

“In truth, it’s not so bad,” said Roderick, chuckling at my mercurial temperament of late. “He only wants you and me to leave him out of any more dealings with vampires. How much help has he been in that regard, anyway?”

“You’ve got a point, but still.” I nodded thoughtfully. “So, the plan is for you to take the coin in first, and then the rest of us will follow afterward?”

“Yes, precisely,” he confirmed. “Might as well give it to me now, so there is one less consideration when we leave here tomorrow.”

After handing the Dragon Coin to him, and watching him carefully store it inside his wallet, I bid him good night and joined Beatrice for a nightcap before retiring for the evening. Resting side by side in bed, I listened to her smooth breathing and soft snores, although unable to sleep myself. Too many unanswered questions, and a growing uneasiness of what the new menace would seek from us.

Surprisingly, the next day was a very smooth affair. Everything from our hotel departure, to our short flight to Italy, and our early evening meeting with Benevento went exceedingly well. Alistair, who had been the most suspicious as to why the coin belonging to the dangerous Vlad Tepes had been procured by another immortal, warmed up immediately to this ancient, fellow academic. It didn’t hurt that Benevento carries a young Father Christmas air, sporting a full brown beard and whose light blue eyes twinkle with mirth. So, the ruse that the coin had been left behind in a Serbian castle and ended up in the black market seemed plausible. Same for the ten thousand euros price tag, which seemed like a bargain considering who the coin’s most recent verified owner was.

“But, next time you go after one of your coins, Pops, don’t give me some shit about it being too damned dangerous!” he scolded me, still sensitive about my decision to travel to this part of the world without him.

“All right, I promise not to do that, Ali.” I gave him a warm hug while glancing at Beatrice and Amy, who both smiled broadly. Apparently, they had heard an earful of grievances from him on the long flight from Washington D.C. to Rome.

At Beatrice’s request, we stayed another five nights in the Eternal City. All the while, Roderick and I kept our eyes open for something to happen…something unusual. But other than glimpsing a trio in sunglasses that resembled our Budvan ensemble, nothing happened. It was the main point of conversation between me, Beatrice and Roderick on our flight back to D.C.

“I think you all should stay with me at the plantation, at least for a few days,” Roderick advised, while waiting for our luggage at Dulles Airport. “Just as a precaution.”

“A precaution about what?” worried Amy.

For some undisclosed reason, she asked me this question, and not Roderick. I had successfully dodged her imploring green eyes, that were damned near as striking as my wife’s, though Alistair might disagree and insist they are more alluring. The overhead florescent lights seemed to dance in waves upon her dark locks, and I wished they were a strong enough distraction for me to ignore her question. If only she had saved it until after we arrived in Abingdon.

“We aren’t certain, but remember when Roderick’s townhouse was broken into?”

She nodded.

“Well, it remains a remote possibility that whoever did that might come back, and this time to our place,” I explained. “These men are dangerous, and have ties to organized crime in eastern Europe. So, until we can be reasonably certain we are no longer in danger of any kind, I think it’s best we hang out with Roderick at his place. Besides, we’ve got a coin to add to our collection.”

I smiled to sell this, and this time prayed it was the genuine kind overriding the light fatigue I felt from the flight. It would pass in the next hour—it always did. Still, reconciling last week’s events with two conflicting points of reality would be something to weary my mind with during the next few months.

Thankfully, Amy and Alistair listened to Beatrice, who seemed as determined as I to err on the side of caution.

“There, that’s settled!” she beamed, when they agreed to come along with us. I added the incentive of letting them sleep in peace for the duration of the six-hour drive to Abingdon.

Roderick insisted on driving and having the front seat of our rented SUV to himself. I could readily relate to his need for undisturbed solitude for a while. We arrived at the estate just before dawn, and were greeted by twin rows of massive magnolias in early bloom. Their distinct aroma filled the air as we entered the long drive leading up to the stately antebellum in the distance.

“I think we should leave the car parked near the barn, and after we get settled, I’ll arrange for Margolise to have the cooks prepare breakfast and bring it here,” he told us, once we stepped inside the ramshackle farm building that served as a decoy for the elevator entrance to the Roderick’s underground fortress “That will give us time….”

His voice trailed off, and when I followed his gaze, I saw the main security gate leading to the elevator was open. Someone had been here very recently, as I determined from fresh shoeprints in the barn’s sandy soil.

Roderick retrieved a Baretta from its hiding place inside a large workbench across the way, and once it was loaded with a clip taken from another bench, he led the way. It should’ve been just the two of us, but once we relented to Alistair tagging along, Amy and Beatrice wouldn’t stay behind willingly.

Damned crystal bravado!

“I hope you realize this is a great way to make sure you’re uninvited the next time we go on a coin search,” I warned the ladies. “I’d rather have you hate me than having to witness something terrible happening to either of you—especially if it could’ve been prevented by your staying put.”

“And, yet…how are we supposed to acquire useful skills to aid you in the future? By staying back and waiting on you to make sure everything is neat and tidy?”

“It’s hard to learn anything useful if you’re dead!”

Amy was working my last nerve, and I prepared to upbraid her for being so foolhardy. Beatrice intervened.

“We’re not idiots, William,” she said, sweetly, drawing close enough to where my concentration was negatively impacted. “We’ll stay back. Besides, there’s only one set of footprints here. Are you telling us the two former government agents and a big strong young man to help are not enough to handle this prowler?”

“That’s not the point.”

“Then what is?”

“For starters, if this invader happens to be a trained assassin, they might make short work of all of us before we even realize we’re dying,” said Roderick. “Well, short work of the three non-immortals in the group, anyway. But, if you insist, and since we’re wasting time by debating.” He shook his head and motioned for us to join him on the elevator.

“Here goes nothing,” I said, after pushing my wife and the youngsters behind me. If a professional waited underground for us, at least Roderick and I would form our initial defense. The elevator chimed at each twenty-foot marker we passed, until finally we reached our destination. “Rod, you want to go first, or should I try to ‘glamour’ whoever is down here?”

Everyone chuckled nervously. At least they got my joke.

“It should be me, since I’m carrying a weapon.” Roderick’s voice reverberated eerily in our tight quarters, and then the door opened. “Everyone but you should stay behind.”

We stepped out, and I couldn’t help but smile at his limberness as he moved out into the steel re-enforced hallway. He had completely healed from yesterday’s injuries. I followed, with every physical sense on edge. Only my body would serve me as a weapon. The two of us moved, catlike, crossing each other as we headed toward the posh living areas. Suddenly, a Baretta handgun similar to Roderick’s slid across the tiled floor toward us.

“Did you build the initial tunnels in this goddamned place on the backs of slaves, or were you the Thomas Jefferson sort of slave owner back then?”

The familiar voice echoed toward us from near a massive fireplace hidden in shadow. A plasma TV almost the size of the wall was turned on, and ESPN Sportscenter played in muted silence. A silhouette walked toward us, and when Roderick pointed his weapon, the cloaked individual lifted his arms above his head in surrender.

“My God! I could’ve killed you just now, you arrogant jackass!” said Roderick, lowering the gun as Cedric Tomlinson stepped into the lighted hallway. He was dressed in a brilliant red robe and matching fez that I mistook as African in origin. The symbols etched in gold upon the crimson outfit were very similar to what our friend, Tampara, had worn on his tunic in Bolivia last year. “What in the hell are you doing here?”

“I love you too, man,” he said, snickering while puffing on his preferred thin panatela. “Same for Willie Boy, here. Just thought I’d drop in for a visit with y’all! ‘Been missing the mischief and bullshit you two are always good for.”

“So, you decided to breach Roderick’s doomsday hideout and see if we showed up someday?” I found it hard to believe it was really my former CIA field boss standing in front of us. Something was off with his appearance beyond the strange dress, and I couldn’t put an immediate finger on exactly what it was. “I thought the good folk of Paititi didn’t give anyone a buyer’s remorse period for joining their fair city.”

“Always a smartass, William,” he said, but his expression had changed to sadness at the mention of the globed metropolis floating above an ancient version of Lake Titicaca—a shimmering sight we observed from a distance last November when pursued by Victor Kaslow. “First off, I didn’t break in here. It took me a moment to remember where you lived, Roderick, and when Margolise told me you were coming back in a few days, I decided to hang out in the area to see if you showed up any sooner. That was last night, and as I prepared to leave with my taxi, I saw a light on inside the barn. You know me…I had to investigate. I told the driver to come back for me around midnight. I guess he forgot.”

Alistair and the gals crept closer, distracting me. They stared at Cedric similar to how I had initially, wearing perplexed expressions. They had much to catch up on.

“Did you see anyone rummaging about?” asked Roderick, stepping past Cedric while keeping his guard up. He turned on the main overhead light to the shadowed living area. It sat empty.

“Nope. The place is completely deserted,” he advised, snickering as he observed Roderick play James Bond. “From what I can tell, nothing’s been messed with. Maybe one of y’all left it unlocked when you went to Rome last week, as Margolise advised. You should know I’ve already checked out every inch of this fabulous pad, man. I hope you’ll invite me to join y’all when the kids in Pakistan grow up and decide to nuke us. You sure as hell have the space.”

“How did you get Tampara to let you leave?” asked Alistair, who stepped closer to Cedric, wearing a look of keen admiration as he studied his attire. “If not for Amy’s devotion to her brother and the fact I’d likely go centuries without seeing Pops and Mom again, we would have gladly come along.”

“The city’s gone…destroyed. A kid from America stole the heart of Tampara’s sister, and when they snuck out of Paititi together, it set off a war between the Kingdom and Bochicha’s Emissaries and their Prince, Hurakan. The most incredible place on earth was burned to ashes, and its race of super humans are gone, except a handful of survivors.” His voice cracked, and he couldn’t continue.

The news brought immediate gloom to us all, including Beatrice, who hadn’t met the wonderful semi-immortal, Tampara. She came over to me and wrapped her arms around my waist, and rested her head lovingly against my shoulder. Roderick’s eyes filled with tears that matched Cedric’s profound sorrow.

“Did Tampara perish?” whispered Roderick, his entire body shaking from a mixture of rage and grief.

“No…he survived, as did his sister,” he advised. “The rest of the royal family is gone. After King Bashaan was murdered, Tampara brought me back into this plane a few weeks ago. But, I can’t go back to my former life with the CIA. Can’t even face my daughter and her family, since I ain’t the same man they knew…. Nothing
 from my previous life is the same.”

For those who have yet to explore my previous journals, Cedric Tomlinson was my field supervisor for the last dozen years I worked for the CIA. After my official retirement, he had served as the liaison between the agency and me for nearly twenty years. I’ve always admired his toughness and jovial sense of humor, and have mentioned before how his warm brown eyes and infectious smile have made him a consistent hit with the fair gender.

However, seeing him in such ornamental dress threw me for a loop, since he has always favored polo shirts and slacks. But like anything else the man has ever worn, he pulled off this new robed mystic look with aplomb.

“Sounds like you need a home,” said Alistair, and to my surprise, he moved up to Cedric and hugged him. I had not seen this side of my son—not since before I stepped out of his life as an adolescent. This level of compassion wasn’t there when I returned to his life during his drug-influenced mid-twenties. “I say you can stay on with us for now, Cedric…how about it, Pops?”

I expected Cedric to turn him down…the old Cedric would have done so immediately. But, the new version? …While he pondered the offer, I finally could put a finger on what was so different about him. He was noticeably younger than when we saw him last, without a hint of gray or wrinkles. His smooth ebony skin was as flawless as a teenager’s. Always a very handsome man, somehow during the six-month absence from our earth plane, thirty years had melted away from his appearance.

“I could use a change of pace in my life, William,” he added, smiling weakly. “And, like I said, I have truly missed you guys.”

Even Roderick eyed me in a way that implored me to make an exception…but it was hardly my decision alone. This wasn’t some exclusive club by design. It was merely the natural result of relationships that flowed well together. And, when Cedric was just a company line central intelligence agent, he would never have fit in with us.

But, surveying the faces of those I loved dearly, they were unified in favor of making this exception.

“Okay, why the hell not?” I said, throwing my hands up in the air. “But, you’re going to have to keep up with us on the fly. Think you can do it?” I smiled impishly, and motioned for him and everyone else to follow, as I moved down the long corridor to where the vault sat.

“Where to now, Pops?”

“I think he’s wanting to take care of your coin dedication ceremony in a hurry,” said Roderick, using his long strides to catch up to me.

“So, that’s a genuine bank vault?” asked Cedric, as they all pursued me. “What’s it got in it?”

“It’s where we keep valuables of all kinds, including the case that houses each coin we’ve collected to date,” Alistair explained.  “Usually, we enjoy some pomp and circumstance. But as you can see, my dad is in a mad rush!”

Perhaps I should’ve waited for my beloved Beatrice, at least. However, glancing back I saw her keeping pace with Amy. No stragglers, no lolly-gaggers, no….

Roderick beat me to the vault door, and as soon as we opened it, everyone but Cedric was taken aback. The main vault drawer that housed our most precious valuables had been pulled out. Although unopened, a pair of roses rested on top of it. This time they were bloodless, one pink and the other yellow.

“What in the hell?” whispered Roderick.

Alistair, Amy, and Beatrice wore deeply perplexed looks, further confirming they knew nothing of the crimson dripping white rose we found in Rome. We had yet to tell anyone about the black one waiting for us when we returned to Rome to intercept our ornery trio. Since their reality no longer included the unpleasant abduction by Dracul’s thugs, there was no point in mentioning the event. Of course, this meant the only rose the three of them knew about was the red one found in Roderick’s D.C. townhouse last week.

Since Cedric knew virtually nothing about the flowers and their storied history with Roderick and me, he casually strode over to the latest roses and picked up the yellow one. He sniffed it, grimaced, and laid it back down. Meanwhile, Alistair hurriedly dug through the drawer with Roderick.

“Whew! Thank God they’re still here, Pops. All twenty-four previous silver shekels remain sealed inside the case.”

“What’s this?”

Roderick reached into the drawer and pulled out a small envelope. Even before he opened it, I dreaded its contents. Rather than share the note’s message with everyone, he handed the accursed thing to me.

 


Judas,



 



When you get this note, know that I am watching. Watching your every move, and anticipating each fearful thought passing through your head.



 



I know of your coins, and can take them all, should I be inclined to do so. You are running out of time, and someday I’ll come for you. Your loved ones will summarily be returned to Dracul’s menu.



 



Very sincerely,



 



Krontos Lazarevic


 


P.S. Surely you can appreciate how each rose carries a not-so-subtle message. The messages from these two are
 
not

 rooted in elegance and happiness.


 

“Well, at least we know now who’s pursuing us,” I deadpanned, once it became obvious I couldn’t keep the message from Alistair and the others. “Looks like we’ll be moving very soon.”

“Why must we go? And, where could you take us that’s truly safe? This man sounds worse than what you told me about Dracul!” worried Beatrice. So much change for her in the past year, she was just getting used to our remodeled living quarters in Alistair’s spacious D.C. condo. Life had finally begun to make sense again, and now the rug had been pulled out from under her feet.

“Anywhere but here and the city of Washington,” I replied, feeling numb to the very core of my being. I pulled her close again, while ignoring the heated stare of Alistair, following my wife’s revelation that I had shared details about Dracul with her, and yet nearly nothing with him. “Probably nowhere near Virginia, either.”

“How about Indiana? I’ve got a cousin with a farm,” offered Cedric, chuckling when I gave him a surprised look.

“Or, Austin, Texas, where my brother resides,” said Amy.

“I’ve always liked New Orleans,” suggested Alistair. “But you had better start coming clean on the details we’ve been missing out on, Pops!”

Lots of possibilities, surprisingly. Other than Alistair’s barb, each one seemed to create slight increases in hope for our weary bunch, as we nodded thoughtfully to each suggestion.

“How about you, Rod? Where do you want to go?” He hesitated before answering me, looking around the room as if listening to some inaudible voice. “You do agree that we can’t stay here, right?”

“Yes, sadly I must agree,” he said. The multi-colored swirl of blue and gold of his irises was in full swing. “I have a place in mind, but it will remain a secret for now. Sometimes it’s best to play it close to the vest. You will simply have to trust me, Judas. Everyone
 will have to trust me.”

Trust. The key word to define our present and our future. From here on out, it would be us against the unknown, and a clever enemy we had only met in passing, centuries ago. Yet, the unavoidable confrontation with Vlad Tepes, Krontos’ friend and ally, had forever altered the landscape for us. And now, there was no turning back to an easier time.

We gathered our things, including my coins, and climbed into the spacious SUV we rented early that morning. With sorrow and uncertainty, we exited Roderick’s Abingdon plantation and headed west. It was the only thing he would share about our new destination.

Our fortitude would come from the knowledge we had each other to lean on, along with the burning hope that our salvation was right around the corner. May we find lasting peace and happiness at our next destination…the dream of every human being, immortal or not.

Despite losing the city I had called home for the better part of fifty years, as well as the familiarity of Roderick’s ancient homestead, I still had my loving family. I had the enduring friendships of my closest immortal and mortal allies. And, I had my destiny.

All of it brought me comfort, and gave me one hell of a head start on what tomorrow would bring.

 

 

 

The End

 

 

 

 

The Judas Chronicles will return by Christmas, 2013

(Official release date for Book 5 to be determined)

 

 

 

 

 

 

Available now:


Curse of Stigmata



The Judas Reflections, Book Two


(Please read below for a sample)

 

 

For a pirate ship, our accommodations were impressive. Close to the Captain’s quarters, we each had a berth with enough space to be comfortable. I could hear Chivers above deck, barking orders to set sail while I unpacked. Being at sea was nothing new. I’d spent centuries aboard all manner of floating vessels, and it was not my first experience with pirates. I’d also developed a love-hate relationship with the ocean. I loved to stand on deck with the sun going down in the distance and dolphins swimming alongside. But I loathed the violent storms that threatened to capsize even the most stable vessel, and caused me to refrain from eating while I fought the dreaded seasickness, something I never expected considering my immortality. Two centuries ago, a wise friend, upon hearing my sea-going predicament, commented quite rightly. Mother Nature would always be in control.

Many a sailor called the storms, “God’s wrath as He did battle with mankind.” I was inclined to believe it, but doubted pirates prayed before they set sail. However, I did. This time it was a short, silent prayer asking for a smooth journey and a safe passage. It was a century for the Dutch to rule the waves and they did so with very few ships sunk. I hoped, in spite of the pirate status, we were in the hands of skilled seaman. Juan might never forgive me if we ended up shipwrecked and stranded on a desert island.

“I’m going up on deck, are you joining me?” I asked him, knowing he was wary of coming face to face with the entire crew.

“I know I have to do this sooner or later, so now will be a good time as any other,” he replied.

We arrived on deck to a howling wind and a mad scramble to set the sails. Within months, I would be wearing only my breeches and a vest as the weather improved. For now, it was extremely unpleasant.

“Best we go below, Juan,” I shouted against the driving gale.

Sheltered from the storm, the day passed peacefully enough. Food was brought to our cabin, basic but nutritious, and an invitation to dine later with the Captain.

I was familiar with a typical pirate menu, consisting of legs of meat to tear apart with bare hands all washed down with plenty of rum. There would be no need for me to dress for dinner and no standing on ceremony with table manners. I could behave anyway I wanted.

At eight o'clock, we were summoned to the Captain's quarters where I was faced with a sight to shake my bones and cause me to hold my breath. There, sitting like a princess next to the Captain in a scandalously low cut red dress, was Rachel, grinning from ear to ear with supreme satisfaction.

“Please tell me I have died and gone to hell,” I remarked, not caring of the Captain’s reaction. Juan, as shocked as me, tried to make sense of her presence.

“How did you get here when I put you on a boat bound for Holland? With my own eyes I watched you board. I paid with Emmanuel’s money for your passage!”

“I think she’s doing this to torture me, nothing more,” I lamented.

“Emmanuel, I do what I want
 to do, not what you tell me to do. I changed my mind when I was on the boat. Dirk took pity on my plight when I explained I had no choice but to leave France. He understands how it feels to be accused when you’ve done nothing wrong.”

“Wait until he sees you bleed, maybe then he won’t have such pity.”

“Bleed? What nonsense is this?” Chivers asked with caution.

“Oh, it’s nothing. Emmanuel knows I have a condition where I bleed easily when cut, that’s all it is. He can’t stand the sight of blood, which is why he overreacts. Ignore him and his futile snipes at me.”

I was now in yet another nightmare, the struggle to remove her from my life a dismal failure, and the decision to journey as far away as possible had backfired miserably. The snake had followed, determined to release its venom and watch with glee as it slowly and inadvertently spread. What pleasure did Rachel gain from taunting me? Had she set out to do me harm, considering I murdered her father, the main reason she was hiding the coin? Trying to think straight with my head pounding, I watched helplessly as she wound a hardened pirate around her little finger.

“Let’s forget what was said and be merry, shall we? Why, gentlemen, look at what your money has bought you, a veritable feast. Waste not want not, time to eat!” Chivers commanded as he brazenly placed a hand down the front of Rachel’s dress. It was now plain to see she had managed to con her way aboard by using her feminine ways and blatant sexuality. If I was to dare voice my opinion or make a stand by refusing the meal, I’d be insulting a pirate Captain, further resulting in a long walk off a short plank. The idea of a swim to shore wasn’t appealing, so I forced myself to eat and pretend to enjoy the company. Juan, not having been on the receiving end of Rachel’s talons, found it difficult to be in the middle. Somewhat embarrassed, he excused himself with contrived stomach pains, leaving me to suffer her abominable company.

“Did you know Emmanuel thinks himself immortal, doomed to walk the earth scrambling around for coins he believes will redeem him in the eyes of God and our lord Jesus Christ? He claims to be Judas Iscariot, the betrayer.” She was relentless.

“So you both accuse each other of the strangest things, immortality, stigmata. I find it all very amusing!” He laughed heartily. “Silly girl, anyone knows that no one becomes immortal. We all die sooner or later.”

“Not this one,” she gleefully countered. “He’s been around for centuries!”

“Captain Chivers, with all respect, please ignore her mad ramblings, as I’ve had to,” I advised. “You’ll come to realize she’s little more than a backward child in a young woman’s body. Whatever she’s enticed you with, be wary. The girl cannot
 be trusted. On that note, I bid you a good evening and thank you for a wonderful dinner.” In no way did I wish to be trapped on a pirate ship while the captain and crew suspected me of being insane. He rose from the chair and patted me hard on the back—a good sign from a drunken pirate to let me know all was well and it was safe to leave. I envisioned taking Rachel with me, binding her hands and feet tight, and throwing her over to the sharks.

“A good evening to you, Emmanuel. Sweet dreams,” she said, seductively stroking the Captains hair while eyeing me as if she could discern my angry fantasy. She curled her tongue around her top lip looking straight in my direction… I didn’t have to guess what would happen when I was out of sight. Reason took over from anger. Kill her, I told myself and you may
 lose the second coin.

Isabella was a difficult woman, often downright cantankerous. Her violent outbursts were legendary. But compared to Rachel, the teenage temptress, she was Mary Magdalene.

“I would like to challenge God as to why I suffer such misfortune. Every time I look at Rachel, it’s like looking in the face of evil. Perhaps she’s a stigmatic sorceress and I’ve been cursed?” I confided in Juan.

“I left her on the ship, I swear.”

“I would like to see the look on Captain Chivers face when she has an episode,” I said, after nodding to acknowledge his words. “I doubt he’ll take it lightly. Pirates aren’t known for their religious understanding.”

“I know I left her on the ship… I was sober enough.” Juan seemed to be second-guessing himself.

“Stop berating yourself,” I told him. "She more devious than you or I can ever imagine. From this day forward, I’ll no longer underestimating her abilities.”

We were en route to the Island of Madagascar, where, true to pirate form, Captain Chivers and his motley crew would lie in wait for unsuspecting boats arriving from the Red Sea and the Persian Gulf. From there, having stolen in abundance, he would no doubt hop over to the Island of Libertatia, a pirate colony I’d heard of in fables. Claimed to be inhabited by criminal sailors who, having jumped ship, set up a new life with Madagascan women. They had children, farmed the land and lived unhindered as a group, where no money was needed. It sounded like the ideal place to put Rachel, where she’d be forced to bear ten unruly children, become weakened and fade into obscurity. Of course, the journey to Madagascar would take the best part of a year. Perhaps it was wishful thinking on my part when I hoped she would soften and hand me what’s mine.

As time passed, Juan found himself something to do on the long arduous journey, cooking rice and potatoes in the small galley kitchen alongside the meat cook. Rachel did very little apart from following Captain Chivers around on deck and languishing in her cabin, eating and sleeping. I wrote a diary, an interesting daily account of the comings and goings aboard a pirate ship, most of it mundane. One or two violent storms managed to boost the adrenaline but I was itching for excitement, waiting in anticipation for something to happen. I constantly harbored the notion Rachel had stolen the other coin, often becoming paranoid believing Chivers was in league with her. It gave me something to do when listless and bored. Between cooking and listening to the endless woes of drunken pirates, Juan had drunk himself to sleep almost every night.

Weeks turned into months as the much-awaited warm climate became a way of life. Passing through the Mozambique Channel of Africa, I was sure the shade temperature was nigh on a hundred degrees. The sea was calm as a still pond, giving the crew great luck with fishing. Juan watched in anticipation, ready to cook what was caught. I marveled at his ability to enjoy the simple act of feeding others.

“One day, Emmanuel, you might find it within yourself to reach out and help someone without wanting anything in return,” he would preach to me periodically.

Meanwhile, it wasn’t until we traveled a good few thousand miles before Captain Chivers confided in me about Rachel. I sometimes watched him on deck when she passed, doing his best to avoid her.

“She has these strange bleeding moments,” he confided. “I woke the other morning to find the bed sheets covered in blood. Too much blood for the monthly thing. What is this condition? Is it catching?”

Although it was the perfect moment to turn the tables around and blatantly put the fear of God into the man, I couldn't. “You’re in no danger of catching anything,” I replied.

“But why so much blood and what are the markings on her hands and feet? Have you noticed the scars on her forehead? She bleeds from there as well.”

“She claims to be inflicted with stigmata.”

“Is that a disease?”

“A disease of her mind is what it is. She claims to be bleeding out the wounds of Christ from the same places he was crucified. The scars on her forehead are supposedly the crown of thorns,” I explained.

Captain Chivers wasn’t prone to notions or fantasies, in my opinion. My honesty resulted in Rachel being banished from his quarters and ordered to eat and sleep alone. He even went so far as to warn the rest of the crew to stay away from her, convinced she was a disciple of the Devil who had given him the evil eye. It wasn’t long before she was shunned by all.

Juan took a different approach. “You need to put the facts straight. She’s no more in league with the Devil than I. Even if she stole your coin, it doesn’t make her a witch. The crew may begin to fear her presence. They could kill her.”

“Pirates are superstitious; it could be why they’re leaving her alone for now. Why not let them believe she’s the Devil’s disciple? She deserves to suffer,” I replied.

Our conversation was cut short by a noise above deck, loud voices and scurrying footsteps told of a confrontation.

“I expect they’ve sighted a Mughlai vessel loaded with spices. It won’t get very far now. Chivers will force it to stop with cannon fire, board and remove as much in the way of goods as is possible. Maybe I can negotiate a deal for some of the load, cut out the middleman?”

“Emmanuel, I’m closing my eyes and ears to you. I know I’m not a religious man, but doesn’t profiteering from ill-gotten gains go against God’s wishes?”

“So it is written.”

“Then what would be the point of spending your immortality, searching every corner of the world to redeem your coins? Surely God will refuse you redemption by actions such as these, alone—not to mention your lack of compassion for others!”

“Why don’t you go and cook something… leave me to live in my world anyway I want to!” I retorted in anger. “I never judge your actions, so why judge mine?!”

“I have no intention of annoying you any further,” he said sullenly.

“That will be the best news I’ve had all day.”

He left my presence in a huff. We were beginning to get on each other’s nerves. Being at sea for such a long time, barely dropping anchor for longer than a few hours in strange places, forced to spend endless hours together… It was making us crazy.

I also felt compelled to make sarcastic comments to Rachel, who would often pass me without a word. Common sense told me to stop. The atmosphere on board was tense, with most of the crew barely on speaking terms. I didn’t need to make things worse. Every evening at eight, Juan and I would be summoned to the Captain’s quarters for dinner. In the beginning, with Rachel out of the picture, conversation flowed. Now, there was little left to speak of as one month drifted into another without event. I prayed for a strong wind to push us closer to Madagascar. Although we were ahead of schedule, it felt like an eternity.

With so much time to spare, I pondered on what I’d do once there. Maybe I could seek out an island wife, have an army of offspring and live a simple existence forever, forgetting all about coins, consequences, and the like. But the truth was, I feared becoming a committed father. The notion of being faced with a son or daughter that grew older than my physical self was too horrible to contemplate. Being told countless times I was a self-centered, rude and sarcastic woman hater didn’t help either. What wife would tolerate me, and what sired offspring would be proud to be mine?

“Land ho!”

The words brought music to my ears as I raced up on deck to see the outline of Madagascar. A blistering hot morning, the sky was a deep blue and the air was sweet. Soon, I told myself, I’d be enjoying a bowl of fresh exotic fruit while lounging in a shady hammock. Perhaps a nubile dark beauty would rub my feet.

Juan was just as excited. “Finally, we’ve arrived. Maybe someone can cook for me for once. What a blessed relief it will be, to walk on dry land!”

“Think of the new adventure awaiting us—we’re in another world, and one where we can relax and be ourselves,” I said.

I was far away from the harsh cold winds of the Pyrenees and Northern Europe. Nine months of sailing had brought me to a tropical island filled with rich pickings. But instead of a permanent new home, I would be productive and seek out lucrative exports. Spices and artifacts seemed the best things to focus upon, guaranteed to fetch large sums of money from eager buyers.

Unlike Europe, Captain Chivers could moor close to shore without fear of the authorities. In return, he paid the Island Chieftain a hefty sum to ensure his safety. It appeared his wasn’t the only pirate ship surrounding the island. I was soon to find out why.

“What sweet smells, the air is perfumed!” said Rachel as she jumped around on deck like an excited child.

“I suspect it will turn sour the moment we disembark and you put one foot down.”

Incredibly, she laughed, caught up in the moment and disregarding my latest insult. The dock was abuzz with fishermen selling their catch. Islanders, traders, legitimate Captains and pirates, all mingled together in a frenzy of buying and selling, eating and drinking. Captain Chivers pointed out the Sakalava, a minority group on the island known for trading goods for arms. I couldn’t help but be enamored by the beauty of their women, tall and slender with sensual almond eyes, a compelling sight. Rachel stayed close to Juan, with her skin darkened by the sun and hair falling loose, she looked like an exotic half white specimen, something the locals hadn’t seen before.

“They are all staring, how rude,” she commented.

“What did you expect?” I chided her. “How often do you think they see a white girl, let alone one with long hair hanging down and dressed to garner attention? You’re not in Europe now”

“I love it here,” Juan said, tired of our rhetoric. “The air’s so clean and the women are beautiful.”

We dutifully followed the Captain, not knowing where we were going. The heat was overpowering, and I quickly understood why the locals were either barefoot or wearing sandals. The women wore little more than a short colored cloth, much to Juan’s delight. I often forgot he was a red-blooded Spaniard, full of passion and easily ignited. I had seen plenty of nakedness in more hedonistic times long ago. Half-naked island women were decidedly mild compared to scenes I once witnessed on a regular basis. Rachel surprisingly took it all in her stride.

We were taken to a ramshackle hut where two white men knocked back bottles of pure rum and talked loudly. Juan and Rachel were instructed to wait outside while the Captain escorted me in to do what he called a ‘little’ business. “This is Emmanuel Ortiz, a merchant who wants to trade,” was how I was introduced.

“Goods or money in exchange for what I’m selling?” one asked.

“Money or gold,” I replied.

“I have two excellent items, both in perfect condition. They’ll fetch a pretty penny either in the European or new American market.”

“I need to see the merchandise before I make a decision,” I answered with caution, which seemed to be the best approach.

He snapped a finger to his associate, who ran off in a clandestine manner. Less than five minutes later, he returned with two young African women, heads bowed and chained by their necks.

“Less than eighteen years of age, virgins, disease free and strong. They’ll fetch you a good profit as an easy sell to the serious buyer.”

Shocked by what stood before me, their eyes were like frightened rabbits. Human cargo. “This is not my line of business,” I told him, firmly. “I deal in imports of spices and precious artifacts. I wouldn’t know where to begin with slaves.”

“You’ll make triple what you make now with one slave, let alone two. A good businessman never lets an opportunity pass by. I was once from England’s shores. Now I make a tidy sum doing this. With many ships coming to port, they’ll be sold by the end of day.”

Rachel and Juan were waiting patiently outside and, like me, had no choice but to watch as the two girls were dragged away roughly, unsold.

“Maybe the girls have nothing here. Being a slave in Europe can’t be that awful, we’re civilized,” Rachel said.

“Either you’re misguided or just wanting to cause an unpleasant conversation, as usual,” I replied angrily.

“Why not try to dispose of me, Emmanuel? Considering how much you’d like me to disappear, you could sell me off as a slave. I wouldn’t put it past you.”

“Because I’ve better things to do, and it wouldn’t resolve the problem of my missing coin, which I’m sure you have tucked away somewhere,” I replied, searching her eyes for a reaction. There was none, only a blank stare.

“You’ve never knowingly harmed a woman since I’ve know you, I doubt you’d do such a thing as sell one,” Juan said.

“If I’m pushed further than I’ve ever been, who knows what I’m capable of,” I replied honestly. My intentions weren’t murderous, only determined.

“How long will we stay?” Juan gave me the impression he didn’t want to leave. The Madagascar paradise had caught his attention.

“Until the Captain has all he wants and needs. Maybe he’ll set sail for India or the African coast. There’s no telling what his plans are until we’re summoned to leave in days, weeks or months. Who knows and to tell the truth, who cares?” I replied.

I spent the day exploring the island. Meanwhile, Juan went back to the dock, spending much of his time inside the various rum shops. He missed out on more beautiful white sandy beaches, as well as rocky coves seemingly pristine.

“Aye, aye, what have we here?” a voice called out.

“A friendly stranger passing through and meaning no harm,” I replied.

A figure emerged from behind a tree, bare-chested and clad only in a cloth skirt.

“The name’s Robert Dalton, formally from Southampton England,” he introduced himself, cordially shaking my hand. “This is my wife, Abida, and my daughter, Frances Annie.”

Abida held a small child in her arms, with a dark complexion and fair, curly hair like her father. In need of tobacco for his pipe, Robert asked if I’d bought any goods since coming ashore.

“I’ll ask Captain Chivers, I’m sure he has plenty to buy.”

“The biggest scumbag this side of the island coves? I should think not! What would a gentleman like you be doing with the likes of him?”

“There aren't many ships leaving Europe bound for places such as this. I seized the moment.”

It turned out Robert was a former pirate who gave up his cutlass for the love of Abida. He confessed to hiding deep in the forest, waiting for his ship to set sail without him. “My heart is here and I’m not the only one. There be hundreds of sailors and pirates alike, scattered all over the island with their women, vowing never to return.”

“Plenty of women to go round, then?”

“More than you can imagine!” He laughed. “Being there’s a shortage of men, you can’t help but strike gold. And, they prefer the fair skin men more than their own. We’re at a distinct advantage. Even Mercer the Scottish Missionary has a woman.”

I was quite interested to meet this Mercer fellow, to see if he were part of the new breed of misguided preachers who naively thought they could bring Christianity to savages, whether they desired it or not.

“Introduce me to him, and in return I promise you three months’ supply of tobacco at my expense.”

My generosity worked. Robert guided me to a hut not far from his, where a man with a long grey beard and not much hair sat carving something from wood.

“Mercer, can I introduce you to Emmanuel. He’s from… where are you from?” asked Robert.

“I’m from everywhere,” I advised. “And, sir, where do you hail from?”

“From the lowlands of Scotland, a place called Bo’ness. My mission is to help the poor unfortunates on Madagascar find themselves through God and enlightenment. We’re building a chapel for prayer, would you care it see it?”

“Sounds delightful.” It was the last thing I wanted to do but I didn’t want to be rude.

As we walked, I studied him carefully. His beard seemed so out of place in the heat and his hands were soft like a baby’s, a sign he never toiled at anything. I was in the company of an intellectual who delighted in telling me of books he had read and about the one he was writing.

“Do you ever look to the stars Emmanuel? They tell of more than you might think,” he said.

“I used to, a long time ago. In the desert on a clear night when all was visible, I would spend hours looking up. But then, I was little more than a young boy.”

“Shalom my friend, erev tov.”

“Where did you learn to speak Hebrew?” I asked.

“No one is ever too old to learn a language or study the stars. I can do your chart if you like. Tell you things about your past and future,” he replied.

“From the stars?” Was I dealing with a charlatan missionary or a mystic in disguise?

“Yes my boy, and, if my chart was good enough for King Charles the second then it’s good enough for you.”
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An explosion shook the ground—maybe the world. Senses returned, and with them . . . pain.

A blinding light carried me to the unknown. Commotion circled me, confused me. Searing pain swept though and over my body. Between matted straggles of dark hair, I watched a thick cloud of gray dust settle on the strange scene in front of me. When I tried to move, I felt heavy . . . battered . . . ripped apart.

People yelled.

"What the fuck?" said a man wearing a yellow hat, while brushing debris off his chest and arms.

"Who is this asshole?" said another, picking himself off the ground, holding the same type of hat, his body also covered in dirt.

With their looks of disgust pinned on me, I realized immediately I was the asshole they spoke of. With all the strength I could muster, I unlatched my fingers from the mane of a white horse I lay upon and straightened.

Excalibur.

I didn’t know how I knew the horse's name—I just did. But who was I? Where was I? And why did I feel bashed and beaten?

A cool breeze sailed over my skin, alerting me to my nakedness. The light pressure of the wind caused me to grimace out a moan. I tore my gaze from the seemingly confused and angry group of men and looked upon myself. Through the filth covering hard muscle, bright crimson gashes were visible. With a movement that caused me more grief, I brushed dirt-crusted lines of blood off one arm and blinked dust from my eyes.

Excalibur lifted his head and neighed. Particles of dirt slid down his coat. His action caused sharp pains to shoot into my groins, pressed against the horse's warm back.

One of the men broke from the agitated group and came closer. He stopped a few feet from me, gave the horse a look of unease, then looked up. A layer of dirt covered his deeply tanned body, and filled in the squint lines around his eyes. "Hey, are you drunk?"

Was I drunk? After brief consideration, I decided I was not drunk, although I wished I were and this scene was all a bad dream.

The guy spit to the left of him. "You got a name?"

The horse gave a soft nicker and turned, facing me in another direction. Instinctively, I flattened my hand out on its neck to calm it. In front of me, near the edge of the debris-littered road, a white ornate sign, framed in gold, hung from two posts. "Welcome Home to Solomon Brandt Estates
 ", written in black script, stuck out at me from inside the frame.

"The idiot doesn’t know his own name," belted another voice from the crowd.

"I-I'm . . . Solomon Brandt." The weak rasp of my voice sounded unfamiliar. My seared throat begged for liquid.

Laughter rang throughout the circle of bystanders that formed around me and Excalibur.

"Yeah, sure you are. And I'm Abraham fucking Lincoln," said someone else.

More laughter.

Their jesting didn't divert my focus, however. My gaze was plastered to the name on the sign. My name. I was certain of it.

"Hey, Frank, did you call the cops?"

"Yeah, their on their way.

The guy called Frank removed his white hat; similar to the yellow ones, and raked a hand through his flaxen hair. "You're gonna pay for the damage to that sewer line, asshole."

After managing to work a wad of spit, flavoured with dirt and blood, down my parched throat, I turned toward him and answered in a stronger voice. "What is a sewer line?"

The grin Frank sported was a sign of trouble—I knew that much.

The muscles in my chest twitched under the lacerations, adding to the sting. Excalibur pawed at the flat, strange-looking ground. Even though I sat upon a horse, I could tell I was a good six inches taller than the guy glaring up at me, and broader. Although the muscles in his arms bulged from whatever he had been doing, I somehow knew I could snuff out his life with one blow in my best form. But I wasn't in good form, and I had to find out why?

A squeal like nothing I'd ever heard before pierced my eardrums. My mount crouched on its hind legs. With a white-knuckled grip on the horse’s mane, and my knees pressed hard against its sides, I clung to the beast beneath me, as his front hooves lifted and his upper body reared.

The screeching grew louder, and my heartbeat drummed against my chest wall, as I fought to hang on to Excalibur—my lifeline.

The crowed parted, and in between them, burst a shiny, white, motorized vehicle, with swirling red and blue lights on top. With a jolt to my entire body, the horse landed on all fours. A man and a woman, wearing some sort of identical uniform, exited the vehicle and swaggered toward me. My gaze drifted over the strange-looking couple, until it landed on a hand gun in a holster fastened to the woman's belt.

Powerless as I was, my urge to flee the lynch mob suddenly grew stronger. With amused expressions, the uniformed couple stopped a few feet from my mount, closing the gap in the circle. As the man opened his mouth to speak, I leaned forward and spoke low into Excalibur's ear.

"Run."

Without hesitation, Excalibur reared once more before lunging at two men, who sprung to the side, creating a tight opening in the circle. The horse dashed between the frantic-looking people, then veered right and jumped a white picket fence.

The force of the wind stung my skin as Excalibur carried me up an oak-lined driveway toward an enormous white house with a row of huge columns across the front. For a fleeting moment, I felt as if he was taking me home. Familiarity picked away at my brain as we hurtled up the drive closer to the mansion. As familiar as the structure and sweeping grounds seemed, the place also looked foreign, leaving me more confused than ever.

When we rounded the side, leaving the cool shade of the oaks behind, an expanse of well trimmed lawn, with paths laid out in rose bushes, lay before me. The sun beat down on my exposed skin as Excalibur galloped through the floral-lined labyrinth, as if he knew exactly where he traveled to.

Shouts from the mob carried across the breeze then diminished altogether as we neared the woods edging the back field. But Excalibur didn’t slow until we were well hidden amongst the moss-covered trees in the dense forest. I loosened my grip on the mane and straightened, flexing my cramped fingers.

The inside of my thighs chafed against the horse's hide, and I was sure by the bouncing I received on our escape, my most sensitive areas would be blue and blistered. But despite the agony, I remained on my mount, for I knew nothing else.

A canopy of twisted branches shaded us from the sun as Excalibur wove his way through the old forest. Before long a chill settled over me, awakening wounds, transforming misery to new heights. But the unbearable thirst soon overpowered all other conditions that assailed my body, awakening my sense of survival. There had to be a water hole, a puddle, somewhere in this damp, mossy shelter.

With little strength left, I hunched over the horse, closed my eyes and focused on the sounds surrounding me. Overhead, the canopy of leaves rustled softly, and then stilled altogether. Small birds chirped somewhere in the distance, and sticks snapped beneath the weight of the stallion. These things, along with my raspy breathing, and a low snort now and then from Excalibur, kept me company.

The sweet scent of honeysuckle and magnolia carried through the forest and settled under my nose. Although their perfume blended together in the air, I could distinctly pick each apart, as if embedded in a memory. A warm lull blanketed me, tranquilizing my body and spirit.

Maybe the end was at hand—my last few breaths.

As I flitted in and out of consciousness, hoping death would soon take me; darkness crept in, ripping away the blanket of comfort, and seeping into each of my wounds like salt. Moaning hurt my throat. The dark shadow stretched over the forest, bringing with it, raw coldness; its musty, earthy scent swallowing all that was good. My goosbumped skin came alive, and I knew death had averted me once again.

And that made me angry.

Despite my parched throat and the agony I knew yelling would cause, I lifted my head in the air, pulling the veins in my neck, and forced out a noise that sounded like something in between a roar and a growl. Feeling more satisfied than I had imagined, I repositioned my grip on the mane and dug my heels into the horse's sides.

Excalibur picked up speed, weaving through the trees that I could barely make out traveling this speed. But the darkness traveled with us. If I didn't know better, I would think dusk had fallen upon us—in a hurry. But by the position of the sun in the sky before we entered the woods, it could be much past midday.

As we rode through darkened forest, my wounds sizzled and bled as if sharp tree limbs raked over my skin reopening them. Trails of blood ran down my body, accumulating on the white fur I sat on.

Just when I thought I would go insane, we broke into a rocky clearing and back under the afternoon sun, leaving the mysterious shadow, and all its foreboding behind. The bleeding stopped, along with the latest batch of pain. I tilted my face towards the bright globe in the sky, set my shoulders back, puffed out my chest, and took a deep breath, feeling the welcomed warmth wrap around my body. When I checked over my shoulder, the forest behind me seemed as tranquil as when we had entered it. But although the darkness had disappeared, I felt the evil lurking nearby, waiting for its chance to swallow me.

I swept my gaze over the new terrain. Nothing about the clearing looked familiar. But something had to stick out. I had to belong somewhere. I couldn't have just appeared on a horse in the middle of a street I never saw before, half dead, and with no memory of my identity, no memories of anything before an hour ago.

My gaze fell to the back of the horse's head, the spot between his tall pointed ears. "Who am I?" I said, patting one side of his regal neck. "You know, don't you, boy?"

Excalibur replied with a soft nicker.

"I'm Solomon," I answered back with a nod. "Solomon Brandt."

 

 


Chapter Two


 

 

Halfway across the clearing, a pulsing wail—the same dreadful sound that came from the white vehicle—shattered the silence. Before I could nudge him, Excalibur picked up speed and headed for the hills looming ahead. As I bounced on the horse's back, gritting my teeth, as if it helped the pain any, I searched the area, but other than various sized boulders and ground bush, nothing strange stuck out. However, I still had the feeling of being chased.

They searched for me, whoever they
 were.

The piercing sound screaming danger chased us as the pebbled ground beneath turned lush and green and we began to ascend. Excalibur soon found a path that took us into the hills where low lying trees provided airy shelter from the sun as well as refuge from our pursuers, wherever they were. The loudness of the siren lessened.

From the summit of the first hill, I could make out in the far distance, the tops of buildings—strange looking structures with shiny silver domes, equal in height with the surrounding trees. Maybe I lived there. The mansion we rode through on our escape from the lynch mob flashed in my head. The place had felt like home for a brief moment, yet foreign all at the same time.

As we rode on, the landscape turned into a wooded area, less dense than the last forest. The siren had either stopped or we had enough distance between us, I couldn't hear the heart-pounding noise anymore. Weariness settled upon me again, and my head began to droop when Excalibur's ears perked up. I heard it the same time he did—frogs. Hope filled me, temporarily dousing the agony. Where there were croaking amphibians, there would be water. Excalibur twisted his way through a web of alder bushes leading me closer to the glorious sound. A few minutes later, we came to a stream, lined with rocks and mossy banks. Excalibur stopped for the first time since fleeing the mob, and pawed at the ground.

I hadn't really thought about dismounting the horse until now. Excalibur neighed softly, as if feeding me a line of encouragement, or maybe he too wanted a drink of the life-sustaining liquid.

"Okay. Have some patience," I said.

Using my hands, I lifted my right leg over the horse's back until I sat side-saddle, and then slid down his side. But when my feet hit the ground, I collapsed to my knees with a groan. But pain didn't matter in that moment. I crawled over the forest floor until I reached—gold.

Excalibur and I drank together. I filled my grimy hands and brought the cool offering to my parched lips. The cool water, rushing down my throat, revitalized me as I sucked the liquid back as fast as I could scoop it up. Then, despite the cold, I positioned myself so that I sat on the edge of the stream then hung my feet in the water.

As I lay back on the moss, I heard something that shot a jolt of fear through me, and I sprang back into a sitting position.

The sound came from a woman . . . she was singing. I held perfectly still, as did Excalibur. Then the voice ended abruptly, followed by bushes rustling. I jumped to my feet, expecting my knees to give out, but they didn’t. Frantic, I flicked my gaze to the horse. Panic set in as I wondered how I would get on his back. I was a tall human, but he was a tall stallion. He lowered his head until our eyes levelled with each others. The lustrous honey flecks stood out against the browns of his irises, as he stared at me. Then he did something I didn’t expect, he nudged me in the shoulder, and again, until I made a half turn.

"What are you doing?" I whispered

Whether he ignored me or this was his answer, I didn't know, but he snorted and nudged me again, this time between the shoulder blades. I took a step in the direction he pointed me in and glanced back.

With my head, I gestured towards some bushes, and what appeared to be a path worn between them. "This way? Do you want me to go this way?" I already walked as I spoke.

Excalibur followed close behind.

I was deep into the path and about to take another step when I heard something that sounded scarily familiar—a click
 .

From the corner of my eye I saw the barrel of a rifle, pointed at the side of my head. Suddenly, I didn't want to die. I stared straight ahead, sucked in my chest, and held back the next breath. Excalibur must have stopped breathing too, he was so quiet behind me, or maybe he had taken off, after he led me to my doom.

"One more step and I'll blow your brains all over your white-ass body."

The fact that this was a threatening woman's
 voice surprised me. Keen senses, I didn't know I had until then, kicked in. In a flash, I grabbed the gun's barren and I yanked it from her grasp. The gun felt light, although I didn’t know what I compared it to.

Now in control, I turned the weapon on her, but quickly lowered my defences when I saw a petite, middle-aged, woman crouched before me, her jewelled hands held out in front of her shocked expression.

"Tell me your name?" I issued the command in a deep, strong voice, surprising myself.

When she didn’t answer, I said, "Why do you stare?"

"Wh-why do I stare?" Her hands flew to her hips, rattling the many gold wires she wore around her wrist. She straightened, glaring at me, as if she just decided she wasn't afraid. "Huh, maybe because there's a naked, psycho, body builder on my land. And he's holding the gun on me that I should be holding on him. Maybe that's
 why I stare."

Her brazen tone threw me off guard, and I lowered the gun, wincing as the tension left my shoulder.

She flashed me a look of disgust. "Why are you on my land?" she asked, turning the situation back in her favour.

As she spoke, her wide-eyed gaze traveled down my body. Reminding me once again of my nakedness. But I didn’t move. This was her land, not mine. I was the trespasser, not her.

"I search for my home," I said.

Her eyes narrowed. "You were searching, huh? What's your name?"

After a brief hesitation I answered, "Solomon." I scanned the bush on either side of her. "What is this place?"

"The woods?"

"No. The area?"

She narrowed her gaze on me further and answered hesitantly, "Savannah . . . Georgia.


Savannah. Georgia.
 Something about the place sounded comforting.

I considered giving her the gun back as a gesture of trust—I needed someone on my side—I needed food, clothing. But I had to find out more, and if I simply gave her the gun back, she might turn it on me again. I couldn't risk it.

"Woman, is there a—"

"Woman?!" She looked like she might jump me.

The intensity of her glare pushed me back a step, making me trip over a tree root. I stumbled and fell opening a gash on the outside of my leg. Excalibur back-stepped out of the way. It was then this feisty woman seemed to notice the horse.

"Who are you?" she asked him in a surprised tone.

I wasn't sure if she expected him to answer or not.

"This is Excalibur," I said pushing myself to my feet. Warm blood trickled down my leg. "And I already told you, I am Solomon."

Glaring sideways at the horse, she took a few steps backwards. "Y-yes. You did."

When she had backed herself against the bushes, she turned her attention back to me. Her gaze fell to the fresh blood on my leg.

Her hand flew to her mouth to cover a gasp. "Praise the Lord. You need a doctor." Her gaze flicked to Excalibur again, then back to me. "Do you have a pack . . . with some clothes in it? Some I.D. maybe?"

I held my hand out toward Excalibur. "I have only the horse, and I don’t know for certain that he is mine."

"And you really don't know where you came from?"

"I seem to have forgotten, and I shall appreciate any help in the matter of finding out."

"Really, hmm," She said low, as if she spoke to herself. She took a moment to consider something, while drumming the fingers of one hand on her hip. After a deep breath she said, "Okay, come with me. I'll get you some clothes, and drive you to a hospital, but that's as far as my goodwill goes, you got that?"

"Thank you . . . ."

"Melba," she said.

"Melba," I repeated.

She untied a pink scarf that had been wound three times around her neck and held it out to me. I looked at the garment confused.

A blush of red peaked through the brown skin on her cheeks, and she closed her eyes and looked away. "Take it and cover yourself up."

It was only after the scarf was in my hand that she peeked at me from between two fingers. I looked at the silky offering draped over my fingers then back to her. She did an eye-roll thing, snatched the scarf back, and wound it around my waist, tying the loose ends at my hip, all the while her head tilted upward.

When she finished covering me, she turned towards the path and said, "This way."

My companion and I followed.

Although Melba was tiny, she walked with confidence, her back straight, and her stride strong. She wore her trousers and shirt loose, covering any curves she might have had, and her black silky curls bounced on her shoulders. Her appearance seemed strange to me, but how would I know what was or wasn't strange, since I knew nothing else. Yet, although she acted tough, she seemed refined, educated—out of place for . . . for a woman of color.

She never once looked back to see if I still followed, or if I was about to hit her over the head with something—I still held the gun.

A few minutes later, a familiar and welcome scent wafted past me in a teasing manner as we left the trees behind and walked into a yard. The perfume of peach and magnolia blossoms, swaying on a light breeze greeted me, welcomed me and somehow, foretold of spring. I could almost taste their sweet nectar on my tongue. A vision of hot peach pie, cooling on a sill, tugged at my memories. An image of a tiny, older woman of mixed race, similar to Melba, and wearing a flour-dusted apron, appeared in a haze in front of me. I tried with all my might to look past her, to see her surroundings, but like a snap, a sharp noise dissolved the haze, and the vision ended.

The siren blared again, growing louder by the second.

"They're back," I whispered, stopping in my tracks, halfway across the yard.

Melba turned suspicion evident in her features. With her honey brown-eyed glare and matching skin tone, I realized she was a mixture of races, not black or white, but somewhere in between, just like the woman in my vision.

The siren grew louder.

"You mean . . . ." Her gaze widened. "Are you in trouble with the law?"

"No. Maybe . . . I don’t know." It was an honest answer.

Anxiety rushed through me. I was in trouble with the law. I had to be. Were those strangely uniformed people the law?

After shaking her head and saying, "Why me?" while looking at the sky, she grabbed my wrist and pulled me toward one of the two small buildings that sat this side of a white bungalow.

Just as the blaring vehicle pulled into the driveway out front, Melba opened the wide door of what appeared to be a shed, and shoved me inside. "You and," She gave the horse a look of unease, "your friend can hide here. I'll get rid of the cops."

She shut the door on us. Through a crack in a board, I watched as Melba, picked up a basket filled with peach blossoms, fussed with her hair, then headed at a fast pace toward the people she called "cops".

With the distance between us and the breeze hissing through cracks in the boarded walls, I couldn't make out what they spoke of. But the cops got back inside their vehicle and left. Melba came back in a flash.

"They were looking for a drunk, naked man in his mid twenties, riding a horse." She raised her thin eyebrows in question.

So I wasn't very old, about half the age Melba looked. "What did you tell them?"

"I gave them a laugh, and then said I would be on the look-out."

She wasn't laughing now.

"I-I'm not drunk."

"I can see that. But you are
 naked." Her gaze fell to the bulging scarf I wore. "If I didn’t know any better, I'd think you were the product of some sorority prank. But somehow 'sorority boy doesn’t fit your mannerisms. Are you sure you didn’t jump off the cover of a romance novel?" She gave an airy laugh, and then waved her hand in the air. "Forget I said that."

"Forgotten."

Melba spoke strangely. But she seemed trustworthy. She hid me from my pursuers. I had to believe she would help me . . . remember.

"I suspect you're hungry?"

I gave her a nod. "Food would be appreciated, ma'am."

With a laugh, Melba said, "Ma'am?" then looked at the ceiling and said, "Lord, what have you got in store for me?"

She stepped outside into the sunlight. "I'll be back later. I have some things to take care of first."

Excalibur ventured outside with Melba. He stopped to dine on the uncut clover growing up the sides of the shed.

"And you," Melba held a pointed finger to him. "Don’t you touch a blossom on those trees! And stay hidden!"

Excalibur nickered in answer, and then resumed munching clover.

"That's a fine looking Arabian."

"Arabian?" I had no clue as to what she meant.

"Your horse. He's and Arabian isn't he?" When I didn’t answer, she continued. "When I was young, there was a farm 20 miles from here that bread Arabian Stallions. I always liked their regal look compared to the old mare we had."

I took her word for it, since she seemed to know more about everything than I did.

Inside, I found something that looked like a large, green canvas, folded into a square. I opened the stiff object and spread it out on the dirt floor, then looked around for a pillow-type object. A large, shiny bag with the words, potting soil
 printed on the side looked like a fair choice. When I had everything in place I looked down on the make-shift bed wondering where I'd slept the previous night. Then I glanced over my torn, damaged body and hauled in a deep breath . . . at least the searing pain in my throat had lessened. I didn’t want to take advantage of my hostess's hospitality, but I needed rest.

With a groan, I eased onto my back, my head falling into the dent in the bag my fist created, and waited for Melba to return.
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