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THE VAMPIRE HUNTERS TRILOGY
BOOK I
THE
VAMPIRE
HUNTERS



1.
EVEN AT 10:00 in the evening, Union Station thrived with activity. Despite the hour, scores of people bustled around the main concourse. Passengers disembarking from, or waiting to board, their late-night train. Family and friends gathering to greet them or see them off. Porters hauling luggage to the appropriate platform. Cleaning crews sweeping the concourse and emptying trash cans. Shop owners peddling books, magazines, and last-minute souvenirs to weary travelers. And a vampire on the prowl for food.
Drake originally picked up its trail on the Mall, a prime hunting ground for vampires. Spotting the thing had been easy enough. On a balmy spring night it was the only figure along the Mall wearing a soiled red windbreaker with the hood pulled tightly over its head. Before Drake could close in to verify and make the kill, however, the vampire strayed from its usual pattern. Leaving the Mall, the vampire set off into downtown Washington, following Constitution Avenue, a route that provided it with more opportunities to feed. Drake had followed at a discrete distance, waiting for a chance to corner the evil and eliminate it. With so many people around, though, that chance had not materialized. When the vampire turned onto Louisiana Avenue and headed for Union Station, Drake hurried to catch up. He was still far enough behind that when he entered the train station fifteen seconds after the vampire, the thing already had melted into the crowd.
Drake now wandered the concourse, hunting his undead prey. That turned out to be far from easy. Union Station had two levels, each with a labyrinthine maze of corridors housing gift shops and food stalls. Beyond the station lay a multi-level parking garage, loading platforms, and maintenance yard. Drake scanned the area, vainly looking for a figure in a red windbreaker. So as not to look suspicious, he stopped occasionally at a bank of computer monitors listing the arrival/departure notifications as if checking on a train’s status, and would use the chance to scan waiting passengers.
HE HAD JUST STEPPED AWAY from a bank of monitors at the west end of the concourse when the cellular phone in the carry case on his belt began to ring. Only one person had the number—Alison Monroe. She had followed him from the Mall in their midnight-black Dodge Ram and now sat parked in front of Union Station, ready to move at a moment’s notice. Drake reached down and pressed the CALL button, then spoke into the microphone of his headset.
“What’s up?”
“Any luck?”
“Nothing,” Drake sighed.
“Sounds like par for the course for you,” she teased.
Drake smiled. “If you think you can do better, you’re welcome to try. I’d love to sit in the truck once in awhile and let you do the boots on the ground.”
A chuckle came through the headset. “Sorry, boss. You don’t pay me enough for that shit. So what do we do now?”
“I’m beginning to think our friend was on to being tailed, and led us here so he could lose us.”
“You want me to circle the station and see if I can spot him?”
“No, sit tight for now. I want to give the station one more sweep, then…”
Drake sniffed. Almonds. No, more like ammonia—the smell of the putrefying flesh of a vampire.
“Boss, are you okay?”
“Hang on. I may be on to something.” Drake searched the concourse and spotted a figure in a red windbreaker as it disappeared into the men’s bathroom. Breaking into a jog, Drake headed after it. “I think I’ve found our friend.”
“Be careful.”
As Drake approached the men’s bathroom, he slowed his pace and looked around. No one was paying any attention to him. Reaching under his leather jacket, he pulled out one of the three wooden stakes he kept secure in a special pouch stitched into the jacket lining. Holding the base so the shaft rested against his right wrist and inner arm, he stepped into the bathroom.
The place reeked of decomposed flesh and the acrid smell of urine. Drake swallowed hard to force down the nausea that welled up in his throat. No one stood at the urinals. Keeping his back to the wall, Drake quietly moved across the bathroom to the section containing the stalls. Still no one. He stopped to listen, but only heard the whirring of an exhaust fan and the flow of running water from a broken toilet.
And a whimper.
Dropping to one knee and kneeling over, Drake examined the stalls. The last one on the right contained two sets of legs. He stood and raced to the stall, kicking open the door. A young boy, no more than ten, was sprawled backwards on the toilet, paralyzed with fear. The thing in the red windbreaker towered over the child, its head inches from the boy’s neck. One hand with talon-like fingernails pushed down on the boy’s shoulder while the other pushed his head in the opposite direction, exposing the youngster’s throat.
At the intrusion, the thing turned to glare at Drake. It had a pallid face straight from the depths of hell. Black matted hair hung over a slightly-protruding and deeply-furrowed forehead. A pair of blood-red eyes, the yellow pupils of which seemed to glow, leered from sunken sockets. A set of upper and lower fangs had replaced the cuspeds, each fang two inches long and razor sharp. The sunken cheeks and gray pallor indicated that the thing had not eaten in awhile. And it was not happy about being disturbed in the middle of a meal. Its cracked lips drew back in a snarl as an animalistic hiss filled the stall.
Drake raised his arm to plunge the stake into the vampire. The thing lunged at him unexpectedly, its hands connecting with Drake’s chest and throwing him backwards with the force of three men. Drake sailed across the bathroom, crashing through the door of the opposite stall and slamming into the toilet tank. Luckily, he kept his grip on the stake. Despite the pain and disorientation, he raised the stake to defend himself. Instead of pursuing its attack, the vampire hissed at Drake and bolted for the exit.
Drake scrambled to his feet and raced into the concourse in time to see the vampire duck into a walkway between a pair of stores, heading for the main entrance. Drake took off after it.
“Alison!” Drake practically yelled into the headset. “I have a snuffy heading for the main entrance. Cut him off.”
No response.
“Alison!”
Still nothing. Reaching for the cellular phone, his hand touched the empty carrying case and the dangling cord of the headset. Great. Things were going from bad to worse.
OUT IN THE RAM, Alison listened to the battle unfold. She heard the metallic clang of the stall door being kicked open, followed by a hiss and bodily contact. Then the connection went dead.
“Boss, are you there? Boss?”
Reaching into the gym bag on the passenger seat, Alison pulled out a sawed-off shotgun and opened the breech to make sure it was loaded with the special ammo—two shells, the pellets of which had been soaked in holy water. She snapped the barrel closed and reached for the door handle.
Alison saw the vampire race out of Union Station onto the sidewalk. It frantically looked around for a means of escape, and found it. A tanker truck sat idle farther down Massachusetts Avenue, its flashers blinking. The driver stood near the cab asking directions from a young man in a business suit. Running over to the truck, the vampire began to crawl up into the cab. The driver, a burly man weighing at least two hundred and fifty pounds, grabbed the vampire by the shoulders and pulled it back into the street. Spinning around, the vampire clutched the driver by his neck and hurled him across the street into the side of a parked SUV. Even from this distance, Alison heard the metallic thud and the shattering of glass. The vampire turned to confront the young man in the business suit, but he and several other bystanders already had started running. In what seemed like a single flowing motion, the vampire climbed up into the cab and slid in behind the steering wheel. With a hiss of airbrakes, the truck pulled out onto Massachusetts Avenue.
Drake emerged from Union Station, his attention immediately drawn to the commotion to his right. Seeing the assaulted driver and the truck as it pulled away, Drake quickly assessed what had happened. Without hesitating, he raced off after the truck, trying to reach the cab. He made it as far as the rear wheels of the tanker when the truck shifted gears and accelerated. Cutting in behind the trailer as it passed by, Drake grabbed the rear access ladder and jumped on. He paused just long enough to make sure of his footing, and then started to climb.
Shifting into drive, Alison pushed her foot down on the accelerator. The Ram’s engine thundered to life. She set off after the truck.
“He definitely doesn’t pay me enough for this shit.”
DRAKE PULLED HIS WAY to the top of the ladder just as they rolled past Georgetown Law School. From this vantage point, he spotted a slow-moving Cadillac in the left lane blocking their path. Drake felt the truck shift gears and increase speed. Moments later, a jolt rocked the entire trailer as the cab slammed into the car, propelling it forward. Rather than attempt to get out of the way, however, the Cadillac’s driver panicked and applied his brakes. This time the truck crashed into the Cadillac. The second, heavier jolt caused Drake to lose his footing and nearly fall off of the ladder.
A sickening screech of metal scraping against metal made Drake look up. Being pushed along by the truck, the Cadillac lost control. Its front end swayed back and forth, and then finally veered sharply to the right. The car almost made it out of the way when the truck rammed into its rear wheel well. The Cadillac spun around in a near one hundred and eighty degree turn until its front end slid underneath the truck’s tandem wheels. Drake held on tight. The trailer hooked the Cadillac’s front end and dragged it sideways down Massachusetts Avenue, the grinding and crunching of metal providing the perfect accompaniment to the firework of sparks. Suddenly, the tandem wheels obtained a grip on the Cadillac’s mangled hood, rode over its front end, and came down on the other side with a loud crash. Still hanging onto the ladder, Drake was thrown around like a piñata, his knees and ankles banging against the metal ladder. Bolts of pain shot through his legs.
The truck made a sharp turn to the left. For a moment, Drake thought the vampire had lost control and that they were about to overturn. Out of the corner of his eye he caught a glimpse of a red, white, and blue Interstate Highway shield with the number 395 emblazoned across it. They were leaving the city and heading for the open road.
Things had just gone from worse to horrible.
ALISON GASPED AS the truck entered into the sharp turn. Not only because it nearly tipped over, but because the maneuver cut directly across the path of oncoming traffic. Half a dozen cars hit their brakes to avoid an accident, with two of the cars being rear-ended by the vehicles behind them. A Toyota Corolla speeding out of the street on the right entered the intersection just as the truck did, and was barely able to stop in time to avoid a collision. Unfortunately, the driver of the Metrobus behind him, his attention momentarily distracted by a rowdy group of teenagers in the rear, did not. The Metrobus slammed into the Toyota, shoving it directly into the path of the truck. Because of the steep turn, the truck hit the Toyota at an angle, shearing off the front end and spreading pieces of engine and shards of chassis for nearly one hundred feet.
Alison lifted her foot off the accelerator, slowly wound her way through the debris, then again applied gas once into the turn. By the time the two vehicles were onto Route 395, she was only one hundred feet behind the truck. She watched as Drake regained his footing and pulled himself on top of the tanker. With his knees bent and leaning forward to maintain balance, he began to inch his way along the thin metal catwalk running the length of the tanker.
Alison’s eyes grew wide. She slammed her hand against the horn.
DRAKE HEARD THE SIGNAL from Alison. Relieved to have her nearby, he turned and acknowledged her with a wave. From inside the Ram, Alison frantically pointed in front of him.
Drake turned to see the cement revetment of the E Street overpass hurtling toward him. He fell forward onto the catwalk a split second before the revetment whizzed by overhead, missing him by inches. He paused for a few seconds, taking several deep breaths to regain his composure. Then, lifting himself onto his hands and knees, he resumed crawling along the catwalk.
Drake didn’t see the approaching merge with the Southeast Freeway, and wasn’t prepared when the truck swerved left onto the entry ramp. The force of the turn knocked Drake off balance and he tumbled off the catwalk. Instinctively, he reached out to grab something, and with his right hand clutched the small safety rail that ran parallel to the catwalk. Dangling off the side of the truck, he could see the cement jersey barriers racing by a few feet beneath him. Drake lunged his left hand upward, trying to grab the safety rail, but missed. He tried again without success. He could feel his fingers going numb. Mustering all his strength, he made one final lunge for the safety rail and grasped it.
That was as far as Drake got. The curved metal surface of the tanker provided no traction for him to crawl back up.
ALISON QUICKLY TRIED to calculate what the next move should be, but drew a blank. The Southeast Freeway had only two lanes, which were even further restricted by a wall of jersey barriers lining the shoulder of each lane. To move alongside the truck now would put her in too great a danger of being sideswiped, knocking her out of the game just when the boss needed her most. No. She would have to wait and make her move after they reached a more open road.
The truck suddenly veered right, entering the off ramp for the Kevin J. Welsh Memorial Bridge. Once across the bridge and outside of the city, the truck increased speed to seventy miles per hour.
Alison noticed the flashing blue lights reflecting off the interior of the Ram’s cab before she heard the sirens. Glancing into the rearview mirror, she saw two D.C. police cars in pursuit and rapidly closing the distance. As if she already did not have enough to worry about.
Pushing her foot all the way down on the accelerator, she moved into position to help Drake.
THE VAMPIRE NOTICED the flashing blues at the same time Alison did, and looked into the side mirror. Then he noticed Drake hanging off the tanker. Their gazes met in the mirror’s reflection. For a second, each opponent glared at one another. Then the vampire’s eyes narrowed into blood red slits, and his lifeless lips sneered.
For Drake, things went from horrible to FUBAR.
The truck suddenly swung left and back again. Drake’s body slammed against the tanker, the pain so intense he thought his abdomen might explode. He tried lifting his right leg to the upper curve of the tanker, desperately hoping to gain a foothold, but the truck again lurched to the left. And again Drake slammed off the side of the tanker. He felt his grip weakening.
Both Drake and the vampire saw what was ahead of them at the same time. Approximately five hundred feet ahead of them, a red Nissan pick-up cruised along at fifty miles per hour, its flashers blinking. Two large red flags had been placed on either side of the bed. A yellow banner draped over the tailgate bore the words WIDE LOAD. Ahead of the Nissan, a tractor trailer plodded down the center of the highway, a cut-away section of a single-story house extending three feet over either side of the flatbed.
A single thought went through Drake’s mind. Shit!
The vampire steered to the right. The tanker converged on the Nissan like a wolf on its prey. Fortunately, the Nissan’s driver saw the approaching danger and moved into the breakdown lane where he came to a stop. The tanker roared past the Nissan and began to overtake the flatbed on its right side. When the two trucks were side by side, the vampire steered back to the left. The driver of the flatbed attempted to move out of the way, but the vampire continued to follow.
Drake anticipated the move. When the gap between the two trucks closed, he turned to one side and pulled his legs up against his chest, straining every muscle to sustain this semi-fetal position. The trucks collided where Drake’s legs had been a moment earlier. The house section snapped and splintered as the tanker tore its away along its length, showering Drake in shards and chunks of broken wood. After a few seconds that seemed like an eternity, the tanker passed by the flatbed and continued down the freeway.
But the damage had been done. The collision had shifted the house section so that more than six feet extended over the flatbed’s left rim. When the driver tried to pull into the left breakdown lane, the rear quarter of the house section slid onto the road and dragged along the pavement, pulling it almost completely off the flatbed. The driver stopped with a deafening huff from the airbrakes, the truck blocking the right lanes and the house section blocking the left.
ALISON HAD A SPLIT second to make her decision. Shifting into low gear, she aimed for the spot just behind the flatbed where the damaged house section still clung to it. Closing her eyes and lowering her head behind the steering wheel, she braced for the collision. A heavy jolt rocked the Ram, accompanied by the sounds of splintering wood, scraping metal, and fracturing glass. When she looked up, a huge spider web-like crack covered the left portion of the windshield. But she had made it through. Even better, a large debris field covered most of the left two lanes of the highway. While one police car stopped to attend to the accident site, the other slowed to a near crawl as it negotiated the scene.
If she wanted to save the boss, it was now or never while she still had an open road and no police interference.
She saw the tanker a good half mile in the lead and pulling away rapidly. Alison accelerated again, trying to ignore the whistling wind and shards of loose glass coming from the damaged windshield. She reached over and grabbed the shotgun.
NO ONE WAS more surprised than Drake that he still clung to the side of the tanker. The vampire had stopped trying to knock him off. Not that it mattered. He could feel his arms and hands going numb, and knew he would not be able to hold on much longer.
Out of the corner of his eye, Drake saw Alison begin to pass the tanker on the left as they entered the off ramp for the Inner Loop of the Beltway. She raced along the off ramp’s shoulder, staying just far enough to the rear so that she would not be spotted by the vampire while they made the turn. At the last second, she gunned it so that the Ram pulled even with the cab as they merged onto the Beltway. Racing from the off ramp at over sixty miles per hour, both vehicles cut off several cars and trucks. Tires screeched and horns blared as traffic swerved to avoid an accident, forcing all four lanes of the Beltway to a stop. Good, thought Drake, now we don’t have to worry about innocent bystanders.
They were only half a mile from the Woodrow Wilson Bridge.
Alison let go of the steering wheel just long enough to blare the horn. The vampire turned to look, and found himself staring into the twin barrels of the shotgun.
Alison pulled the trigger.
The thunderous roar and flash from the gunpowder momentarily blinded her. When the smoke cleared, she saw the remains of the vampire’s head staring back at her. The face and top of its skull had been blown away, leaving large flaps of dead flesh that folded backwards like the petals of a gory flower. Its lower jaw remained intact as well as a fragment of the upper left jaw that hung loosely, still attached to a strand of flesh. Whiffs of white smoke drifted upwards from the mass of gore as the holy water reacted with pure evil. The vampire tried to hiss, both out of pain and hatred, but could only manage a bloody gurgle. Instead, it turned back to the road and futilely tried to steer.
Alison dropped her speed just enough to fall back parallel with the tanker, then slid as close as possible to the vehicle, placing the bed directly under the dangling Drake. The truck started swaying, grinding the tanker against the Ram and threatening to push it away. Alison steered into the tanker and blared the horn.
Drake let go. He dropped into the Ram’s bed with a heavy thud that knocked the wind out of him. Looking up, he saw the tandem wheels of the tanker only a few feet away, threatening to crush the Ram’s bed and him with it. Alison pulled into the center of the Beltway and slowed. When the Ram came to a stop, Drake stood up, ignoring the throbbing in his legs and knees and back, anxious to see what happened next. Alison stepped out of the cab and stood by the open door.
Entering the approaches to the Woodrow Wilson Bridge, the vampire attempted to keep the tanker straight, but had no way of knowing that the far right lane was closed for construction. The truck hit the jersey barriers blocking the lane and careened to the left at a forty-five degree angle. Not knowing what it had hit, the creature instinctively turned the steering wheel back to the right, sideswiping the barrier a second time. The cab spun one hundred and eighty degrees. The tanker, however, continued traveling straight. Ripping itself free from the trailer connection, the tanker bounced over the cab’s rear chassis and up onto the jersey barrier. The grinding of metal against cement accompanied a panorama of sparks, but only for a few seconds. The hull of the tanker ruptured under the pressure, spewing forth a stream of gasoline that was immediately ignited by the sparks. Drake watched the tanker erupt into a mushroom cloud of orange-red flames and oily smoke.
A few seconds later, a headless figure staggered through the inferno rapidly spread across the bridge. Engulfed by flames so intense that even cement and metal melted, the thing should already be destroyed. Yet it fought to survive. With each step, strips of dead flesh seared off and blew away, revealing muscles and organs that shriveled in the heat. Finally yielding to the inevitable, the vampire stopped. It let out a guttural howl from its shattered, burnt throat that sounded as if it had come straight from the depths of hell. The howling stopped only when the body crumbled into dust, which was instantly blown apart by the intense winds caused by the conflagration.
Only then did Drake become aware of the flashing red and blue lights reflecting off the metallic surface of the Ram. Alison stood facing to the rear, her hands clasped behind her head. A sharp, angry voice focused Drake’s concentration.
“You on the pick-up. I said place your hands behind your head and turn around. Now!”
In one slow motion, Drake turned around and raised his hands behind his head until his fingers interlocked. One of the police cars that had been chasing them sat twenty feet away. Two police officers stood by the front of the car, their pistols trained on Drake and Alison.
The older of the two cops, a muscular Hispanic with Rodriguez displayed on his nameplate, used the same angry voice on Drake again. “Get off the pick-up, slowly, and move beside your girlfriend.”
Drake complied. The two cops cautiously moved closer. Then the Hispanic sighed and rolled his eyes. “Oh, Christ. I should have known.”
“What do you mean?” asked his partner.
“You’re in the presence of a celebrity,” Rodriguez said sarcastically. “You’re about to arrest Drake Matthews.”
“Who?”
“Never mind. You’ll get sick of him soon enough.” Holstering his pistol, Rodriguez removed a pair of handcuffs from his belt and motioned for Drake to turn around. “I assume you won’t give me any trouble?”
Drake turned lowered his hands behind his back. “Do I ever?”




2.
MARK ROACH SAT behind his desk, his eyes closed, massaging his forehead. It did little good. He had one of his special migraines, a whopper of a headache that would sit with him most of the day and defy every attempt, medicinal or homeopathic, to suppress it. This particular migraine was called Drake Matthews.
As chief of the Metropolitan Police Department in Washington, D.C. for the past decade, Roach had more than his share of problems. Violent crime. Street crime. Narcotics. Prostitution. Rush hour traffic. Thousands of misdemeanor and nuisance complaints a year. And, given the nature of this city, the occasional management of a massive political demonstration or the containment of the fallout from a scandal involving some politico. He anticipated these and planned for their every contingency. Yet nothing in his experience or training prepared him for Matthews.
Drake Matthews first came to Roach’s attention three months ago when his officers responded to a brawl in a biker bar near the Navy Yard. They had expected two motorcycle gangs rumbling to the death, with the usual share of knife and gunshot wounds. What they found looked like a war zone. Busted furniture. A pool table broken in half along its width. Broken pool cues impaled into the walls and floor, each surrounded by a pile of ash. A dozen bikers strewn around the debris with wounds ranging from bruises and lacerations to broken bones and concussions. And in the middle of it all Drake Matthews and Alison Monroe, the only ones still standing, Alison clutching a broken pool cue and Drake holding a wooden stake. The arresting officers did not believe these two could generate all that havoc alone, and the bikers refused to talk or press charges, so the two were charged with thirteen counts of assault and battery plus assault with a deadly weapon, with a few charges of malicious destruction of property thrown in for good measure.
But Roach’s headaches had only just begun. Two days after the arrest, the mayor received a visit from a Mr. Smith. He claimed to represent a powerful anonymous benefactor who wanted Drake and Alison released for reasons he was not at liberty to explain. To his credit, the mayor refused to release either of them, at least not without knowing the full details, with which Mr. Smith refused to come forth with. The mayor had dismissed the enigmatic figure, bringing the incident to a close. Or so they thought.
Over the next three days, the anonymous benefactor revealed how much power and influence he actually possessed. He targeted the mayor’s pet project to build a multi-million-dollar sports arena/convention center to bring revenue into the capitol. Despite the deal being within days of being signed, the contractor hired to construct the center was suddenly (and anonymously) made aware of numerous arcane building codes that could significantly delay the project. Then the bank that had agreed to underwrite the venture pulled out unexpectedly and with no explanation. When one of the major corporations that originally had agreed to sponsor the project backed out with no notice, the mayor finally took the hint. He ordered Drake and Alison released later that same day and all charges were dropped.
The police arrested Drake and Alison twice more during the next three months. In each instance, the mayor ordered their release within twenty-four hours. Roach protested the decision each time, and each time he had been dressed down and made to feel like the one in the wrong. This time, though, it would be different.
Roach opened the file folder from last night’s arrest and looked at the mug shot photos. Neither of them looked threatening at first glance. Drake, though forty-five, looked no older than his late thirties. Clean shaven with dark blonde hair cut an inch in length, he looked the all-American type. But then, so did Ted Bundy. That infuriating smirk spoke volumes about his attitude. On the other hand, Alison’s mug shot photo looked like a publicity still for a model. Her raven black hair, cut in a shoulder-length bob just slightly tussled from racing through the streets of Washington, complemented a pair of sensuous brown eyes. Intelligent and attractive, Alison should have been living in northern Virginia juggling a family and a career rather than helping to run the biggest crime spree in the city’s history.
None of that mattered anymore because Drake had outdone himself this time. They already had him for assault on a minor and, depending on what had happened in that stall at Union Station, possibly sexual assault. With luck they could put him away for years, or at the very least hound him as a sexual predator for the rest of his life. Although Roach could never get the assault charges to stick in Alison’s case, she had racked up so many other violations he could put away Alison’s pretty little ass for so long that by the time she got out of prison he would have long since retired. Her joy ride through Washington would be good for at least a dozen moving vehicle citations, such as driving to endanger and failing to stop for a police officer, not to mention illegal possession of a firearm and destruction of property. Once they found the remains of the truck driver killed in the explosion at the Woodrow Wilson Bridge, first degree murder would be added to the litany. None of this included what Virginia and Maryland would charge them with.
Nope. This time Drake and Alison had gotten themselves into deeper trouble than even their anonymous benefactor could get them out of. Too many jurisdictions wanted a piece of their ass. Too many….
The knock on the door brought Roach out of his reverie. “Who is it?”
“It’s me.” Pushing the door open, Robert Dekker, the chief medical examiner, stuck his head inside. He held up a file folder. “I have the test results you asked for.”
“Let me see them.”
Dekker stepped into the office, closed the door behind him, and brought the folder over to Roach. Roach opened it and, as he started reading, motioned for Dekker to take a seat. He flipped through each of the three pages, scanning the text until he reached the conclusion. As he read, his eyes narrowed in disbelief, and he shook his head.
“Bob, this is bullshit.”
“The data doesn’t lie.”
Roach closed the folder and tossed it on his desk. “The machine you ran the test with must be wrong.”
“That’s what I originally thought. So I recalibrated it and tested my own DNA. Everything seemed in order, so I ran a second test against the jawbone fragment found at the crash site.”
“And?”
“And I got the same results.”
Roach stood up and looked out the window. “The machine is wrong.”
Dekker shook his head with the self-assuredness of someone who places more faith in science than in people. “It’s working fine.”
“Then you must have made the mistake.”
Dekker did not take the insult personally. “Maybe once. But not three times. I know you don’t agree with the data, but it’s accurate.”
Though Roach hated to admit it, Dekker was right. He did not like or agree with Dekker’s results, but he could not dispute their accuracy. That bothered him. If accurate, the data had implications he did not want to consider. Roach could barely believe it himself. He would be damned if he would try and explain it to the mayor.
Turning from the window, Roach slid into his seat. He opened the lower drawer of his desk, placed the folder inside, and closed it. Then he sighed. “Keep this report quiet for now.”
“Are you going to suppress it?”
“What do you expect me to do?” Roach held up a hand, cutting off Dekker’s response. “Can you imagine what the media would do to us if I announced those results during a press conference? We’d be lucky if all the mayor asked for were our resignations. Sorry. This is not a reflection on you, but there’s no way in hell…”
Another knock on the door interrupted Roach.
“Come in,” said Roach.
Sergeant Juan Rodriguez entered the room and wished the men good morning, then stood silently, shifting his weight from one foot to the other.
Roach became impatient. “This ain’t the break room, Rodriguez. What do you want?”
“Sorry, sir. The mayor just called and… and…”
“And ordered us to release Drake Matthews and Alison Monroe?” Roach sighed heavily. His frustration and anger got the better of him, and he slammed a hand against the top of the desk. “God dammit.”
“Did you expect anything different?” asked Dekker.
“I figured this time we had the bastard.” Roach massaged his forehead, trying to relieve the throbbing. “Can we transfer jurisdiction to Maryland or Virginia?”
Rodriguez shook his head and braced himself for the tirade he knew would follow. “I checked with the Maryland State Police as well as the police in Prince George’s County. They’ve already been ordered to drop all charges. Looks like Matthews’ benefactor has more influence than we originally thought.”
Roach leered at him. “Sounds like you admire the son of a bitch.”
Dekker chuckled. “Fascinated is more like it. Makes you wonder who’s behind this guy. Especially in light of that.” He motioned toward the desk drawer containing the egregious file.
Roach cast Dekker a withering look. He leaned back in his seat and turned to Rodriguez, giving in to the inevitable. “There’s nothing we can do. Release Miss Monroe. No sense keeping her any longer than we have to.”
“What about Matthews?” asked Rodriguez.
“We can hold him for up to forty-eight hours without charging him. When will that time be up?”
“Midnight tonight.”
“Release him then, but not a minute before we have to. Is that clear?”
Rodriguez nodded.
Roach turned to Dekker. “And are we clear on everything?”
Dekker smiled and offered a mock salute.
“Good. Dismissed.”
Roach waited until both men left, then opened the drawer and pulled out the file folder, thumbing through it one final time before replacing it. He would shred it later. Unfortunately, he could not dispose of Drake Matthews that easily. Bringing that charlatan to justice would be hard enough. Releasing him after last night’s fiasco, however, meant there would now be fewer restrictions on how the police could handle him. One thing was certain. Roach might have to release Matthews tonight, but he felt confident that the two men would cross paths again very soon.
*     *     *
JUGGLING A VENTI CAPPUCCINO in one hand while clutching the shoulder straps of an oversized handbag in the other always presented Jessica Reynolds with her biggest challenge while riding the Metro. Today proved exceptionally grueling. The accident that closed the Woodrow Wilson Bridge had turned the Beltway into a parking lot, forcing many a dedicated driver onto the commuter rail system. What would normally have been a relaxing fifteen-minute train ride into the District from Ballston had taken on the aspects of a crowded cattle car ride to the slaughterhouse. By the time her train crossed under the Potomac, enough commuters had jammed aboard each car that Jessica had practically no room to move. Half a dozen people jostled her from all sides. Shielding the cappuccino as if it were plutonium, she barely managed not to spill any.
At least until her last stop at Judicial Station. The twin doors slid open and Jessica followed a throng of commuters onto the safety of the platform. Just as she exited the car, a dour-looking businessman in a dark gray overcoat pushed his way past, his elbow slamming into Jessica’s hand. The cup imploded, propelling off the lid and erupting the contents all over Jessica’s pantsuit. She stood on the platform, arms outstretched, cappuccino dripping from her hands and soaked cloths.
Another day in paradise.
Jessica sighed. What happened to her life? Growing up as an only child in Wisconsin in the 1980s, Jessica could remember only one desire, or more appropriately, passion. To be a journalist. To one day hear her name mentioned in the same breath as Marguerite Higgins or Christian Amanpour. She never harbored illusions about winning a Pulitzer or becoming the prime time anchor on CNN or FOX News, keeping her aspirations more realistic. When she turned twelve, her father gave Jessica her first writing job drafting the weekly newsletter for the family farm outside of Madison. Granted, circulation was limited to her mother and father, plus a few farm hands who admired her ambition. But she had to start somewhere. From these humble beginnings, the progression seemed only natural. Staff writer on her high school newspaper during her freshman year, eventually working her way up to editor-in-chief by graduation. Staff writer on the Wisconsin State Journal, the college newspaper for the University of Wisconsin, followed by three summer internships on The Badger Herald, Madison’s moderate newspaper. Each step moved Jessica further toward her goal.
She turned down several job offers from local television stations across the Midwest out of concern that the newsrooms were less interested in her journalistic abilities then in hiring a young, attractive, leggy blonde to entice their viewing audience. She did not want to squander her career, wasting several years peddling mindless weather forecasts or an endless stream of crime reports in the vain hope that maybe, in several years, she might get a weekend or early morning anchor slot. Instead, she opted to move to Washington D.C. and land a job as a reporter with one of the nation’s major newspapers where she could put her talents to good use.
So how the hell did she wind up working for The Washington Standard? It was common for a city as large as Washington to support three major newspapers. The city had The Washington Post, which catered to a liberal, more cerebral audience, and The Washington Times, which catered to a conservative, more action-oriented audience. Jessica applied to these newspapers first, only to be told that no positions were available but please leave us your resume and we will call you when we need someone to cover the blizzard in hell, thank you very much. No one actually said it in so many words, but the meaning was clear. She had not come this far and worked this hard to be deterred by a little adversity. She applied for, and got a job with, The Washington Standard. Jessica reasoned that if she worked a few years on any major newspaper, busted her ass, and built up a respectable reputation, then she could write her own meal ticket.
Was that ever a miscalculation.
It did not take long for Jessica to realize that The Standard viewed the phrase journalistic integrity as an oxymoron. Even worse, mainstream Washington gave The Standard only slightly more credibility than the supermarket tabloids. The realization hit her hard one night during a black tie soiree on Capital Hill when a Republican staffer, upon learning where she worked, pointed out to his colleagues that the difference between the newspapers was that The Washington Times was unable to tell a lie, The Washington Post was unable to tell the truth, and The Washington Standard was unable to tell the difference. Though outwardly humiliated, deep down Jessica agreed. She always thought that The Standard needed a headline banner that read “All the news that’s shit we print.”
As much as Jessica hated to admit it, if things did not break soon, she would have to swallow her pride, move back to Madison, and salvage what little remained of her journalistic career.
Once at The Standard’s main office on New Jersey Avenue, where the street transitioned from the tourist neighborhood to the seedy, Jessica made a detour to the ladies’ room to wash off the cappuccino stain. Despite several minutes of scrubbing with soap and warm water, she could still discern a light stain on her blouse and trousers. Perfect. Strike two. She briefly entertained the notion of heading home and crawling back into bed, but feared that with her luck the commuter train would derail on its way back to Ballston.
Strike three waited for Jessica as she entered the newsroom. As she approached her cubicle, she saw a yellow legal-size piece of paper taped to her monitor with the words See me scrawled across it. The handwriting belonged to Dan Philips, her editor. Great. Philips could be curt and gruff when in the best of moods. This terse note did not bode well. Jessica summoned her courage and crossed the newsroom to Philips’ office.
“You wanted to see me?” asked Jessica, sticking her head through the open door.
Philips sat in his usual position for editing copy. He propped his legs up on the corner of the desk, leaned back into his leather chair, and clenched a red pen between his lips while chewing on the tip. He nodded and motioned to the chair in front of his desk. Jessica slid into the seat and waited quietly, knowing better than to disturb him. An old-fashioned journalist, Philips preferred to do his editing on paper, a habit left over from his days as a cub reporter covering Chicago’s inner city. He had spent five years in the Windy City vainly trying to generate a modicum of sympathy for the plight of crack whores, to get city hall to understand that welfare gave handouts to those who did not want to work while handicapping those who did, and to convince at least a handful of African-American teenagers that being a pimp or a dealer was not the best career choice. The experience had shaped his journalistic style, making him impatient with laziness or incompetence. More importantly, it made him a damn good reporter. So how the hell did he wind up here at The Standard? Rumor had it that his columns threatened to slaughter too many of the city’s scared cows and pork barrel projects, which pissed off too many people on both sides of the political aisle. When Philips finally got tired of banging his head against the wall and left Chicago, he had acquired enough of a reputation so that no respectable paper wanted to take on him and the political headaches that would ensue. The key word here being respectable.
At least, according to rumor. As far as Jessica knew, no one had yet mustered enough courage to ask Philips directly.
Finishing his review of the piece, Philips took the pen from between his lips and began to scribble on the last page. Without looking up, he said, “You’re late.”
“I’m sorry. The Metro was unusually crowded…”
“Why were you late?”
Jessica felt her mouth go dry and her palms begin to sweat. “As I said, the Metro was unusual…”
“I’m not asking for excuses.” Philips placed the cap back on the pen, then tossed it and the papers onto his desk. He swung his legs off the desk and turned to face Jessica. “I’m looking for facts. You were late for work. Why?”
“Because the Metro was unusually crowded,” she said tentatively.
“Why?”
“Because some nut burned out the Woodrow Wilson Bridge two nights ago.”
“That nut has a name.” Philips opened an edition of The Post that had been folded on his desk and, turning it toward Jessica, slid it in front of her. The lead story covered the incidents surrounding the car chase, crash, and fire on the Woodrow Wilson Bridge. “Drake Matthews. Have you ever heard of him?”
“No.” Jessica took the newspaper and scanned the story.
“You will soon enough. You’re doing an investigative story on him.”
Jessica tried not to verbally express her indifference. “That won’t be easy. He’ll be in jail for a while.”
“Drake Matthews is going to be released later this evening.”
Indifference suddenly became intrigue. “Are you serious?”
Philips nodded. “I talked with a contact I have on the Police Department. Last night the mayor called Chief Roach and told him to release Drake.”
“Why?”
“Because someone very high level called the mayor and ordered it done.”
“His bail must have cost a small fortune.”
A wry smile pierced Philips’ lips. “No bail was posted. And I have it on good authority that all charges will eventually be dropped. And if that’s not enough to get your journalistic juices flowing, this is the fourth time in three months that he’s been arrested, and the fourth time that all charges have been dropped.”
“Who the hell is Drake Matthews?” asked Jessica.
“That’s what you’re going to find out. I’ve assigned Bill Carter to you as photographer. Let me know if there’s anything else you need.”
“Of course.” Jessica had all she could do to restrain her excitement. Philips just offered her the proverbial opportunity of a lifetime, an opportunity she had been waiting years for. Jessica knew she could handle the assignment, and that once it had been successfully completed her career would take off. She had prepared for this for years. Trained for this. Played out this scenario in her mind. Jessica had no doubts she could do this job. Nonetheless, she needed to know the answer to one question.
“Why me?”
“Fair question.” Leaning forward, Philips rested his elbows on the desk and paused, carefully formulating his thoughts. “Normally I’d give this to a more senior reporter, but they’re currently all on assignment. I’ve been watching your work, and I think you’re up to it. So don’t let me down.”
“I won’t.”
“I’m counting on it.” Philips flashed a smile to show his confidence in her. Then grabbing another piece of copy from his desk, he leaned back in his chair, propped his feet up, and began editing.
Jessica quietly slipped out of the office, trying not to do a jig in excitement.
*     *     *
DRAKE LUMBERED THROUGH the lobby of his apartment building and made his way to the bank of elevators. He jabbed the up button several times, relieved when the doors immediately opened. Staggering inside, Drake pressed the button for the thirteenth floor, then leaned back against the wall as the doors slid shut. After the excitement two nights ago and close to forty-eight hours in a jail cell, the elevator’s ascent seemed pathetically long. When it finally lurched to a stop and opened onto a long, elegantly-carpeted hallway, Drake had to muster all his energy just to step out.
Thankfully his apartment was only two doors from the elevator.
Once inside, Drake emptied his pockets of keys and money, at least the money that had not fallen out during his joyride through Washington the other night. He then noticed a yellow sticky note stuck to the center of the foyer mirror. It read:
NO MESSAGES AT OFFICE
EVERYTHING QUIET
GET SOME REST
P.S. FED VAN HELSING
GIVE HIM A PET FOR ME
Drake smiled. Good ole Alison. He could always rely on her.
Exiting the foyer to the left, Drake crossed the living room to the den located off the balcony. As he stepped into the den, Van Helsing’s head shot up from his food dish, his lop ears lifted in attention. Upon seeing Drake, Van Helsing jumped straight up and raced up to the second floor of his cage. He made several tight circles, stopping only when Drake opened the cage door. With his hind quarters still hunched in the air, Van Helsing laid his chin on the floor, presenting himself to be petted. Drake reached in, grasped the lop ears between his fingers, and gently massaged. After several minutes of such attention, Van Helsing stood up and raced down the ramp to the first level, and nudged the cage door with his nose. Drake opened it, watching with a smile as his rabbit jumped onto the floor, shook his body, and trotted off to explore the apartment.
Drake followed Van Helsing across the den and back into the foyer as his furry companion raced down the hall toward the master bedroom. Drake followed, then veered into the kitchen. Not counting prison food, he had last eaten over two days ago before he and Alison had gone hunting. He needed a hot, home-cooked meal. Instead, he settled for a can of cold, store-bought chili dumped into a bowl and heated in the microwave.
As Drake’s meal warmed to a barely edible state, Van Helsing raced back down the corridor from the master bedroom and turned into the kitchen. The tiled floor did not provide him with the same traction and speed, and Van Helsing’s claws clicked across the floor as he slipped and skidded. However, once on the carpeted-floor of the dining room, he binked, hopping a foot into the air and turning ninety degrees, before disappearing into the living room.
Drake smiled. Of all the reminders of his early career as a vampire hunter, Van Helsing was the most positive. They had found each other nearly a year ago when Drake was a detective with the Boston Police Department investigating what at the time appeared to be a string of serial killings by a sadist with a penchant for blood. One particularly gruesome murder involved the slaughter of an entire family—mother, father, daughter, and infant son. The only survivor of this bloodfest had been a seven-pound mixed-breed rabbit, mottled brown and white in coloration, with lop ears. The poor thing cowered in the corner of its cage, thumping its rear legs in fear. The officer in charge of the crime scene wanted to drop the rabbit off at the animal shelter where its ultimate fate would be little different, though slightly less violent, than the rest of its family. Drake could not stand to see another life slip by, so he adopted the rabbit. Since he did not know its real name, he called him Van Helsing, rather apropos given Drake’s new profession. It had taken Van Helsing a few months before he became accustomed to his new home and felt assured of no longer living in danger, during which time the terrified rabbit either cringed in the corner of his cage or came out only to hide under furniture. But one night he ventured far enough to present himself for a pet, and Drake had obliged with a half hour ear massage. From that day on, the two had been the best of friends. Each night, Van Helsing eagerly awaited for his human companion, asking only for unconditional love in return. Van Helsing was the only one Drake could rely on.
The microwave beeped three times. Drake popped open the oven door, pulled out the bowl, and swirled the chili around. He took his dinner and a can of Diet Coke into the living room, inadvertently startling Van Helsing who had been grooming himself by the sofa. The rabbit bolted across the living room and disappeared into the den. Drake sat in a chair by the balcony overlooking Washington and ate his dinner.
Drake corrected himself. Van Helsing was not the only one he could rely on. He also could count on Alison. She had stood by him for nearly two years now. As his rookie partner in the Boston Police Department, she had been the first to believe Drake when he finally realized that their serial killer was actually a vampire. She had placed her own career on the line to help him track down and exterminate the creature. When the Boston Police commissioner refused to accept the facts of the case and hung Drake out to dry for “the use of grotesquely excessive force” in cleansing the city of that evil, she submitted her resignation in solidarity. And when he moved to Washington to pursue his new line of work, she had volunteered…. No, Alison had demanded to come along, claiming he could not do the job without her.
He could not argue with Alison on the latter. Since the two of them had begun hunting here in the District, she had saved his life on at least half a dozen occasions, or saved him from the even worse fate of being turned into a vampire himself. She also had spent many a night in the adjoining jail cell. He often thought of the old joke that a friend will always be there to bail you out of jail, while a buddy will be in the cell with you reminiscing about what landed you there in the first place. By that definition, Alison had proven herself a true buddy many times over. He would need her more than ever in the weeks and months ahead.
Finishing the chili, Drake placed the bowl on the end table, then sat back and waited patiently. Within a minute, he felt a gentle nudge against his ankle. Leaning over, he saw Van Helsing by his feet, the soulful brown eyes begging for attention. Just in case his human did not get the hint, Van Helsing hunched over and rested his chin on the carpet, presenting himself for another pet. Drake leaned over, scooped one hand under Van Helsing’s front paws and another under his butt, then lifted his furry companion into his lap. As Drake massaged the lop ears, Van Helsing hunkered down. Within seconds, Van Helsing began quietly grinding his teeth in a rabbit version of a purr.
Drake savored these moments of tranquility because he never knew how long they would last. He had been operating in the District for only three months, but already had chalked up more than twenty encounters with the undead, seven of which had ended in his eliminating a vampire. Not to mention four arrests and no convictions. So far luck had been on his side. But luck was finite, and Drake knew he could not rely on it forever. Besides, so far they had only come up against snuffies, his term for the nameless, expendable army of vampires sired by the masters. Masters were stronger, more vicious, and more cunning, and would not be anywhere as easy to kill. There had to be at least one master out there. With Drake having killed seven of its minions, he felt certain that the master wanted to meet Drake as much as Drake wanted to meet him.
*     *     *
ALISON STOOD IN FRONT OF THE MIRROR, checking to see if her outfit had gotten damaged in last night’s encounter, and assessing how she looked in it. The black leather pants hugged her hips and legs. She pulled down on the sides of the black turtleneck sweater, admiring the snug fit. She wore the outfit for its functionality. Black to blend in with the night. Tight fitting so it would not get in the way during combat. And leather to withstand greater punishment. Nor did it hurt that the outfit complimented her toned physique. Since battling the undead for a living, plus two hours of daily martial arts training, kept her in excellent physical shape, she filled out her uniform quite nicely.
Too bad Drake never noticed.
Alison always felt guilty whenever she thought about Drake in that way. She had been harboring mixed feelings about him since she first became his partner on the Boston Police Department nearly a year ago. During that time, they had become colleagues in a life-and-death struggle which had led them to become best friends. Her feelings were probably the result of all the time spent together, or the dangerous nature of their work that created a close bond, or maybe that Drake had been the only man in her life for the past year. In any case, she found herself wanting to take their relationship to a romantic level. Only the fear of ruining that friendship prevented her from pursuing her fantasy.
Alison walked over to the bureau and began to undress. As she slipped off her watch and placed it beside her keys, her eyes fell on a wooden picture frame standing in the corner. It held a black-and-white 8x10 photograph of her parents taken during the policeman’s ball a few month’s before her father’s death. Her mother wore a light blue chiffon gown, her father his Cambridge Police Force uniform. The badge from that uniform hung off of the frame’s upper right corner, with her own hanging on the left.
She barely remembered her father because he died in 1974 in the line of duty before her first birthday. He had been called to investigate a suspicious package outside of a Harvard University research facility that was rumored to be developing biological weapons for the military. The rumors were exaggerated. The facility had been working for the U.S. Government, but to develop influenza vaccines. The suspicious package turned out to be a home-made bomb that detonated, killing her father. No group showed enough courage to step forward and admit responsibility. And because so many radical, anarchist, and fringe groups existed in Cambridge at that time, the authorities never determined who planted the device. Some malcontented sociopath got away with murder, her father received a state funeral, and her mother became a shell of a woman who never recovered from depression and a broken heart.
Despite the death of her father, the police influence in the Monroe household never diminished. Her father’s friends dropped by regularly to check on Alison and her mother. These were old-style cops. Most had joined the force after returning from overseas following World War II and Korea. They walked a beat, and knew those neighborhoods as well as they did their own. Cop killings were almost unheard of, and televised high-speed chases non-existent. Over time, these men became surrogate fathers. From them she learned the qualities that would later carry her through life. Duty. Respect. Honor. Integrity. It seemed only natural, then, that upon graduating from college she joined the Boston Police Department.
What she never anticipated was how those qualities would be so severely tested on her first assignment.
When first informed that she would be assigned as Drake’s partner, Alison had been excited. Drake’s reputation as one of the department’s more intuitive cops meant he often received the more difficult and high-profile cases. Fulfilling her rookie assignment with Drake guaranteed that she would be assigned to a case that permanently would affect her career. Alison got her wish.
A thousand fold.
After slipping out of her work clothes and into a silk nightgown, Alison crossed the bedroom and grabbed a flannel robe from the end of the bed. She stepped out into the living room and over to the balcony doors that looked out over the city. The Capitol jutted above the skyline, its dome bathed in the white glow from scores of floodlights. Beyond that stood the Washington Monument, with the Lincoln Memorial in the distance. The city appeared so elegant. Peaceful. Safe. Many people called Washington home. Others viewed it as the seat of government. Some defined the city by it businesses or its tourist attractions. Alison saw beyond all that. For her, Washington was the latest battleground in a millennium-long war between good and evil.
Alison first joined this struggle back in Boston almost a year ago. Around the time that she had been assigned as Drake’s partner, the Night Stalker case came to prominence. It involved three gruesome murders. A hooker. A petty drug dealer. And a college coed from New Hampshire. Each was believed to have been perpetrated by the same killer. The only thing in common among them had been the manner of death, with each body being completely drained of blood. No one could agree on what type of psycho committed the murders. Naturally, the case fell to Drake.
Over the next month, the killings increased in number and brutality, culminating in the slaughter of a family of four in their home. The discovery of the blood-drained corpses and surrounding carnage changed Drake. A consummate loner, he uncharacteristically took in the family’s pet rabbit rather than have it sent to a shelter to be put down, claiming he could not bare to be responsible for allowing another life to be ended. His deepening obsession with stopping the Night Stalker led him to entertain any theory about the killer, including the absurdity that the killer was a vampire. By now, most of the department labeled Drake as a head case, just another cop who had suffered a breakdown under the stress of the job.
At first even Alison thought Drake had gone off the deep end, though she never admitted as much. She stayed with him not because she believed they were hunting vampires, but because she respected Drake and wanted to make sure he did not harm himself or some innocent bystander. At least until that first encounter with the creature in the Boston Common. It was the first time either of them faced a vampire, and it almost was her last. She expected to run up against your typical serial killer, not the undead. If not for Drake, she would have been killed that night, or worse, become one of them. Yet in saving her, Drake allowed the creature to escape.
The next time they encountered the Night Stalker, events turned out differently because this time they were prepared. Thanks to Professor Reese, they knew exactly what they were fighting and how to defeat it. That final battle took place in Old South Church. Drake saved her life yet again, but not before destroying the thing once and for all, and burning out the church and half the city block.
Drake was forced to leave the police force because of the Night Stalker case. To Alison’s surprise, the commissioner agreed to let her stay on the force without so much as a reprimand. Drake advised her to accept the offer, but Alison refused. Drake had saved her life. Twice. She would be damned if she would repay Drake by letting him take the fall. So she resigned from the force and followed Drake to Washington to hunt vampires for a living. Thanks to some brief but intense training in the martial arts and hand-to-hand combat, for a change she had been able to save Drake’s life on many an occasion.
Besides, after what happened in Boston, she could not look at that city in the same light anymore. Though born and raised there, Boston now held too many unsettling memories for Alison and too many potential horrors.
As she looked out over the Washington skyline, she could not help but feel those same feelings brewing for this city, too. Only this time Alison could not walk away. Not until her and Drake had cleaned out the city of vampires.
Alison sighed. If the last few weeks were any indication, that would not happen anytime soon.
Heading back into the bedroom, Alison climbed into bed and stretched out, allowing her body to sink into the silken-sheeted mattress. Only then did she realize how tired she was. That realization did not last for long, for within minutes Alison fell asleep.
*     *     *
TONI STORMED DOWN the corridor of the time-ravaged Federalist-style row house, her heels clicking off the faded hardwood floors and echoing through the empty rooms. She slammed open the door to the foyer with such force that it bounced off the wall and banged into her shoulder as she passed through. Shadows cast from a dozen candles danced along the paint-chipped walls as she turned onto the massive stairway that wound up to the third floor. The shadows swirled and merged into one, progressively growing the higher she ascended. Not so the anger that raged within her. Toni had tolerated Ion’s shit for nearly eighty years, and finally had reached a breaking point.
Ion used to be the best. Or more precisely, she and Ion used to be the best. He had sired dozens of vampires in his thousand-plus years. Yet none of them shared the special relationship he had with Toni. Not just because they were lovers. Ion and Toni fed off of each other’s lust for violence and depravity, a lust that had plunged Europe into an orgy of carnal darkness. For nearly six hundred years they had terrorized Europe, hiding their bloodlust behind the region’s numerous wars and natural disasters. Many a village had been paralyzed with fear at the mere mention of the names Ion Zeilenska and Antoinette Varela. Many a lover had come to their bed as a sexual conquest and left as a minion of the undead. Many a hunter had died a bloody and painful death trying to add Ion and Toni as notches on their stakes.
All that ended in 1933. Ion brought the coven to Ukraine where he hoped to exploit the political disarray caused by the Sovietization of the region. It turned into a bloodbath. Their own. None of them anticipated that Moscow would react with such violence. In centuries past, the coven had concealed their feastings by hiding among the people they fed upon. Who could have foreseen that the local commissars would seal off Ukraine and slaughter hundreds of thousands of their own people just to kill a handful of vampires, hiding the fact that they had waged man’s only successful war between the living and the dead behind the façade of collectivization and mass famine. Seven million died between 1932 and 1933, but the Soviets had nearly succeeded in wiping out the coven, slaughtering a dozen masters and hundreds of vampires. Only Ion and Toni survived the holocaust, and just barely. It became the greatest loss in the two-thousand-year history of the vampires.
The incident in Ukraine changed Ion. The nobleman from Bulgaria who had charmed Toni into joining the undead as a master, and whose coven had feasted their way across Europe for centuries, after 1933 became decadent and sloppy. Ion now preyed on humans not just for food but to satisfy his sadistic pleasures. He grew careless in his stalking, showing little or no concern for covering his tracks. Over time the new members of the coven became the same way, engaging in a bloodlust of hunting that eventually attracted the humans’ attention. At that point, Toni should have taken over the coven and restored order. Instead, she protected Ion and covered up his mistakes.
But Toni had not fully protected the coven, and now the Master had taken notice.
Approaching the twin doors to the master bedroom, Toni noticed the right side remained open, allowing her to hear a commotion on the other side. She slowed down and listened. Intermingled with the rustling of bed sheets, she heard a feminine moaning, a mixture of fear and pleasure. Gently pushing the door open, Toni peered inside.
Ion knelt in the center of the bed. His raven black hair cascaded down his neck and over his muscular shoulders. His white shirt, unbuttoned and dangling outside his trousers, exposed his burly chest. The same chest Toni had straddled many a night when they concluded their feeding with an orgy of lust. She began to feel her own desire burn between her legs when a whimper drew her attention to the end of the bed. A young girl, barely sixteen years of age, pressed herself tightly against the headboard, her legs drawn up against her chest and clutched by a par of spindly arms. Matted hair stiffly fell across dark, hollow eyes wide with fear. Faded, dirty clothes hung loosely on a body that had eaten little in several weeks. Ion reached out for the girl’s dirt-encrusted hand, but she drew her arms and legs more tightly against her body.
“We had a deal,” Ion said in a gentle tone that barely masked the menacing tinge in his voice. “I’ve taken you off the streets. Now you must fulfill your part of the bargain.”
The girl swallowed hard and took a deep breath, then hesitantly held out her left arm. Ion cupped her hand in his own, and with his left hand pushed the frayed sweater up over her forearm. He leaned forward and kissed her wrist, moistening the skin with his tongue. In an instant, the handsome Balkan features morphed into a pallid, protruding, and deeply furrowed forehead, the blood-red eyes gleaming in anticipation of a meal. Fear filled the girl’s eyes, but she did not withdraw her arm. Ion pulled her wrist to his mouth and bit. The girl closed her eyes and throatily moaned.
After a few moments, Ion stopped drinking and leaned back onto the bed, his breathing rapid. As his excitement waned, Ion’s face softened into its human visage. Without taking his eyes off the girl, Ion pushed the shirt off of his left shoulder and scraped a finger across his left breast, creating a two-inch rivulet of blood.
“Your turn,” he beckoned.
Without hesitation, the girl uncurled herself from the fetal position and slowly crawled across the bed. She lowered her face toward Ion’s chest and paused, seductively licking her lips. She looked up at Ion, her eyes seeking permission to continue. Ion clasped her by the back of the head and pushed her toward the wound. She sucked hungrily. Clutching her hair, Ion pulled the girl closer into him.
Toni’s rage boiled over. By exchanging blood, Ion was turning the little slut into a master beholden to him. A plaything for his perverse desires. Someone to fuck around with while Toni picked up the pieces of his negligence. No more. She had had enough.
Shoving the door open, Toni barged into the room. “Can you quit your whoring for five minutes?”
Ion turned to Toni. Grasping the vagrant by her hair, he pushed her mouth even further into the dead skin of his chest, eliciting a throaty moan from the girl. He smirked at Toni. “Jealous?”
Toni ignored the taunt. “I just talked to Chiang Shih. She’s not happy about the other night.”
“She’ll get over it.” Ion returned his attention to the girl, caressing her hair. “She always does.”
Crossing over to the couple, Toni grabbed the girl by the hair and dragged her off of Ion. The girl screamed. Toni flung her off the bed onto the floor, watching unsympathetically as the girl scrambled backwards into the corner and cowered. Toni spun around to face Ion.
Ion already had jumped out of bed to confront her. “Need I remind you that I’m in charge of this coven?”
“Then act like it. A few more incidents like the other night and the humans will start hunting us again.”
“The coven’s security is your responsibility, not mine.”
“No. Your job is to enforce discipline within the coven, and you’ve fucked that up. While you’re taking sluts to our bed, the coven has become sloppy and careless. Just like in the Ukraine.”
“That’s enough,” Ion bellowed, his human incisors morphing into fangs in anger. “Be careful. You can be replaced. You are not the same woman I sired.”
Toni refused to back down. “I could say the same about you.”
“What do you mean?” Ion asked threateningly.
“The vampire who sired me would never have let Drake Matthews live this long.”
Ion huffed. Turning, he walked away. “He’s merely a nuisance.”
“A nuisance doesn’t take down seven of our coven in three months.”
Ion stopped, clenching and unclenching his fists as he tried to control his anger. But the furious quiver in his voice belied his seemingly calm demeanor. “And I suppose you can do better?”
“Of course.”
“Then Drake Matthews is yours.” Ion turned to Toni and smiled, his anger replaced by an unsettling calm. “Do with him as you please.”
“I will,” Toni answered defiantly.
“Just so long as the next time we talk you tell me that Drake Matthews is dead.”
Before Toni could respond, Ion walked over to the twin doors, swung them inwards, and glided into the darkened corridor. Once again he had shirked his responsibility. But he gave the task of protecting the coven to her, and she would not fail. Toni would save the coven like Ion once saved her back in Ukraine.
A whimper caught Toni’s attention. She looked into the corner. The vagrant whore pulled her knees against her chest and tightly clasped her legs. Her eyes, wide with terror, focused on Toni. With Ion gone the poor thing feared for her safety. With good reason.
Toni lunged. The girl started to cry out, her scream being choked off as Toni’s hand clutched her throat. Toni pulled the girl to her feet. Letting go of her throat, Toni traced the back of her fingers along the girl’s neck and caressed the back of her head. The whore closed her eyes, moaning softly. Clearly this one would do anything to stay alive. Suddenly, Toni grabbed the girl by the hair and yanked her head back. Toni’s once beautiful face transformed into the vampire’s hideously-furrowed forehead. Shocked out of her silence, the girl attempted to scream. Toni plunged her fangs into the girl’s throat, turning the cry into a gurgle as she fed. Digging her fangs deep in, Toni ripped out her throat. As the girl’s lifeless body crumpled to the floor, Toni ran a pair of dead fingers across her blood-stained lips, licking them clean.
Soon Toni would be savoring the blood of the hunter.
*     *     *
A SMALL VILLAGE 100 KILOMETERS north of Donetsk, Ukrainian Soviet Socialist Republic. Summer 1933. Holodomor. A bastardization of the phrase moryty holodom, to inflict death by hunger. A very apt description, thought Ion Zielenska.
That was how the Ukrainian peasants referred to the famine forced onto the region last summer by decree of the Communist Party leaders in Moscow. There were numerous theories to explain why the Kremlin chose this strategy. Most peasants thought it was an overreaction by party apparatchiks in response to Ukraine’s failure to produce a harvest large enough to meet its quota. Others thought it was Moscow’s attempt to crush a growing bourgeoisie that posed a threat to Stalin’s socialist rule. Conspiratorial types believed the ultimate goal was political, to punish the wayward province for not falling into line behind Lenin’s successor. In either case, the end result was the same – more than seven million Ukrainians starved to death over the past year.
Only a few such as Ion knew the truth.
He moved closer to the second-story window of the grain warehouse just outside of the village, taking special care not to allow the sunlight filtering in to fall on him. No one was in sight. But it was still early in the morning, and he did not expect the Russians’ inactivity to last much longer. They would not stop now, not when they were so close to their goal of eradicating the first vampire nation.
When Ion first heard of the plan just over a year and a half ago, he was excited. Everything seemed to have fallen into place. The world was in the middle of the Great Depression, and no one paid attention, let alone cared, what went on inside the Soviet Union. Stalin was too busy consolidating his power in Moscow to pay much attention to what transpired in the countryside. Ukraine presented a power vacuum ripe for exploitation. It was why Ion, Antoinette, and eight other trusted masters were sent to the region to establish a nation of the undead, the initial step in their goal of obtaining dominion over all mankind. At the time, Chiang Shih described the plan as a brilliant strategic move that would ensure the vampires’ ultimate victory.
Brilliant strategic move. What a fucking joke. Ion wondered if Napoleon said the same thing just before his invasion of Russia. He saw firsthand how that turned out.
The masters chose as the site of their efforts a small village fifty kilometers east of Kiev. They swept down upon a kolkhoz one night in June 1932 and began their takeover. Surreptitiously at first, each night turning ten residents into vampires and keeping them hidden away so as not to arouse suspicion. In two weeks, when they had more than a hundred vampires at their command, they descended upon the kolkhoz in full force, completely taking it over. Those who refused to serve as familiars and keep watch over their masters by day were made part of their legion of the undead. The complete takeover of the kolkhoz took less than forty-eight hours. Within another week, five of the surrounding villages were also brought under the vampires’ control. Other masters were sired from among the more compliant locals, and these new masters set off to bring more of Ukraine under the vampires’ dominion. Within a month, conditions would be ideal to move against the primary target – the Ukrainian capital of Kiev. Victory seemed within their grasp. They had taken everything into account, except for the brutality of their human enemy.
Or more precisely, the brutality of one man. Joseph Stalin.
Ion and the others knew full well that, once the humans understood what was happening, they would encounter fierce resistance. By that time, they had hoped to have established a firm foothold in Ukraine from which they could not be dislodged. To root out the vampires would require destroying everything around them, a scorched earth policy no one thought the humans were capable of.
Ion and the others had grossly underestimated Stalin.
Stalin had refused to allow any threat to his authority, and the fact that the threat came from the undead made no difference. Once word of the vampires’ plans reached Moscow, he ordered the entire Ukraine immediately cut off from the rest of the world. As a Communist who denied the existence of God, and as such the dichotomy between good and evil, he could not publicly reveal the true nature of the threat. Instead, he concocted a story about having to stop the Ukrainian peasants from hoarding grain and ruining the push for nation-wide collectivization. Stalin’s plan was genius in its simplicity. Remove all the grain from Ukraine and starve the peasants, and ultimately deprive the vampires of food and starve them.
NKVD troops, the regime’s secret police, roamed from village to village searching for vampires. If found, they were immediately destroyed. The NKVD shipped off to gulags anyone even remotely suspected of serving as a familiar, where fates awaited them far worse than anything the masters could have dreamed up. They even slaughtered livestock to prevent the vampires from feeding off of them. Once a village was secure, the NKVD left troops behind to ensure the threat would not resurface, and then moved on to the next village. Within two months, the vampire nation crumbled. Most of the vampires and more than half the masters had been killed. The survivors fled east, reduced to scavenging for what little food they could find while trying to outrun the NKVD.
Being human, the Soviets could move by day, and used vehicles that could outpace the vampires. One by one, most of the masters were tracked down and eliminated until only Ion and Antoinette remained. He feared their turn had now come. For the past three days, they had kept ahead of one NKVD unit of three hundred soldiers equipped with a T-34 tank. Just before sunrise, the NKVD had entered the town he and Antoinette had been holed up in. The two barely escaped and made it as far as this warehouse before they were forced to take cover from the morning sun. A local peasant had spotted them and made his way back to the village. Ion knew it would not be long before the Soviets closed in for the kill.
As if on cue, a squad of NKVD troops appeared on the horizon in a line abreast, heading directly for the warehouse.
“Ion!” Antoinette called out from the opposite side of the warehouse. “The Russians are approaching. There’s about a hundred of them. And they have a tank.”
Ion abandoned his position and went to her. Poor Antoinette. She was to have been his queen. Now they would merely share a common grave. He knelt beside her and took her hand. She gestured out the window.
The troops were about fifty yards away. As he and Antoinette watched, a small squad of ten soldiers broke off and dashed toward the rear door of the warehouse. One of them carried a flamethrower. The remaining soldiers took up firing position.
“There’s another squad approaching from the back,” he said. “And I’ll bet they have troops on each side.”
“Then this is the end, isn’t it?”
Ion nodded.
“What are we going to do?”
“Take as many of the humans down with us as we can. Come on.”
The two masters maneuvered to the edge of the loft overlooking the rear door and hid behind bales of hay. They did not have long to wait.
The squad of NKVD troops rushed into the warehouse and formed a semi-circle around the door to prevent anything from escaping. Their attention was drawn inside the building, scanning it for vampires. No one bothered to look up. Ion and Antoinette morphed into their vampiric forms and dove off the loft, landing directly among them. The humans spun around to face the threat. The closest four troops died in seconds, their throats ripped out. Blood spurted from their wounds, splattering their comrades. The quickness and severity of the attack produced the desired affect as panic spread through the remainder of the squad. They fired wildly, trying to kill the vampires, but only succeeded in gunning down two of their own number.
Ion lunged at the soldier at the far end of the line, the one carrying the flamethrower. He clasped a taloned hand over the soldier’s face and ripped it off, clutching the bloody skin in his hands. The soldier fell to the dirt, his terrified screams emanating from his gore-covered skull. His finger tightened around the dispenser’s trigger. Ion dove to the right and rolled to safety as flames shot out from the nozzle. Liquid fire engulfed the front wall and two escaping squad members. Their anguished howls could be heard over the melee. One soldier fell to the dirt, thrashing around for several seconds before his body went still, his corpse crackling and popping. The other ran outside, flames licking off him like he was a demon. He made it only a few meters before a comrade fired a burst from a submachinegun into his chest, mercifully putting the soldier out of his misery.
Antoinette attacked the final soldier. He flung aside his weapon and attempted to flee. Antoinette pounced on his back, dragging him to the dirt.
“Nyet! Nyet!” Tears poured down his cheeks.
Antoinette ignored his pleas and plunged her fangs into the back of his neck, savoring her last meal.
From outside, someone bellowed a command. A volley of gunfire erupted. Bullets tore through the warehouse. A second later, the T-34 fired. The round punched its way through the wood and rocketed out the other side of the warehouse. Humans must be using armor-piercing rounds, thought Ion. A small break for them, though it only delayed the inevitable.
“Get back upstairs,” ordered Ion.
Antoinette looked up from her feasting, her mouth covered in blood. Springing from the dying soldier, she ran over to the ladder and climbed out of harm’s way. Ion followed, but by now the hail of gunfire was steady and intense. Three rounds slammed into his chest as he crossed the warehouse. Each one knocked him off balance as they tore through flesh and punctured organs. Although the pain was unbearable, none of the wounds were fatal.
Once in the loft, he made his way back to the window. Antoinette already peered out, trying to gauge the humans’ next move. Flames crawled up the wall and licked at the corners of the loft. As Ion joined her, the T-34 lumbered forward, slowly heading toward the warehouse. Its commander dropped down into the turret, closing the hatch behind him.
“I have an idea,” he said.
“What is it?”
“No time. Just follow me and do what I tell you.”
Ion led Antoinette away from their position above the rear door to a safer location off to the side just as the loft ignited behind them. Several seconds later, the tank’s engine revved. It crashed through the rear wall of the warehouse and pushed its way into the building. The section of loft where the two masters had stood a moment before collapsed, covering the tank in flaming wood. Its turret machinegun sprayed the ground floor, chewing up everything in its path. The tank backed up a few meters, allowing the section of loft to collapse completely. It then shifted into forward and pushed through into the warehouse.
Ion raced forward, dove off the loft, and landed on top of the tank’s turret. Antoinette joined him. From inside the tank, panicky voices yelled commands. The tank lurched to the right, its driver looking for an escape route. Ion did not have much time. He grabbed the handle to the turret hatch, but it was secured from the inside. He pulled on the handle with both hands. The muscles in his arms strained until he thought he would tear his arms out of their sockets. Finally, the metal screeched in protest and the hatch gave way. It popped open, knocking Ion backwards. Which was fortunate, because a hail of bullets from a revolver shot through the open hatch.
When the gunfire stopped, Ion reached in and grabbed the commander by the head. Digging his taloned fingers into the human’s eyes, Ion pulled him out of the tank. The commander clutched Ion’s arm, kicking and screaming. Once out of the tank, Ion flung the commander onto the dirt below. He rolled onto his knees, howling and cupping his face, blood streaming between his fingers. A section of the flaming loft broke free from the wall and toppled over, crushing him.
Antoinette slid through the open hatch into the tank. The gunner and loader were both reaching for their sidearms, but in the strict confines of the turret could not get to them in time. She grabbed the loader on both sides of his head and twisted. A loud crunch filled the interior as his head was turned around one hundred and eighty degrees. With her foot, Antoinette kicked out at the gunner, driving his head into the side of the turret with such force that it burst against the metal, showering the interior with blood and brain matter.
Ion jumped in and closed the hatch. The tank crashed into the loft and lurched to a halt. The driver attempted to escape. Antoinette dropped down into the gunner’s position, grabbed him by the back of the head, and yanked it back so he was forced to look up into her face. The smell of shit wafted up from his position. She leaned closer to him, her face inches from his, and bared her gore-covered fangs.
“Drive us to safety, or I promise you’ll live just long enough to regret it. Understand?”
The driver nodded furiously. Sliding back into his seat, he shifted into gear, revved the engine, and continued plowing through the warehouse until the tank burst through the side wall. A cheer went up from amongst the NKVD troops. Ion looked out of the commander’s view ports. A line of soldiers stood directly in front of the tank, waving for it to stop. When the tank continued across the open field, the troops suddenly realized what must have happened. They all dropped to their knees and raised their weapons. Dozens of weapons fired at the tank, pinging harmlessly against the hull.
The driver looked up at Antoinette. “They’re blocking my path.”
“I don’t care.”
“B-but, they’re my comrades.”
“DRIVE!” she howled.
The driver accelerated. The tank lurched forward, heading directly for the soldiers. Ion grabbed the turret machinegun controls and fired, sending a stream of bullets across the line of men. Most broke and ran. Several took rounds to their guts, dropping to the ground and rolling around in agony. Unable to get out of the way, they were crushed underneath the tank’s treads as it rolled over them. Ion could hear their screams even over the roar of the engine and the cascade of bullets against the hull.
Ion looked around for the turret control. When he found it, he rotated the turret to the right and looked through the view scope. The NKVD squad was chasing them, firing their weapons or throwing hand grenades that fell short. Fortunately, none of them carried rocket launchers. Even more fortuitous, Ion did not see any vehicles in the area, the troops apparently having walked here from the village. That tactical mistake gave him and Antoinette a chance.
When the turret completed a full traverse, Ion stopped it. A copse of trees sat on the horizon, probably twenty or so kilometers distance. They looked thick enough so that the sunlight could not penetrate to the ground. It would be far from an ideal place to hide, but it would give them a head start on the NKVD and a chance to get away. Which was a lot more than they had ten minutes ago.
“We’ve lost them.” Ion leaned down to talk to the driver. “Head for that forest straight ahead.”
“Y-yes, sir.”
Antoinette turned to look up at Ion. “Shouldn’t we head for the road and try to put some distance between us?”
“They’ll have aircraft and motorized vehicles looking for us within the hour. If we get caught in the open, we’re goners. Our best chance is to make it to the forest and try to escape from there.”
Antoinette nodded her understanding. She gazed down at the driver, back up at Ion, and mouthed the words, “What about him?”
Ion placed his forefinger against one side of his throat and slowly drew it across to the other side. Antoinette licked her lips in anticipation. When she turned her attention back to the driver, Ion peered again out the rear view port. By now the NKVD troops had fallen so far behind they had given up the chase.
He and Antoinette might just make it out of this after all.




3.
DRAKE ENJOYED HIS MID-MORNING commute to work. With an insulated mug of iced coffee in one hand and a Macanudo cigar in the other, he strolled down Pennsylvania Avenue, a slight limp in his step. He turned right onto 13th Street, basking in the bustle of downtown Washington. Unlike most Washingtonians, he delighted in the throngs of pedestrians and traffic-clogged streets. Even the noises that became sources of aggravation for others were a symphony to Drake’s ears. The grinding and growling of large vehicles as they downshifted through the congestion. The blaring of car horns. The clackity-clack of skateboards and rollerblades. The crying of babies and the whining of tired children. The chatter of a thousand conversations. The yelling of cell phone users trying to be heard. Drake thrived on it because it signified life.
In a few hours, when the traffic cleared out and the throngs had returned to their homes or hotels, a quiet would descend over Washington.
Then the city belonged to the vampires.
Drake finally arrived at his office in a three-story Victorian-house-turned-office-building near Franklin Park. A nondescript building, its exterior architecture blended with the surrounding structures. Even the black stenciling on the glass panel on the front door that read DRAKE MATTHEWS, CONSULTANT vastly downplayed its significance. From the outside, no one would know that the Bastion, as they called it, contained some of the most up-to-date and unique security features outside of the federal government, ranging from the heat and motion detectors to a sprinkler system fed by holy water.
Drake climbed the stairs to the second-floor entrance and stepped inside the small foyer. Placing the cigar between his teeth, he punched the entry code into the keypad by the door and, upon hearing the electronic buzz signifying that the door had been unlocked, pushed it open and stepped inside.
Alison sat at her desk in the reception room. He immediately noticed that she wore a sheer white silk blouse, tan skirt, and matching high heels, a far cry from the black leather outfit she wore while hunting. The colors accented her brown eyes and hair. She chatted with a young man seated on the sofa opposite her desk, her disarming kindness and gentle smile putting the kid at ease. If only Drake was not ten years Alison’s senior as well as her boss.
Alison’s conversation partner seemed out of his element, looking as if he would be more comfortable at a science fiction convention. Barely out of high school, the kid still had a lean, lanky figure and an unblemished face accented by short blonde hair gelled into tiny spikes. He wore a teenager’s version of proper business attire—red sports shirt, clean blue jeans, and black sneakers. Yet Drake immediately noticed the strength of character in the kid’s blue eyes and demeanor. Despite the uncertainty of the situation, the kid did not seem to be intimidated.
Upon seeing Drake, Alison’s grin broadened. “Good morning, Boss.”
“Morning. What’s up?”
“Not much. We had a message from the repair shop. The Ram will be ready in three days. And the owner sends his thanks.”
“Why?”
“He said that at this rate he’ll be able to put his daughter through college by the spring.”
“Everyone’s a comedian.”
As Drake crossed the reception room, Alison noticed his limp. Her light-hearted manner suddenly grew serious. “What’s wrong with your leg?”
“Nothing. Just sore from being banged around the other night.”
“Maybe you should go to the hospital and get it looked at.”
Drake shook his head. “No way. You know how I feel about hospitals. They’re death’s waiting room. Nothing will get me in one.”
Drake took a drag on his cigar.
Alison sighed in exasperation. “You know, those things will kill you.”
Drake blew the smoke toward the ceiling. “There are some things worse than death.”
“Speaking of which, Smith is waiting for you,” said Alison in a lowered voice.
Smith was the name, assumedly a pseudonym, for the front man of their anonymous benefactor. His presence usually boded ill.
Drake stepped into his office, a large spartanly-furnished room in the back of the house. An oak desk with a leather executive chair dominated the room, with two leather armchairs facing it. A dark brown cloth sofa with an accompanying floor lamp sat in the far corner. Above the sofa hung a painting of Max Schreck as Nosferatu, the only accoutrement that even hinted at their true profession.
Smith sat in one of the armchairs in front of the desk. He stood as Drake entered and straightened the vest of his Savile Row suit. At six-foot-three-inches and two hundred pounds, a physique that testified to considerable time in the gym, and ruggedly-handsome good looks, Smith looked like a Hollywood version of a lawyer. Presumptuous, Drake admitted, since he had no idea what Smith did as a profession. Smith served as the go-between for Drake’s crew and their unnamed benefactor. He had arranged for Drake and Alison to set up in Washington three months ago after they had been forced to leave Boston, including arranging the purchase of this house plus the accompanying equipment. He ensured the funds were always available when required and, presumably, calmed the waters on those occasions when Drake stirred things up with the city’s authorities.
Drake placed the cigar between his lips as he slipped off his jacket and hung it on a hook on the back of the door. “Morning.”
“Good morning, Mr. Matthews.” Smith motioned to the cigar clenched between Drakes’ lips. “You know, those things will kill you?”
“So I’ve heard.” Drake walked behind his desk and slid into the leather chair. “Thanks for getting me and Alison out of jail again.”
“That’s my job.”
“But squaring things with three police jurisdictions? This time you outdid yourself.”
“I could say the same for you.”
Drake nodded sheepishly. “The vampires usually confine their feeding to the Mall or to seedy bars. The other night was the first time they’ve ventured off their usual hunting ground.”
“Any idea why?”
“None. Hopefully it was an isolated incident. A rogue snuffy. Otherwise we’re facing the prospect that these things are either becoming very aggressive or incredibly sloppy.”
“That’s what I thought.” Smith grimaced. “Either way, it’s not good.”
“Nothing we can’t handle.”
“Maybe so. But my boss had to call in a lot of favors to get you two out of jail this time.” Smith held up a hand, cutting Drake off in mid-protest. “That’s not a criticism, just a fact. A couple of more encounters like the other night, and it won’t be long before even my boss is helpless to get you off the hook.”
“That’s a lovely prospect.”
Smith contemplated his next question. “Do you have any idea who the Master is?”
“Not a clue.”
“Do you think there even is a Master?”
“There has to be. We’ve come across too many snuffies for this to be random. There’s a nest somewhere in the city. I just haven’t figured out where.”
“Maybe I can help.” Smith smiled as he gestured with his head toward the reception area. “The kid is James Delmarco. Good kid. And bright. Perhaps a little too bright. Like yourself, he’s had a few run-ins with the authorities. My boss has smoothed things over and wants him to join your team.”
“What’s his specialty?”
Smith grinned conspiratorially. “Engineering. Leave it at that.”
“Is he reliable?”
“We wouldn’t be asking you to take him on board if he wasn’t.” Smith paused, then offered Drake an out. “If the kid doesn’t work out, let me know and we’ll pull him. Nothing can interfere with your primary task.”
“I can’t ask for more than that.”
“Do you need anything else?”
“Just the location of the nest.”
Smith chuckled. “Trust me, if I had that you’d be the first to know. I’ll be on my way then.”
Both men stood and shook hands, then Drake escorted Smith out into the reception room. When Smith left, Drake turned to Jim and offered his hand. “So, you’re the new kid?”
“Yes, sir.” Jim jumped up, wiped his hand against his pants leg, and grabbed Drake’s hand. He had a strong grip, probably the result of being nervous. “James Delmarco, sir.”
“No need to be so formal.”
Jim smiled weakly. “Sorry. It’s just that she always calls you Boss, so I thought you preferred it that way.”
Drake laughed. “Once you’ve been with us awhile you’ll learn that Alison calls me whatever she wants. I’m just glad she picked a name that can be used in public.”
“At least around you I do.” Alison grinned mischievously.
Drake turned his attention back to Jim. “Smith says you have a knack for engineering. What experience do you have?”
“Three and a half semesters at Caltech. I was about to wind up my second year when…” Jim hesitated.
“So what are you in for?” asked Drake.
“Excuse me?”
“What did you do that caused them to banish you here?”
“Well…” Jim paused again, then averted his eyes. “I’d rather not talk about it, if you don’t mind.”
“Not a problem.” Drake patted Jim on the shoulder. “Alison, show Jim where he’ll be working.”
“Sure thing, Boss.” Alison stood up and straightened her skirt, then looked over at Jim. “Follow me.”
As Alison led Jim upstairs, Drake limped back to his office to plan the next hunt.
*     *     *
AS LUCK SHOULD HAVE IT FOR JESSICA, Chief Roach had scheduled a news conference for noon, ostensibly to discuss the Drake Matthews’ case. When Philips told her yesterday that Matthews would be released, it had been privileged information. By this morning, every local newspaper and network affiliate had gotten wind of the story. Considering the damage Drake had caused, that information generated a firestorm in the District. This news conference would be the chief’s attempt at damage control, and Jessica’s opportunity to get some answers.
Since Jessica had received this assignment yesterday morning, she only had enough time to conduct research in The Standard’s database archives. Thankfully that provided more than enough background information. It was the only newspaper not only to report on Drake Matthews’ original arrest at the motorcycle bar three months ago, but also the other two arrests since then. It would definitely make for an interesting news conference.
The briefing room was two-thirds full when Jessica entered. She found a seat five rows back and off to the left, the closest to the podium she could get. Slipping off her overcoat, Jessica barely had draped it over the back of her chair and taken a seat when a bustle occurred behind the podium. Roach entered followed by two other officers, one in uniform and the other in civilian clothes. The flashes from numerous cameras and the glare of television klieg lights lit up the room. Roach stepped up to the podium, with the others taking position behind and to either side of him. He forewent any formalities.
“We’ve received numerous phone calls over the last twenty-four hours with regard to the arrest of Drake Matthews and Alison Monroe. Before we begin, I want to confirm that the reports of Mr. Matthews and Miss Monroe being released are accurate. With me is Robert Dekker, the chief medical examiner, and Sergeant Juan Rodriguez, the arresting officer. They’ll help me answer your questions.”
Half the reporters in the room began asking questions at once. Roach admonished everyone to be quiet, and when order returned he resumed.
“When we originally arrested Drake Matthews and Miss Monroe, we assumed they were responsible for the incident at Union Station and the events that followed. Further investigation, however, cleared them of all charges.”
“What about the assault on the boy at Union Station?” asked the reporter from the local NBC affiliate.
“There was an assault on a ten-year-old boy, but Mr. Matthews was not the attacker. In fact, he saved the juvenile’s life. We have that from the juvenile himself.”
“Will you be releasing the boy’s statement?” asked a television reporter.
“No. Because he’s a juvenile, every aspect of the case that relates to him will remain sealed.”
A young, attractive black woman stood up. “Cheri Tewes. Channel Nine News. If Drake Matthews was not responsible for the attack on the young boy, then why did he run from police?”
“Mr. Matthews did not run from the police,” Roach responded somewhat unconvincingly. “He was pursuing the real attacker when he became stranded on the back of the tanker. Miss Monroe gave chase to save her friend, and although she did commit numerous moving vehicle violations, she did so while trying to save Mr. Matthews from a life-threatening situation, and as such will not be charged.”
“Then who attacked the boy?” asked an older gentleman whom Jessica did not recognize.
Roach hesitated just long enough to shroud his answer in suspicion. “We don’t know who the attacker is.”
“You mean you haven’t positively identified the attacker’s body yet?”
“I mean we haven’t identified the attacker or found his body.”
Another barrage of questions. It took Roach several seconds to quiet everyone down. When calm had been restored, the older reporter asked a follow-up question. “Chief Roach, I’m confused. Didn’t the initial reports indicate that the arresting officers found the remains of the attacker at the scene of the crash?”
“The reason for that…” began Dekker before Roach cut him off with a withering look.
“The initial reports were erroneous,” said Rodriquez as he stepped up to the podium. “I was one of the arresting officers. When we arrived on the scene of the accident, we saw something on fire fall out of the cab of the truck. What we had originally assumed to be the driver turned out to be one of the seats.”
“But didn’t your initial report state that given the violent nature of the accident, nothing could have survived both the impact and the fire?”
“Nothing could have, sir.”
Roach quickly jumped in. “What we’re saying is that we haven’t found the remains yet, which is not unusual given the circumstances behind this crash. The driver was either ejected from the vehicle by the force of the impact, in which case we’ll discover the remains once we expand our investigation into the surrounding area, or, more than likely, was incinerated.”
“Is that another erroneous assumption?” someone called out.
“No,” Roach said forcefully. “We’re still cleaning up the accident site. The remains will be found.”
Jessica saw her opportunity. “Chief Roach, you mentioned that Drake Matthews and Alison Monroe would not be charged because their actions were deemed self-defense. Was self-defense the same reason all charges were dropped following the incident at Jack Nasty’s?”
Roach looked as though someone had inserted an electrode up his ass and flipped on the switch. “Excuse me?”
“Jack Nasty’s. The motorcycle bar down by the Navy Yard. Three months ago the police found Drake Matthews and Alison Monroe inside the bar surrounded by half a dozen bikers who had been beaten so bad they needed to be hospitalized. Were the charges dropped because whatever happened in the bar was deemed self-defense? And was self-defense the reason why the charges were dropped following their second arrest, and after the incident of arson?”
Roach stared at Jessica. She watched as his initial perplexity by the question turned into anger. “I’m sorry, but I didn’t catch your name, Miss…”
“Reynolds. Jessica Reynolds.”
“And you’re affiliated with?”
Now Jessica felt uncomfortable. “The Washington Standard.”
Roach chuckled. The rest of the room laughed. Jessica hoped none of them noticed her turning red.
Roach waited for the noise to die down. “Miss Reynolds, I can assure you that, despite what your readers may think, there is no conspiracy between us and Drake Matthews. While we’re not at liberty to discuss these earlier incidents, rest assured that if we ever have reason to suspect Drake Matthews and Miss Monroe of being engaged in criminal activity, we will arrest them. Now, if you’ll excuse us.”
Roach and the other men turned and strode off the podium followed by a barrage of unanswered questions. Soon the reporters began filing out, many casting disapproving glances at Jessica or uttering snide comments under their breath as they passed. Rather than face the humiliation, Jessica waited until the others had cleared out before leaving the building herself.
Halfway down the front stairs of the police station, Jessica heard someone calling her name. She stopped and turned just as Dekker raced down, slightly out of breath.
“Miss Reynolds, I’m glad I caught up with you.”
“Why? Were there some cheap shots at my expense you forgot to get in back there?”
“You were the only one asking the right questions.”
“How so?”
“Not here.” Dekker cupped Jessica’s elbow in his left hand and guided her down to the sidewalk, then led her down the street. “Do you know where the city morgue is?”
Jessica nodded.
“Good. Meet me there tomorrow night at eight o’clock. I have something you need to see.”
“Can’t you just tell me what this is about?”
“No, ma’am,” Dekker said emphatically, shaking his head to emphasize the urgency of his request. “This is something you need to see. Will you be there?”
“I’ll be there.”
“Thanks. Trust me. You won’t regret this.” Giving Jessica a friendly nod, Dekker turned and headed back toward the station.
As Jessica watched him leave, she began to wonder what was so special that Dekker needed to show her, and if she would regret doing this.
*     *     *
ALISON SHOWED JIM AROUND the office, pointing out how the structure differed from the typical Washington house. Steel-reinforced door and window jams. Iron plates in the walls to deter the undead from gaining entrance. Extensive bay windows and a large skylight, each fitted with thick shatter-proof glass. The installation of infrared detectors, fine tuned to pick up temperature variations of only a few degrees, a necessity since vampires generate no natural body heat. And a structure-wide sprinkler system fed off of a one-thousand-gallon container of holy water located underneath the garage. Jim found the third floor laboratory of particular interest, or at least what passed as a laboratory. The entire floor had been renovated into one large open space except for a single room in the rear corner. Despite its size, the space held only a single gun safe, a metal cabinet containing wooden stakes and bottles of holy water, and a cleared work bench.
Jim strolled around the lab, opening the safe and cabinet to examine their contents, decidedly unimpressed. When Alison finished the tour, he leaned back against the work bench.
“I appreciate you and Drake taking me on, but what am I supposed to be doing here?”
“What do you mean?”
Jim swept a hand around the empty lab. “There’s nothing for me to work with.”
“Filling it is your job.” Reaching into her pocket, Alison withdrew a credit card and handed it to Jim. “Get whatever you need. And don’t worry about the cost. If you need something and can’t find it, let me know and I’ll get it for you.”
“Even if it’s illegal?” Jim joked.
“Yes.”
“Are you serious?”
Alison nodded. “What we’re doing is very important and extremely dangerous. Our backers know this, which is why we have an unlimited bank account and access to anything we need. All we have to do is ask.”
“And what exactly are we doing?” The hesitation in Jim’s voice betrayed that he really would rather not know the answer.
“Didn’t Smith tell you?”
“I want to hear it from you.”
“We hunt vampires.”
Jim sighed. “I was afraid you were going to say that.”
“You don’t believe in vampires?”
“I hoped that was just a cover story, and that I’d really be working for the CIA or the Department of Defense.” Jim pushed himself away from the workbench and walked over to the cabinet. He opened the doors, pulled out a wooden stake, and held it in his hand. Several seconds passed before he turned back to Alison. “Vampires?”
Alison nodded.
“Like Bela Lugosi and Christopher Lee?”
“I’ve seen these things up close. They are not suave and debonair. We deal with monsters, like something out of a John Carpenter or Wes Craven movie.”
“How many… vampires are we going up against?”
The smile fell from Alison’s face. “I wish I knew. We’ve already killed about a dozen vampires in the past three months, and had several run ins with others. That suggests there’s a nest here in Washington, but we haven’t been able to find the master.”
Jim shook his head and held up both hands. “Wait a minute. Nest? Master?”
“There are two types of vampires. Masters are the most dangerous. They’re cunning, intelligent, and more powerful than your average vampire. They’re also extremely difficult to hunt down because they look human and transform into a vampire only to feed. By then it’s usually too late to do anything about them. Wherever a master goes, it establishes a nest and creates a horde of vampires to protect and serve it.
“The vampires created by a master are ugly, blood-thirsty creatures. They’re created when a vampire feeds on a human and the human dies from their wounds. That human comes back to life a few days later as a snuffy.”
“What’s a snuffy?”
“An expendable. They’re sole purpose is to be snuffed in order to protect the master.”
Jim sighed. He closed the cabinet and turned to Alison. “I guess I have a lot to learn.”
“You will. With time. Right now you only need to know how to kill them.”
“Why’s that?”
“Because your job is to help us find better ways to get rid of these things.”
Jim smiled, finally feeling in his element. “And exactly how do we kill them?”
“There are several options.” Alison motioned for Jim to follow, and the two headed for the stairs. “The traditional method is to drive a stake through their heart. Decapitation and incineration are also very effective. Exposure to sunlight will destroy them instantly. Holy water won’t kill them, but it does major damage and slows them down. We just haven’t figured out a way yet to turn it into an effective weapon.”
“Silver bullets will also kill them, right?” Jim asked excitedly. “Or is that a werewolf?”
Alison chuckled. “You definitely have a lot to learn.”
*     *     *
LEESBURG, VIRGINIA. Thirty-five miles west of Washington. A suburban town on the fringe of the region’s urban sprawl. It offered the vampires a poor hunting ground, and so had never been prowled. Until tonight.
Toni sought a special prey that required special bait. In this case, knee-high stiletto boots, a leather miniskirt, and a tight black tank top. The hunting ground was a motorcycle bar. Not just any motorcycle bar, but the Roadhouse Café, an establishment known for its particularly rowdy clientele. The sign hanging in the front window succinctly characterized the type of patrons—Better here than across the street—a reference to the county courthouse located opposite the square.
As Toni approached, the glow from a green neon sign bearing the bar’s name and the accompanying Harley Davidson logo reflected off her face. Straightening her tank top, Toni pushed open the door and stepped inside. Travis Tritt’s “T-R-O-U-B-L-E” blared from a series of speakers mounted along the wall, attempting to drown out the twin televisions mounted above each end of the bar and the raucous conversations. The lighting came mostly from a series of fluorescent lamps hanging over each of the half dozen pool tables and the small lamps on each of the tables arranged along the rear wall. Eddies of cigarette smoke churned by ceiling fans swirled around the pool tables. An ideal, seedy environment filled with bikers, rednecks, and good ole boys. The perfect marketplace for Toni.
The door had barely swung shut behind Toni when she suddenly became the center of attention. The pool players near the front noticed her first. Then, like a wave through the bar, others began turning in her direction. Toni strolled through the billiard tables with a gait honed by hundreds of years of seduction. Her gaze met that of several men, trying to find just the right one.
“Hey, sweet thing.” A scrawny man just over five feet in height with a three-day growth of beard and uncombed hair blocked her path. A cigarette with ash still attached hung from his lips. He reeked of second-hand smoke and beer. The word repulsive came to Toni’s mind.
“I’m Big Eddy. Remember that name. You’ll be screaming it later tonight.”
Toni fought back the urge to rip open this maggot’s throat and watch him die. She could not even stomach the idea of feeding off of this human.
Fortunately, fate intervened. A behemoth of a biker walked up behind Big Eddy. Over six feet in height and weighing more than three hundred pounds, the biker’s chest and beer belly strained against his T-shirt and black leather vest emblazoned with the Harley Davidson logo. He still held a pool cue in one hand, grasping it in such a way that it could easily be turned into a weapon if necessary. Not that anyone in this bar would be crazy enough to pick a fight with him.
The biker grabbed Big Eddy by the back of his neck, lifting the runt so he had to stand on his toes, then turned Big Eddy to face him.
“Jesus, Mike. What are you doing?” Big Eddy thrashed about, trying to break free.
“What have I told you about bothering me?”
“T-to never get in your way i-if I knew what was good for me.”
Mike squeezed Big Eddy’s neck, evoking a yelp of pain. “So why are you bothering me?”
“I-I’m not. I’m t-talking to her.”
“Well, she’s with me.” Mike squeezed Big Eddy’s neck again. “Understand?”
Big Eddy nodded furiously, so Mike released his grip. The runt scurried out of arm’s length, nervously looking over his shoulder, then headed for the front door.
Toni looked at Mike and smiled seductively. “Thanks.”
“Don’t thank me. Eddy’s an obnoxious little shit who hits on every broad who comes in here. A lady like you deserves a real man.”
“Like you?”
Mike stepped forward, wrapped an arm around her waist, and puller her closer. “Damn straight.”
“You’re wrong about one thing, though.”
Mike scowled. “You better not be teasing.”
“I’m not.” Toni wrapped her fingers around the pool cue and began to stroke the shaft. “You’re wrong when you referred to me as a lady.”
“Damn,” Mike drawled. “I’m buying you a drink.”
“Why waste time on a drink when I’m ready for the main event.” Toni pulled the cue toward her lips and gently blew on the tip.
“Hot damn.” Mike tossed the pool cue to a friend. “Take this. I’m going back to the apartment.”
The friend grabbed the pool cue in mid-air. “I guess you want me to make myself scarce for an hour?”
“Make it two.” Toni wrapped an arm around Mike’s arm and ushered him toward the parking lot out back.
Mike had parked his Harley in the far corner of the lot among several other motorcycles, all of them hidden behind a van. He mounted the Harley and started the engine, then patted the seat behind him. Toni straddled the seat. She ran her hands up and down his arms.
“You ready, baby?”
Toni nodded.
“Good. You’re about to have a night you’ll never forget.”
“So will you.”
Mike did not see Toni morph into a vampire. His first indication that his life was almost over came when Toni plunged her fangs into his neck. Mike struggled to break loose, but could do nothing more than flail around. She sucked deeply, drinking his blood until he had been drained enough to stop fighting. Toni tore a huge chunk of flesh from Mike’s throat, then spit it into the grass. It took only a few minutes before the life completely drained from his body.




4.
TONI TRUDGED THROUGH the muck of the Washington sewers. The collected waste from hundreds of thousand of humans soiled her stiletto boots while the stench of excrement invaded her nostrils, sickening her. Of all the vile habits of these filthy creatures, feeding off of animal flesh had to be the most disgusting. Rather than thrive on something as pure in essence as blood, they preferred dead flesh. The odor of decay oozed from their pores and tainted their blood. It was why she preferred to feed on the young, whose bodies had not yet been tainted. These creatures deserved to be hunted.
Toni despised having to travel through the sewers like vermin, a demeaning but necessary evil. Hundreds of years ago, she and Ion had roamed the Balkan countryside at will, feeding on humans like the cattle they were. Now vampires needed to show caution less they become the hunted. In order to maintain the coven’s security, its members had to enter and leave the row house through a slanted passage dug by hand through the ground that connected the basement with the sewer underneath the foundation.
Upon reaching the passageway, Toni scanned both ends of the sewer for humans. Seeing no one around, she sprang up to the opening in the ceiling and scrambled the fifteen feet to the basement. Sailing out of the passageway, she landed on the floor with a thud. Startled, a large sewer rat scurried for cover under the desiccated body of a sanitation worker who inadvertently had stumbled across the coven several months earlier. Toni ignored the rat and made her way upstairs.
Upon entering the master bedroom, Toni discovered the corpse of a young black man drained of blood and thrown into the corner like a discarded blanket. From the scraggly hair and soiled clothes, she surmised he had been a straggler. From the bruises on his shoulders and back, Toni knew he had been brutalized before being drained.
Toni shuddered as the nightmare images of her own turning flooded back into her consciousness.
Ion was a sadist. He always had been, even before his transformation into a vampire. As the undead, Ion terrorized entire villages and in some cases entire countries. Many of the masters Ion sired had gone insane during their turning, themselves then becoming scourges of Europe. But none ever compared even minutely to Ion’s viciousness and decadence. A few centuries ago, Toni had met the vampire who had sired Ion and heard the truth about Ion, for the first time becoming aware of just how deep the well of depravity was sunk into Ion’s soul.
Ion had been born in the late thirteenth century as the youngest of seven sons of a Romanian nobleman. With six heirs ahead of him, he had no decent prospects for his future other than the priesthood, which provided a measure of prestige and limited authority, but at the price of morality and celibacy. Instead, Ion traveled to Jerusalem and joined the Knights Templars, the order of religious warriors who renounced their worldly possessions and lived in the Holy Land to protect Christian pilgrims and the local crusader kingdoms. He had readily adapted to his new profession, thriving on the Papacy-sanctioned slaughter of Muslims, and soon built a reputation as a brave and particularly fierce defender of the faith. Rome and Jerusalem paid him accolades, while Damascus and Cairo issued fatwahs for his death. There even had been talk of nominating Ion as the next Grand Master of the Templars.
Despite the greatness that lay before him, Ion balked against the limits, few as they were, that had been placed upon him in his cleansing of the Holy Land and quickly wearied of his vows of virtue, celibacy, and poverty. Renouncing his pledge to the order, he assembled a group of local bandits and set out to raid the pilgrimage routes to Jerusalem. At first the raids were no more than a nuisance to the crusader kingdoms, robbing pilgrims of their wealth and a few women of their virtue. Possessed by a growing obsession for violence, however, Ion soon abandoned all restraint. The raids plummeted into an orgy of brutality. All men over the age of twelve, the elderly, and the infirm were massacred or left in the desert to die from dehydration. Women and young boys were sold into slavery, but not before many of them experienced sexual perversions they could not ever have conceived of. When the Templars attempted to stop Ion and bring him to justice, he shifted his raiding to the east, preying on the caravans leading to Mecca, and showed the Muslim pilgrims even less mercy then he did Christians. Within two years of his arrival in the Holy Land, Ion had become the most hated and wanted man alive.
Things fell apart for Ion in 1289. After almost two centuries of Christian occupation of the Holy Land, Cairo and Damascus raised an invincible army and launched the final campaign to push the infidels back into the sea. One by one the cities of the crusader kingdoms fell to the Muslim forces until only the Templar citadel at Ashlit remained. Ion managed to evade the rampaging armies and sneak into the city before the last Christian ship departed, but because of his renunciation of his vows and his crimes against Christians, the Grand Master refused him passage to safety. Instead, the Templars chained Ion to the main gate of the city and left him for the Muslim conquerors.
Ion could not even conceive of the horrors the Muslims had in store for him. Sworn to bring Ion back to Damascus alive, his captors inflicted on him every indecency they could imagine short of death. By day his hands would be bound and tied to a horse’s tail, forcing him to walk through the beast’s urine and dung until he collapsed from exhaustion, and then would be dragged along for the remainder of the day. By night he would be repeatedly sodomized by as many as thirty of his captors. It took three weeks to reach Damascus, by which time Ion longed for the execution he expected would put him out of his misery.
The caliph of Damascus had lost an aunt and three nieces on one of Ion’s raids against Mecca-bound pilgrims, and lusted for revenge. First, he ordered Ion’s anus seared with a red-hot poker to punish him for the sin of sodomy. Next, the caliph had Ion lashed to the tallest minaret in the city and his head covered with honey, then left alone until his face swarmed with bugs that infested his mouth and nose. This torture was repeated daily for a week until the incessant buzzing and gagging drove Ion insane. Only then satisfied that Ion had suffered enough, the caliph banished him to a dungeon beneath the city’s garrison where his jailors took turns sodomizing and humiliating him. One of Ion’s jailor-rapists had been a master who, over the course of several violations, sired Ion into the legion of the undead. Soon after, the master arranged Ion’s escape. Yet by now the damage to Ion’s psyche had been irreparable, and his victims would greatly suffer for it. Toni among them.
The images of that nightmarish evening still haunted her even after all these centuries. A peasant girl from the southeast Austro-Hungarian Empire, Toni’s destiny became entwined with Ion’s during the Muslim assault against Budapest in the mid-fifteenth century. Ion rode with the Saracen hordes as a jihadist warrior so he could hide his feeding amidst the pillaging. Toni’s village had fallen in an orgy of slaughter. She tried to hide in her family’s pasture, and might have survived had not Ion been in search of prey. Ion had smelled her fear and tracked her down. She had braced herself to be raped. It would not have been the first time. But nothing this side of hell could have prepared her for that night.
Dragging her to a nearby barn, Ion molested her repeatedly over the course of a week, feeding off her blood with each violation, slowing draining her of life while preparing her to be a master. The true depravity occurred during her feedings on Ion as part of the siring process. Ion forced her to perform oral sex on him. She could still remember the feel of his cold, dead flesh between her lips. The way Ion clutched her hair and held her head in place as he raped her mouth. The sperm that filled her throat, its flavor that of rancid death. The taste of blood as Ion forced her to bite his cock and feed. And the degradingly erotic thrill from being violently seduced. Such humiliation was actually a sign of his affectation for Toni, for Ion treated in this manner only those he intended to sire.
The unlucky ones, like the corpse discarded in the corner, were brutalized and drained of blood.
Toni started undressing when Ion walked in. He wore only a red satin robe that hung open at the front. Dried blood caked around his mouth and encrusted his pubic hair. Upon seeing her, his eyes narrowed into menacing slits. “I’m glad to see you finally decided to come home.”
“I had something to take care of.”
“I don’t suppose it involved killing the hunter?”
“Be patient.” Toni barely disguised her disdain. “He’ll be taken care of in due time.”
“I hope so.” Ion crossed to the other side of the bed. He used his foot to push the corpse out of the way, then flopped onto the mattress. “For your sake.”
Toni felt her insides clench. Do not argue with Ion, she warned herself. Concentrate your energy on killing the hunter.
Hoping to change the subject, she turned and pointed to the corpse. “Who was that?”
Ion shrugged. “Some junkie. He hit me up for a fix. Must have thought I was a dealer.”
“What are you going to do with him?”
“Nothing. I’ve already drained him.”
“What are you going to do with the body?”
“Throw it into the basement with the others.”
This was Ion’s way of pawning off unpleasant tasks on her. At times like this it did no good to argue. As Ion slid deeper into decadence and irresponsibility, he became more aloof and demanding, and had slowly pushed Toni to the periphery of the coven. Only when she brought down the hunter would she be able to regain some of her lost authority. Until then, taking care of this menial task would give her an excuse not to share her bed with Ion.
*     *     *
STANDING BY THE DOOR to the back office, Jim looked around the work area and mentally patted himself on the back. Yesterday this area sat empty except for a few stray pieces of furniture. After a dozen phone calls and a trip to Best Buy and Home Depot, and a shopping spree at a gun store in northern Virginia, he had stocked the room with almost everything he would need. An ammunition reloading press. A woodworking lathe. A miter saw. A table saw.
Now he needed a warm meal, a hot shower, and good night’s sleep.
Jim entered the small bathroom off of the office. He turned on the shower and set the faucet to hot, and while the water heated he stripped out of his clothes. His gaze fell upon his reflection in the mirror. In particular, the mottled red scar tissue across his right shoulder and chest. His hand involuntarily came up to touch the dead skin, recoiling at the leathery texture. Revulsion welled up inside of him. Not from the scar, but from the circumstances surrounding how he obtained it. It served as a constant reminder of what he had been. Or more accurately, what he had become.
Jim disrobed and stepped into the shower. He adjusted the nozzle to pulsate mode, then increased the flow. The pulsating stream from the showerhead pounded into his skin, soothing tired muscles. He slowly rotated his shoulders from side to side, letting the jets massage his back. It felt good against his skin, except for the disfigured tissue. How could a lack of sensation carry so much emotion? He had hoped to wash away the memories, but the events that led up to this were as deeply etched in his memories as the scars on his body.
Orphaned at the age of ten by a drunk driver, and with no other family who could—or wanted—to take care of him, Jim had wound up in a foster home in New London, Connecticut. His foster parents were kind enough, and were far from abusive or neglectful, but the entire clan could have been the poster family for dysfunctional. Being a lawyer, his foster father worked sixteen hours a day seven days a week, and rarely came home. His foster mother, however, doted on Jim. Smothered would have been a more appropriate word. She craved the attention because her biological son, David, was spoiled and self-centered. A nearly perfect GPA. Captain of the hockey team. Acceptance to Harvard Law School. And an engagement to the most beautiful and popular girl at school. David had it all. Even worse, he felt entitled to it. David treated his mother like one of the servants, and because of that she focused her attention on Jim. At first Jim had not minded, for the attention partially filled the emotional void left by the loss of his own parents.
David took issue with this. Despite treating his mother like dirt, his selfish streak would not allow him to share her affections. David grew resentful of Jim, and as a result began bullying him. It began as minor stuff. Name calling. Stealing things from his room. An occasional punch in the arm. Egged on by his friends, David’s behavior soon escalated into full fledged harassment until, before long, half the hockey team hunted down Jim in the halls. On one occasion, a few of David’s friends beat him up in shop class. Jim refused to rat them out, and for a while David treated him decently. Jim had hoped that the bullying had finally come to an end, and that David had realized he had gone too far and had backed off.
No such luck.
Turning off the faucet, Jim grabbed a towel and began drying himself. He had been doing the same thing when David and four of his hockey teammates cornered him in the high school shower after gym class. Jim knew he could not beat them in a fight and tried to walk past. They roughed him up, cranked the shower to its highest setting, and threw him in. Unfortunately for Jim, the water heater had been turned up too high. The scalding water left Jim with second-degree burns over thirty percent of his shoulders and back.
The repercussions were typical. Because the scalding had been unintentional, and because the bullies were part of the “in crowd,” they got off light—one week suspensions and probation for the remainder of the school year. Because David’s father was a highly-respected lawyer, both the school board and the police agreed to keep this case out of the courts. Despite their getting off so easily, the incident did not endure Jim to David or any of his friends. They continued to verbally, but quietly, harass him in the halls, though they were too afraid to do anything beyond that.
Jim, however, did not feel restricted by such inhibitions.
Jim could not take on David and his friends in a fight, but he did have his own way of doing things. After being released from the hospital, he spent the next few weeks with a digital camera acquiring photographs for the yearbook. Not that he served on the yearbook staff. But then, these were not your traditional yearbook photos. He thought of them as a commemoration to the life and times of his assailants. David downstairs in the family room in a very comprising and X-rated situation with a cheerleader who was not his fiancée. The goalie, the most macho of the hockey team members, as the centerpiece of a gay gangbang. Two other team members torturing a cat. And the fifth buying a hit of ecstasy off a local drug dealer. Jim placed copies of each of these photos between the pages of the yearbook just prior to distribution. Within seventy-two hours, his assailants’ darkest secrets were laid bare for the entire school to gawk at.
More importantly, the payback outweighed his expectation. David’s fiancée publicly broke off their engagement at the senior prom during her acceptance speech as prom queen, then went home with the football player who had been crowned king. His photos of the cat torture and drug deal generated considerable interest from the local authorities. The local humane society investigated the incident and uncovered enough evidence to prosecute, sending each of the torturers away for six months. While the police could not gather enough evidence to put away the ecstasy user, it derailed his application to join the State Police. And in an ironic twist of fate, the goalie who had been outed now became the target of the school’s homophobes, being beaten so badly on one occasion he required hospitalization.
Jim never felt any regret over the suffering he had caused his assailants, which seemed unusual for a supposedly sensitive type of guy. Deep down he knew he should feel guilty, but they had no qualms about harassing and bullying him. They never even showed remorse for scarring him. Jim reasoned that if he could inflict a little heartache and a few legal problems, then he partially had settled the score.
As Jim stood in front of the mirror and straightened his clothes, he could not ignore the fact that this cavalier attitude stayed with him in college, and eventually generated his own legal troubles. Major troubles. Which was how he wound up working for a vampire hunter.
Still, no matter what happened, he had no regrets.
Stepping back into the main area, he saw Drake and Alison milling around the work bench. Drake examined the ammunition reloader, nodding in approval. Upon hearing Jim, the two turned. Alison smiled and offered a quick wave. Drake gestured toward the work bench.
“Impressive.”
“It’s nothing.”
“No. I mean it,” said Drake. “What you’ve done is impressive.”
“Thanks.” This time Jim said it with pride.
“Did you have any trouble getting this stuff?”
“Not really,” Jim said excitedly, anxious to talk about his work. “Most of this was off-the-shelf. I picked up the reloader and the ammo in northern Virginia. But I couldn’t buy the guns because of the restrictions here in Washington.”
“Tell Alison what you need and she’ll arrange it.”
Jim looked at her in disbelief. “You can do that?”
“No problem.” Alison smiled. “I’ll have it for you in a few days.”
“Great. I’ve thought up some new weapon designs. I’ll start working on them right away.”
Drake shook his head. “Hold off for now. Go home and get some rest. Tonight you’re going hunting with me and Alison. We’ll pick…”
“Whoa.” The excitement Jim felt a moment ago had drained away. “Hunting? Like for vampires?”
“Is that a problem?”
“I’m not a hunter. I’m more of an… idea man.”
“I’m not asking you to mix it up with the vampires. I just want you to stay with the vehicle.” Drake tried to sound reassuring. “But if you’d rather not, we can work around that.”
Jim had not counted on this. He had been intrigued by the engineering part of the job, but never anticipated being asked to participate in the hunt. He had been terrified of confronting the bullies in high school and college. The idea of going up against the undead nearly paralyzed him with fear. But Jim’s fear that he would let down Drake and Alison bothered him even worse.
“No need for that.” Jim attempted to muster a confidence he did not feel “Just let me know what you need me to do.”
“Go home and get some rest, then be back here around midnight.”
“Sounds good.”
Drake nodded his approval and headed for the stairs. Alison followed, pausing by Jim long enough to offer a few words of encouragement. “Don’t worry. You’ll do fine.”
“I hope so.”
Jim watched Alison walk out. I just hope I don’t screw up and get us all killed, he thought.
*     *     *
“THIS PLACE GIVES ME THE CREEPS.” Bill Carter reached down and unconsciously fondled his Nikon 35mm camera as a source of comfort.
“It’s not that bad.” Jessica led the way down the basement corridor of the city morgue.
“Bullshit. This place smells like death.”
Just the opposite, thought Jessica. She had been to several crime scenes and accidents, and knew the stench and decay that accompanied death. This place had an antiseptic smell. Alcohol. Cleaning fluid. Disinfectant. A smell that was artificial. It made Jessica uncomfortable. She shivered and zipped up her jacket. Not against the cold, but against the chill that ran down her spine.
Halfway down the corridor, an older black man with short gray hair sat on a folding chair. His paunch strained against the dark blue jacket of his security guard uniform. He was pouring coffee from a thermos when he heard Jessica and Bill approach. He placed the thermos and cup onto the floor and pushed himself out of the chair, using the wooden back as support.
“May I help you folks?”
“We’re looking for Robert Dekker.”
The guard’s eyes narrowed. “You realize it’s after office hours?”
Jessica quickly formulated a cover story. “We’re doing a piece on the television show CSI and how it’s making criminals smarter. Dekker volunteered to help us with our research, but asked to do so on his own time.”
The guard looked between Jessica and Bill, uncertain as to whether or not he should believe them. He finally shrugged, not caring one way or the other. Sitting back down, he bent over for his thermos. “Dekker’s is the first door on the right.”
Jessica thanked him, and the two proceeded down the corridor.
“I don’t see why you needed me here,” said Bill.
“I told you.” Jessica tried not to let her irritation show. “Dekker said he had something he wanted to show me. You’re here to take the photos.”
“The only photos I’ll be taking is of you and Dekker getting it on.”
“What?”
“Come on. Dekker invites you to the morgue after hours because he says he has something special to show you.” Bill spoke the last five words with heavy sarcasm. “He has something stiff to show you, all right. In his pants.”
“You’ve got to stop reading Hustler.” Jessica feigned a laugh. Although part of her started to wonder if Bill’s sex-obsessed mind actually had hit upon the truth for once. If Dekker intended that, she would lay the bastard out on a slab. In either case, she would soon find out. They stood in front of the door to the morgue.
“Remember,” said Bill. “I’ll take the photos of you two, but I own the rights to post them on the ’Net.”
Jessica ignored him. She knocked three times.
No answer.
She knocked three times again, only harder.
Still nothing.
Reaching for the knob, Jessica found the door unlocked. Opening it a few feet, she stuck her head inside and gagged at the odors that assaulted her senses. It smelled of human waste, like an intense bout of diarrhea brought on by food poisoning, only mixed with the sickeningly sweet smell of rotting meat. Swallowing hard to keep down her vomit, Jessica leaned forward to peer inside.
The autopsy room had a sterile appearance that belied the disgusting stench. Dull yellow tiles that looked as if the brightness had been scrubbed out of them covered the walls. Glass cabinets and a stainless steel counter dominated the opposite wall, the metallic surface lit only by a string of lights mounted underneath the cabinets. A stainless steel dissecting table sat in the center of the room, illuminated by a bright ceiling-mounted surgical lamp that had been positioned over the cadaver of a young woman. A Y-shaped incision already had been cut into her skin, which had been pulled back to reveal the body cavity.
Dekker stood in front of the table dressed in a blue smock and white latex gloves. Reaching over to a metallic cart, he picked up an electric bone saw and switched it on. The saw emitted a high-pitched whir not unlike that of a dentist’s drill. Jessica watched as Dekker made a V-shaped cut along the cadaver’s ribs from the outer, lower extremities of the ribcage up to the sternum. When finished, he put down the saw and lifted the severed breastplate. The tip remained attached to the sternum, so Dekker began twisting and pulling until the breastplate separated from the ribcage with a loud crack.
Jessica breathed deeply through her mouth to block out the stench, then entered. Bill followed. Dekker had picked up a scalpel and was using the blade to scrape the pericoidal sack away from the heart. Jessica cleared her throat to catch his attention. Dekker did not hear her. She took a step closer, this time clearing her throat more loudly. Dekker looked up. He stared at her quizzically for a moment, then his expression changed to one of recognition.
“Miss Reynolds. I’m glad you made it. But you’re a little early, aren’t you?”
Jessica motioned to the wall clock behind him. “Actually, I’m about fifteen minutes late.”
Dekker looked over his shoulder and shrugged, realizing he had lost track of the time. “Sorry about that. Guess I got carried away. This case is fascinating. Last night, 911 received a call to go to George Mason University in response to a young girl unable to breath. When the EMTs arrived, the girl was already asphyxiated. But here’s the interesting part.”
Sliding his left hand into the chest cavity, Dekker squished through the viscera. With his free hand he motioned for Jessica to join him. She hesitated, so Dekker motioned more emphatically. Knowing she had to go through with this to get her story, she stepped closer.
Dekker pulled out an organ that looked bluish-black. “Look at this lung. In a twenty-year-old college girl, it should be pink. This black color means liquid has been aspirated, or breathed into, the lungs. The probable cause of death was that she vomited in her sleep, breathed in the vomitus, and asphyxiated herself.”
Bill stepped up beside Jessica and peered into the body cavity. “You mean she drowned in her own puke?”
“Pretty much. I’ll draw some blood from her heart to send to toxicology. My guess is that it’ll turn up significant traces of alcohol. These kids can get so drunk they don’t even realize they’re drowning in their own vomit. Sadly, this happens all the time on college campuses.”
Bill moved around to the opposite end of the dissecting table and watched Dekker as he made an incision along the stomach’s surface, then used the blade to push the flaps of tissue aside. A yellowish liquid filled the stomach cavity. Taking a glass jar and a soup ladle from off the cart, Dekker inserted the ladle into the cavity, scooped out some of the yellowish liquid, and poured the contents into the bowl. He had begun to scoop out a second ladle when Bill leaned closer. “What are you doing?”
“Preparing a sample of the stomach contents for toxicology. They’ll examine the particulates for toxins or biological contamination.” Then, as an aside. “She died shortly after her last meal.”
“How can you tell?”
“Stomach acid breaks down food within three hours. After that, the contents pass on into the intestines. Since her stomach was more than fifty percent full, we can determine the time of death as one to two hours after her last meal.” Dekker secured a plastic lid over the glass bowl, then held it up to look at the contents. “Did you know that stomach acid is one of the most corrosive substances known to man? Slaughterhouse workers who cut out the intestinal tracts of cows and pigs are covered with skin ulcers due to their exposure to the acid.”
“I didn’t know that.” Bill walked around to the head of the dissecting table. As he passed behind Dekker, Bill held up his right hand, making a circle with his thumb and forefinger, then used the forefinger of his left hand to simulate sex.
Jessica tried to ignore Bill, but Dekker caught the motion in his peripheral vision. For the first time, Dekker noticed the camera dangling around his neck. “What’s that for?”
“To take pictures,” said Bill in a smart-ass tone.
Dekker turned to Jessica. “Why did you bring a photographer?”
“I’m sorry.” Jessica attempted to sound apologetic. “You said you had something to show me. I wasn’t sure what, so I brought Bill along just in case.”
“What I have to show you can’t be photographed. And you can’t site me as the source.”
“But if I can’t source the story my editor w…”
Dekker crossed his arms across his chest. “Only myself and Roach know this. If it gets out, I’ll be fired. Or worse. My conditions, or no deal.”
Shit. Jessica knew that if she agreed to this, she would not be able to run with the story. If she resisted, she would never find out what Dekker had to show her. She had no choice but to agree. If she could at least find out what Dekker wanted to tell her, she might be able to find the same information from another source.
Resigned to the inevitable, Jessica looked over at Bill. “Could you wait outside?”
Bill shrugged. “No skin off my teeth. I still get paid.”
“Thanks.”
As Bill exited, he muttered to himself just loud enough for the others to hear. “I wonder where the freezers are? I’ve never tried necrophilia.”
Jessica sighed. “Sorry about that. Bill can be an asshole sometimes.”
“Can he be trusted? I’ll be in a world of shit if it ever gets out that we talked.”
“Bill’s cool on the score. He may have a big mouth, but he knows when to keep it shut.”
Dekker hesitated as if reconsidering his decision to talk to her. After a few seconds, he nodded and turned back toward the cabinets. Opening one up, he removed a piece of folded cloth, placing it on the counter. He motioned for Jessica to join him. As she approached, Dekker unfolded the cloth, revealing what looked like a charred piece of meat and several chunks of bone.
“What is it?”
“A piece of the lower jaw and some dislodged teeth from the truck driver who died in the crash at the Woodrow Wilson Bridge. The suspect who Drake was chasing.”
“Roach said at the news conference that they hadn’t found the driver’s body.”
“He lied. When the arresting officers arrived at the crash scene, they reported seeing the driver emerge from the cab on fire before disintegrating.”
“So?” asked Jessica. “He was cremated in the fire. What’s the big deal?”
“To cremate a body you need to burn it at fifteen hundred degrees for two to three hours. The temperature of the fire at the crash site, and the time the body was in the fire, didn’t even come close.”
“Then what caused the body to disintegrate?’
“I don’t know. In over twenty years as a medical examiner I’ve never seen anything like this. But that’s not the strange part. Look at these.”
Dekker pulled the cloth containing the jaw fragment and teeth over to Jessica. “The arresting officers brought these back. One of them reported seeing these fall off of the driver as he emerged from the wreckage. I sent one of the teeth and a portion of the jaw fragment over to the lab for testing.” Dekker hesitated, uncertain as to whether he wanted to continue.
“Go on,” Jessica prodded.
“All they could determine with any certainty was that whatever disintegrated at the crash site had once been human.”
“Once?”
“The lab conducted a carbon dating test to determine the age. These jaw fragments and teeth are over three hundred years old.”
Jessica hoped she had only misunderstood. “What are you implying?”
“That whatever crawled out of that truck was at least three hundred years old.”
“Impossible.”
Dekker shook his head. “I thought the same thing at first. So I had the lab run the tests again. The results were the same.”
“But how?”
Dekker shrugged. “Beats the hell out of me.”
“Did you check these results with anyone else?”
“I wasn’t allowed to. Once Roach heard about this, he ordered me to sit on it.”
“So why are you telling me?”
“I’m a scientist, not a cop. I understand the need to hold certain information from the public. But Roach is trying to ignore this information and deny that it even exists. Since I’m under orders not to investigate this any further, I’m hoping you can.”
“You can’t be serious?”
“I am.” Dekker picked up one of the teeth and dropped it into a glass vial, which he then handed to Jessica. “Get this independently evaluated. Then run down the story until you uncover the truth.”
Jessica took the vial. “But you just said you’ll be in a world of shit when Roach finds out you gave this to me.”
“If Roach finds out I gave you these samples. The press have been all over the crash site. If anyone asks, just say you found it at the scene of the accident and assumed it came from the driver. I’ll catch some flak, but as long as you don’t rat me out I should be fine.”
“You have my word on that.” Jessica slid the vial into her pocket. “I don’t know how I can thank you.”
“Just let me know if you find out who that tooth belongs to.”
“Or what.”
“Yeah.” An uneasy moment passed between the two. Finally, Dekker averted his gaze. “I don’t mean to be rude, but I have to get back to work.”
“No problem. I’ll let myself out. Thanks again.”
As Jessica headed for the door, Dekker returned to the dissection table and took a scalpel from off the tray. Jessica hurried out so she would not have to watch any more of the autopsy.
Bill waited in the corridor, crouched down with his back against the wall. On seeing Jessica, he pushed himself upright. “That didn’t take too long. I guess he didn’t hit on you after all. Or he’s a quick shooter.”
“Very funny. Come on.”
Bill fell in behind Jessica. “Did you get what you came for?”
“Yup.” Jessica reached down and felt the vial through her pocket. She had gotten a lot more than she had hoped for.
*     *     *
THE MIDNIGHT-BLACK Suburban rolled along the far right lane of Independence Avenue, passing the Air and Space Museum and heading west toward the Potomac. Alison drove. Drake sat in his usual spot in the passenger seat while Jim fidgeted in back. Not that Drake could blame Jim. It was just before seven in the morning, a few minutes before sunrise. They had been on the hunt for almost seven hours and had cruised the Mall twenty times, but with no luck. Which surprised Drake. He hoped tonight had just been a fluke. If the vampires had changed their feeding patterns, it would take months to determine the new ones.
“What do you think, boss?” asked Alison. “The sun’s coming up soon. Should we call it a night?”
“Might as well,” he said reluctantly. “Continue until you hit 17th Street, then let’s head back.”
Alison cruised along for another few hundred yards until they had to stop for the pedestrian walk light in front of the Smithsonian Institute’s Art and Industries Museum. A young Asian couple holding hands started across the street, followed by a jogger, a young woman on a bicycle, and a middle-aged man in a business suit. Seconds later, another figure raced out of the museum’s shadows and into the crosswalk. Stooping over and slightly bowing its head away from the stopped cars, the figure quickened its pace and rushed across the street. Though dressed in a thin brown greatcoat and a black wool cap pulled down over its ears and forehead, the hunters could clearly see the pallid skin of the undead.
Drake leaned forward in his seat, his eyes fixed on the thing. “Alison!”
“Don’t worry, boss. I’m already on it.”
Alison watched the vampire to see in which direction it headed. When the other pedestrians reached the sidewalk, they turned right, except for the Asian couple who turned left and headed back along Independence Avenue. The vampire turned with them, maintaining a discreet distance but still close enough to move in for the kill at any moment. Alison attempted to make a U-turn, but by now the traffic signal had turned green and the oncoming lanes of traffic surged forward, blocking her path. The moment a break in the traffic became available, she spun the steering wheel sharply and gunned the Suburban into a 180-degree turn. By now the driver behind Alison had grown impatient and, in frustration, blared his horn. The commotion attracted attention, and everyone who had crossed the street turned to look, including the vampire. Upon seeing the Suburban, it bowed its head and raced past the Asian couple.
Jim leaned forward. “Are we going to take it down?”
“Not out in the open,” Drake responded. “We’d attract too much attention. We have to wait until it’s isolated.”
“You might get your chance.” Alison pointed toward the vampire as it turned onto 4th Street and broke into a run.
Drake smiled. “Let’s get him.”
Alison swung onto 4th Street and accelerated. The vampire was already a block down the street. Alison gave chase. Just as they were about to overtake it, the vampire veered off into the slanted driveway of an underground parking garage, ran down the ramp, and disappeared around the corner. Alison overshot the driveway. Shifting into reverse, she backed up a few feet, and drove the Suburban down the ramp.
“Stop here,” ordered Drake as they entered the garage.
Alison shifted the Suburban into park. Drake and Jim got out and moved around to the front of the vehicle, each looking around for the vampire. Off to the left and recessed about ten feet back from the main wall sat a foyer. The foyer housed a single elevator and, surrounding the outer wall of the shaft, a staircase leading down. With multiple levels to the garage and a score of vehicles parked on each level, the hunt would favor the prey.
Drake walked around to the driver’s window and leaned in toward Alison. “Pull into one of these empty spaces, but keep the engine running. If the snuffy slips past us and tries to escape, take it down. We’ll call you if we get into trouble.”
“Which should be in about two minutes,” Alison said through a flirtatious grin.
As Alison backed the Suburban into an empty space opposite the exit ramp, Drake stepped over to Jim. He pulled a pair of stakes from the pouch inside his leather jacket, holding one in his right hand by the hilt so his forearm partially hid it. He passed the other one to Jim.
Jim took the stake and looked at it tentatively. “What’s this?”
“A wooden stake. Very effective for killing vampires.”
“No shit. Why are you giving it to me? I thought I was tech support?”
“You just got promoted.” Jim started to complain, but Drake held up a hand to cut him off. “I need someone to cover my ass, and you drew the short straw. Of course, if you’d rather go down there without a weapon.”
“Point taken.” Jim held up the business end of the stake and grinned.
Drake shook his head and led the way into the garage.
Both men slowly walked down the center of the ramp, Jim six feet behind and to the left of Drake. Drake listened for any sound and watched for any movement that might betray the vampire’s whereabouts, but heard or saw nothing unusual. Just the whir from a series of exhaust fans and the dripping from a leaky water pipe. Ten feet beyond the foyer, a large sewer rat bolted out from under a parked Nissan and scurried across the cement. Startled, Jim jumped back and took a battle stance, then let out an embarrassed sigh when he realized it was only a rat.
At the turn onto the second level, Drake crouched to scan underneath each vehicle for their quarry. Nothing. Climbing back to his feet, Drake continued down the garage and turned the corner onto the third level.
Drake and Jim had just passed the elevator on the third level when they heard a commotion behind them. Drake spun around in time to see the vampire drop down from the ceiling where it had been hiding amongst the steam and water pipes. It hit the cement with a dull thud. Raising its head, the thing snarled at the hunters through clenched fangs. Before Drake or Jim could react, it bolted for the stairs and raced down to the lower levels.
Drake slapped Jim on the shoulder and pointed to the ramp leading down. “I’m going to take the stairs. You go that way and make sure it doesn’t try to backtrack on us.”
Before Jim could answer, Drake raced off after the vampire. Jim turned and ran down the ramp.
Drake pressed his back against the outer wall of the stairwell as he descended, slowing briefly on each landing to peer around the corner. He reached the bottom of the stairs just as Jim rounded the corner onto the lower level. The vampire crouched in the middle of the foyer, its gaze alternating between the two hunters. Drake cautiously approached the thing, waiting for it to attempt to escape. Yet it did not attack or try to run. It crouched there, watching each of them in turn. Drake and Jim closed in slowly from either side, stakes at the ready.
Only when they were a few yards from the vampire did a deep, gruff voice emerge from the shadows. “Hey, hunter. Maybe you’d rather take a crack at me instead?”
Drake turned around, his eyes widening in amazement at the behemoth that emerged from the shadowy corner of the foyer. It looked like a Hell’s Angel member straight from hell itself. The thing weighed well over three hundred pounds and stood over six feet tall, with biceps as large as Drake’s thighs. A more than ample chest and beer belly strained against a blood-stained T-shirt and black leather vest emblazoned with the Harley Davidson logo. The pallid coloring and stench of decay, as well as the ragged open wound in its neck, designated it as a vampire. As it approached, the first vampire crouched and scurried away, slipping past Drake and heading for the stairwell. Drake ignored the first vampire, concentrating instead on the more dangerous threat. The biker vampire stood in front of Drake and puffed out its chest in defiance, all the while glaring down at the hunter.
Jim stepped up beside Drake. “I think you’re going to need a bigger stake.”
Lunging toward the vampire, Drake plunged the stake into its chest. The wood made a dull thud against the thick chest. Nothing happened. The vampire grinned, exposing a pair of yellow fangs.
“You’re definitely going to need a bigger stake,” said Jim.
Drake punched the hilt of the stake, driving it further into the vampire’s chest and bruising his knuckles in the process. Still nothing. As Drake massaged his hand, the vampire looked down at the stake with the same disdain someone would show for a bug. Grabbing the hilt, it pulled the stake from its chest and threw it away. The vampire’s grin spread into an evil smile. A cold meaty hand shot out, grasping Drake by the front of his neck and digging its fingers into the skin, lifting him nearly a foot of the ground. Drake felt his windpipe being closed and fought back the urge to panic.
“Alison!” Jim called into his radio. “Lower level! By the elevator! We need help!”
“On my way.”
Jim did not hear the response. Pulling a crucifix from under his jacket, Jim lunged at the vampire from its left, his arm outstretched, the crucifix brandished in a hand shaking from fear. Turning its head slightly toward the new threat, the vampire leered at Jim, contempt filling its eyes. Using its free hand, the vampire grabbed Jim by the underside of his arm, then twisted up and over. Jim yelped in pain as he was bent over backwards. With Jim off balance, the vampire let go and reached around to grab Jim by the scruff of the neck, then with a push threw Jim face first into the wall. He fell to the floor, unconscious.
In the few seconds it took to knock Jim out of the fight, Drake reached under his jacket and removed two more stakes. Placing one in each hand, he stretched his arms to the sides and pointed the weapons inward. The vampire returned its gaze to Drake, realizing what would happen next, but did not have enough time to react. Drake plunged the stakes toward the vampire’s hand, driving them into each side of its wrists. Howling in pain, the vampire released its grip. Drake fell to the cement, landing hard on his knees. He gasped several times, still struggling for air. Only after several seconds did his windpipe open enough for him to catch a breath.
Using its free hand, the vampire pulled the two stakes from its wrists one by one, dropping each to the ground. It looked at the gaping wounds for a moment, then focused its gaze on Drake. Its lifeless eyes burned with fury. “You’re going to pay for that, hunter.”
Drake started to crawl away from the approaching vampire when the squeal of tires caught his attention. He and the vampire turned to see Alison drive the Suburban onto the lower level, fishtailing around the corner. Instantly sizing up the situation, she steered into the foyer and aimed for the vampire. Drake rolled to the side. The vampire did not move as quickly, and the Suburban slammed into it. The cracking of its legs as the bumper shattered bone combined with the meaty thud of its torso as it smashed against the hood. Its three-hundred-pound body sailed across the foyer and crashed into the elevator doors. Alison braked, and the Suburban skidded to a stop only a few feet from the elevator.
Alison rolled down the passenger side window and leaned over. “The cavalry’s here.”
“In the nick of time, as always.” Drake climbed to his feet and brushed himself off. “Let’s finish that thing off and… Look out!”
Alison turned to the left. Despite two broken legs, the vampire had crawled over to the Suburban and pulled itself up onto the chassis. Hanging onto the roof rack with one hand, it plunged its left hand through the driver’s window. The window disintegrated with a loud pop, showering Alison in shards. She looked away to protect her eyes. Pulling itself halfway into the Suburban, the vampire grabbed Alison by the hair on the right side of her head and drew her toward its gaping mouth. Alison placed her hands on the vampire’s chest and tried to push it away, but the thing was too powerful. She felt the vampire’s drool dripping onto her neck.
With the strength in her arms draining away, Alison reached her right hand into her jacket pocket and withdrew a bottle of holy water. She shoved it into the vampire’s mouth, then using the same hand smashed the thing’s lower jaw into the bottle. The bottle ruptured. A hideous howl emanated from the vampire as the holy water seared its dead flesh. The vampire lowered its head, blood and spittle flowing over its withered lips. Thrashing around, it tried to crawl back out of the Suburban, but Alison would not relinquish the advantage. Grabbing the top of the seatbelt, she wrapped it down and around the thing’s neck. Then, with a rapid tug, she locked the seatbelt in place, and the vampire in the vehicle.
Shifting into reverse and shoving her foot down on the accelerator, Alison backed out of the foyer, spinning the steering wheel to the right so that the Suburban faced the opposite direction. Alison again shifted into drive, pressed down on the accelerator, and raced toward the exit. The vampire hung at the driver’s window, disoriented by the pain in its broken legs and its burning mouth, yet desperately trying to break free from the seatbelt twisted around its neck.
Drake picked up two of the stakes littering the ground and had started to move around the front of the Suburban to attack the vampire when Alison backed out, leaving him behind. He ran after the SUV, but Alison already had pulled away and was heading for the main level. Drake chased them for a few feet before realizing he could not hope to catch them, then ran back to the foyer and headed for the stairs. Jim had regained consciousness and struggled to his feet.
“What happened?”
“We got our ass kicked.” Drake grabbed Jim by the right arm and hurried him toward the stairs. “Come on.”
“Where are we going?”
“To help Alison.”
By now, Alison reached the first level. As she spun the Suburban around the last turn, the exit ramp lay ahead of her, brightly lit by the morning sun. Realizing what was about to happen, the vampire began flailing about frantically and clawing at the seat belt around its neck, tearing at its own flesh. Alison increased speed, turned onto the ramp, and accelerated up the slope. Once on the street, she spun the steering wheel hard and slammed on the brakes, skidding to a stop so the driver’s side faced east. The brilliant sunlight that flowed down the street washed over the Suburban like a wave.
The sunlight burned the vampire’s skin, which seared off in scorched flecks like embers in a fireplace. The layers of flesh on its back burned away after a few seconds, exposing internal organs that began to shrivel and disintegrate. Arching its back, the vampire bellowed an agonized wail. Decomposition accelerated, with the vampire turning to ash from the inside out. What remained of the thing rapidly crumbled. Its wail died out as its chest and vocal chords turned to dust.
Drake and Jim ran out into the street in time to see the final death throes. As the dusty remains disappeared in a small eddy of wind, Drake raced up to the driver’s window. He reached out and touched Alison’s arm. “Are you okay?”
“Of course,” she answered reassuringly, then brushed the ash off her shoulders and arm. “I’m not the one who comes apart under pressure.”
Drake shook his head in mock frustration, then motioned for Jim to get in. “Let’s get out of here before the police show up.”
“I’m fine with that,” replied Alison. Once everyone had climbed aboard, Alison turned the Suburban around and drove back toward Independence Avenue.
TONI EMERGED FROM THE SHADOWS of the parking garage’s first level where she had watched the battle play out. Beside her stood the vampire who had led the hunters here.
“This is bad, mistress. Not even the big one could stop them.”
“I didn’t want them stopped. I wanted to see how they fight.”
“Did you see enough?”
“Yes.” Toni stepped forward and watched the Suburban drive past the entrance. “The woman is the true hunter of the group. She’s the one we have to eliminate if we want to stop them.”
“Do you want me to take care of her?”
“No.”
The vampire disappeared back into the shadows to remove the manhole cover that would lead them to the sewers and back to their lair. Toni smiled maliciously, revealing her fangs. “I have something special in store for her.”




5.
“CAN ANYONE TELL ME what the hell happened last night?” Jim took a sip of his Diet Coke, his eyes alternating between Drake and Alison.
Seated behind his desk with his feet propped up on it, Drake lifted the iced coffee to his lips to hide the grin. He empathized. He and Alison had experienced the same disorientation after their first encounter with a vampire. No matter how long and carefully you prepare yourself to deal with the undead, no matter how mentally you fortify yourself, a small part of yourself still clings to that preconceived notion that these ungodly creatures of the night cannot possibly exist. Such illusions are quickly shattered in the opening moments of that first encounter. The shock of confronting something that is already dead. The sheer terror and adrenaline rush it generates. The exhilaration in fighting and taking down one of these creatures. And finally, the realization that vampires do exist and you are hunting them. It truly is a life-altering moment. As Alison once joked, once you go Drac you never go back.
“You killed your first vampire,” said Drake. “Congratulations.”
“No. Alison killed the vampire. You and I were tossed around like toys.”
“You were still part of the take down.”
“I’m cool with hunting vampires.” Jim nervously swirled the Diet Coke around in its can. “What I want to know is why the damn thing wasn’t even phased when I showed it a crucifix.”
“Because everything you ever learned about vampires from the movies is bullshit.”
Jim’s expression reminded Drake of a little boy who had just learned that there was no Santa Claus. “Are you serious?”
“Yup.”
“But how? Why?”
Drake looked to Alison, who sat stretched out on the sofa, and nodded to her.
“It’s like that game you played in school,” began Alison. “The one where someone makes up a story and whispers it to a friend, who whispers it to their friend, and so on. By the time the story reaches the last person, it has completely changed. It’s the same with the vampire legend. Over the years the truth has been so distorted by movies and television that current legends bear little resemblance to the facts.”
“So then crucifixes have no affect on vampires?”
“None.” Alison saw the confusion on Jim’s face and explained. “The crucifix is a religious symbol, like the Star of David or the Islamic crescent. It has meaning to us because of its spiritual significance, but has no affect on vampires. The same goes for all religious symbols or scriptures. Vampires can enter churches, cemeteries, and other consecrated ground.”
“You mean I wasted all those Saturday nights watching Creature Feature for nothing?”
“Afraid so,” Alison chuckled. “To tell the truth, most of the accepted facts about vampires are false. They don’t sleep in coffins filled with soil from their homeland. They don’t turn into bats or wolves. They cast reflections in a mirror. They…”
“I get it.” Jim sighed, overwhelmed by the flood of information.
“I know it’s a lot to take in.” Drake swung his legs off the desk and rested his elbows on the desktop. “Most of this you’ll learn by trial and error, like we did. Right now, the only thing you need to know is the three ways to kill a vampire. A stake through the heart. Decapitation. Cremation.”
“What about silver bullets and holy water?” asked Jim.
“Silver bullets have no affect other than to piss them off. Holy water won’t kill them, but because it’s been blessed it burns like hell and slows them down a bit.”
“Nothing like keeping it simple.”
“It’s far from simple. Vampires are pure evil. Their souls were ripped from their bodies when they were turned. With no morals or conscious, and possessed with incredible strength, they’re the fiercest creatures you’ll ever face.”
Jim sighed. “And this is supposed to make me feel good how?”
“It’s not. But you eventually grow accustomed to it. You have to. If you screw up, you’re dead. Or worse, you become one of them.”
Realizing the conversation was growing much too somber, Drake stood up and pulled his leather jacket from the back of his chair. “Don’t worry about it, kid. You did good last night. We won’t be hunting again for another two nights, so go home and get some rest.”
“Is that an order?”
“A recommendation.” Drake slid on his jacket and straightened the sleeves. “If anyone needs me, I’ll be home with Van Helsing.”
*     *     *
TONI TOOK HER TIME returning to the coven, despite having to endure extra time in the sewers. As much as she despised these stench-filled bowels of the city, they provided her with a solitude lacking at the coven. Right now, she needed time to think. To analyze last night’s attack on the hunter. To plot. Ion would surely view last night as a failure, which could not be further from the truth. Toni never meant for the biker to kill the hunter, but to test him. From that test, she had learned a lot.
The addition of a new hunter to the team had been a bit of a surprise. The child’s fighting skills, though, were slightly better than pathetic. Once the hunters had been eliminated, she would track down the child for amusement like a cat toying with a frightened mouse. The game against Drake Matthews would be deadly. He was a tough, fearless, determined opponent. His weak spot was his tendency to rush into combat, to let bravado take the place of prudence. Yet even that vulnerability was offset by Alison Monroe. Although she possessed the same courage, strength, and determination as Drake, she tempered her abilities with training and discipline. Of the two, she would be the more formidable opponent. If the huntress could be taken out, Drake would be no match for the coven.
By the time Toni climbed the tunnel connecting the sewers with the row house’s cellar, she had formulated a plan for taking down the hunter.
As Toni walked through the main foyer, the double doors to the dining room swung open. Ion stood in the doorway. His yellow eyes glared at her, filled with anger.
“Antoinette, we need to talk. Now.” He turned around and stepped back into the dining room without making eye contact.
Toni sighed. Ion used this demanding tone and her full name whenever he intended to reprimand her, usually for some minor infraction of the coven’s rules, giving him a chance to exert illusionary control over his waning power. Let him indulge his vainglory, Toni advised herself. Do not let him ruin your moment of triumph.
Toni followed Ion into the dining room and stopped short. She had anticipated a private dressing down. Instead, Ion had gathered together the coven. She counted eleven vampires in attendance. Almost the entire coven. Whatever Ion had in store, Toni harbored no doubts that it would be unpleasant.
Strutting over to the dust-covered mahogany table centered in the room, Ion spun around and leaned against its edge, his arms folded across his chest. Silent. Defiant. The coven huddled around the room, many of them shuffling from foot to foot. Others cowered in the shadows, hoping not to be noticed. An uneasiness hung in the air. Toni surmised that Ion planned to engage in some type of melodramatic power play. Usually she acquiesced because for years Ion’s leadership had been little more than that of a figurehead. Over the past week, however, she had done more to protect the coven than Ion had in the past decade, and this time she refused to back down.
“What?” Toni demanded.
Ion quickly switched from confrontation to conciliation. “There’s no need for an attitude, my dear. You said you were going to kill the hunter. We’ve just been informed that you fought him tonight.”
Toni flashed a withering glare at Joel, the vampire who had led the hunter into the trap in the underground parking garage. She should have realized that the treacherous little prick would rush to Ion to report on what had transpired. Joel slunked over and stepped behind Ion to be out of Toni’s line of sight.
“So? Is the hunter dead?” Ion smiled like a sardonic Cheshire cat.
“No.”
“But you promised that you were going to kill the hunter tonight.”
Toni needed to put an end to Ion’s melodrama before the coven began to question her authority. “I promised to take care of the hunter. Nothing was said about killing him tonight.”
“Then why did you play out your little fiasco?”
“It was far from a fiasco, despite what that little cock sucker told you.”
Joel leaned out from behind Ion and hissed. Toni took a step forward and Joel jumped back. She returned her attention to Ion. “I arranged tonight’s battle to watch the hunter in action. Because of it, I’ve figured out how to take him down.”
“Please tell us. We’re anxious to hear.” Ion held out his arms and looked around the room, receiving several nods of approval.
Toni ignored the taunt. “The woman is the key. She’s the strongest of the group. Every time we go after the hunter, she comes to his rescue. If we take her out, then Drake and the child will be easy to pick off.”
“That’s your plan? To go after the woman?”
“Of course. Take out the strongest of your enemies first, then the others will be helpless calves being led to the slaughter. It’s what I would have expected you to suggest. Or have you lost your edge?”
Ion lunged forward at Toni’s challenge. He partially morphed into a vampire as he shoved his face close to Toni’s, fangs exposed, eyes burning red with fury. “Don’t be insolent with me. Or do I have to remind you who’s in charge of this coven?”
“Then act like it,” Toni spat, bearing her own fangs. “For months the hunter has preyed on us, and we’ve done nothing. I’m offering a solution to rid us of the threat. If you have a better plan, then I’d like to hear it.”
The murmurs of consent around the room signified that Ion had lost the upper hand. Rather than exploit her victory, Toni waited. As expected, Ion backed down. He morphed back into human form. Without looking at the coven, he headed for the door, pausing by Toni long enough to issue a warning just loud enough for the others to hear.
“You have three days to kill the huntress. But be careful, little one. Insolence without success will not put you in good stead with the coven.”
Toni turned to watch Ion storm out of the room, ignoring the eleven sets of dead eyes that fixed on her. She had gone through worse, and had learned from her mistakes. It was what made her so formidable as a master. Sadly, Ion seemed to have forgotten that. No matter. The next time the hunters come out, Toni reassured herself, the female will be mine. Then Ion will learn how decadence without accomplishments will affect the leadership of the coven.
*     *     *
RENNES, FRANCE. 17 OCTOBER 1793. The country devolved into glorious chaos. A new order was being established in France, erected on the ashes of the Ancien Regime and cemented in blood. What had started as a simple demand for political equality rapidly had spiraled out of control until revolution tore France apart. Revolution soon gave birth to its nefarious offspring, counter-revolution. Total anarchy settled over France. An individual could go to the guillotine for showing too much revolutionary ardor just as easily as for opposing the Committee of Public Safety. No one was safe. For most Frenchmen, it was a time of violence, uncertainty, and fear.
For Antoinette Varela, it presented the perfect opportunity to hunt.
She made her way cautiously through the streets, being careful to avoid contact with groups of people, keeping to the shadows to remain inconspicuous. Feeding off of the occasional citizen posed little risk these days. Frenchmen disappeared off the streets all the time, and no one dared question what happened. On the other hand, groups posed a major threat because that usually meant gangs of sans-culottes sanctioned by the local Committee of Public Safety to maintain discipline, or worse, angry mobs seeking revenge on the aristocracy or their personal enemies. Such groups presented an uncertainty even a vampire hoped to avoid.
As Toni rushed across the street to get back under the cover of darkness, a door in front of her opened. Laughter and boisterous talk flowed out the open door, followed by an attractive man of about thirty dressed in old but expensive cloths. He stumbled, falling back into the door as it closed behind him. The man obviously had been drinking. So much the better for Toni. Alcohol always made the kill easier.
Toni sized up the situation and decided on her approach. She closed with the man as he staggered onto the sidewalk and greeted him with her most sultry voice. “Bonjour.”
Not having noticed Toni up until now, he was startled by her sudden presence. He tried to appear sober. “Oh, bonsoir, Citizen. I didn’t see you there.”
“Understandable. We all have a lot on our minds.” Toni placed her hand on his right shoulder. As she circled him, she tenderly ran the fingers across his back, up over his left shoulder, and down across his chest. “I can help clear your head for a little while.”
“Really?” It took a few seconds for him to realize he was being seduced. The anticipation on his face turned to concern. “How much?”
“No charge.” Toni’s fingers glided down his chest and caressed his manhood. “Consider it my contribution to the revolution.”
As she massaged, he hardened through his cloths. “Do you know of a place where we can have some privacy?”
“Y-yeah.” Taking Toni by the hand, he led her back the way she came. “By the way, I’m Andre. Who are you?”
“I can be whoever you want.”
Andre led Toni to a small, dark alley between two closed shops. They strolled four meters down the alley to a small alcove off to the right. Pulling Toni into the alcove, Andre threw her back against the wall and roughly fondled her. He was so drunk and excited, Toni feared he would cum before she had a chance to feed. Pushing his fumbling hands away, she grabbed Andre by his shirt, spun him around, and pushed him back into the wall.
“What’s this, salope? You better not have changed your mind.”
“No need to worry.” Toni kissed him lightly. “I said I was going to take care of you.”
Toni dropped to her knees and reached for Andre’s belt buckle. This was her favorite way to feed, and not just for the sexual act itself. The blood from a sexually-aroused cock tasted so much better than normal human blood. Plus the screams of terror and pain from the struggling victim excited her own bloodlust. Toni took Andre into her mouth and slid her lips along the shaft. She would give him another minute to become fully excited, and then she would feed.
A commotion coming down the alley distracted her. Andre heard it at the same time. Cursing under his breath, he pulled himself out of Toni’s mouth and fumbled to buckle himself up. Five men stepped into the opening. Two carried muskets and two others held torches, the light from which illuminated the alcove. They were all poorly dressed in tattered and dirty clothes, more than likely peasants. Except for their leader, a tall man with soft features and clean clothes with a tri-colored brocade attached to his chest. These were enrages, or enraged ones, a self-appointed band of vigilantes who took the revolution into their own hands. Enrages were notorious for being dangerous and unpredictable. Toni stayed on her knees and remained quiet, hoping they would ignore her.
“I told you I saw the bastard come down here.” A short, paunchy man pointed his torch at Andre. He sneered, revealing a mouth missing half its teeth.
The tall man with the tricolor brocade nodded approvingly. “You did well, Citizen.”
“Pierre.” Andre stepped toward the tall man, but stopped when the pair of muskets was aimed at him. “You’ve known me since we were children. I’m not a threat to the revolution.”
“You had your chance to join us. It’s too late now.” Pierre nodded to the short, paunchy man. He and the other torch bearer grabbed Andre by each arm.
“Pierre, please.” Andre put up only token resistance. “Have mercy.”
“I have mercy only for France and the revolution. Not for those who refuse to join the cause. Let’s go.”
Toni almost sighed with relief when she realized they were ignoring her. Her relief was short-lived.
“What about the whore?” asked one of the enrages with a musket.
Pierre glanced down at Toni with self-righteous disdain and sized her up in the glare from the torchlight. “She cavorts with traitors. The blade can always handle one more. Bring her.”
Toni lunged for the alley exit. However, since she was on her knees, she wasted valuable time standing up. The second musketeer slammed the butt of his weapon into her face, shattering her nose and cheek bone. She dropped back to her knees, stunned. The first musketeer stepped up behind Toni and drove the butt of his weapon into the back of her skull. Toni fell face first onto the dirt. The two musketeers pummeled her head with their muskets until, on the fifth or sixth hit, her skull split with a sickening crack. An agonizing pain shot through her senses. Her vision and hearing blacked out.
The musketeer whose blow had cracked Toni’s skull looked at the body. “Sorry, Citizen. I didn’t mean to hit her so hard.”
“No harm done.” Pierre ignored Toni’s moans. “Just be careful in the future. You don’t want to be accused of having too much revolutionary ardor.”
“Of course, Citizen.”
“Should we leave her?” asked the short, paunchy man.
Pierre glanced at the body, noticing the belabored breathing. “She’s still alive, so bring her with us. The blade doesn’t care what condition she’s in.”
Toni heard none of this, being only vaguely aware of a buzzing in the background. She concentrated on regenerating. The musketeers’ attack easily would have killed a human, but Toni was undead. She could feel her wounds healing, her broken skull mending back into shape, and the damage to her brain correcting itself. As her body rejuvenated itself, Toni gradually became aware of her surroundings.
She sat on a hard surface, with her back propped up against something solid. Her body swayed from side to side, which meant she was moving. Around her, quiet cries and prayers intermingled with a rhythmic creaking. Among the voices, she could distinguish that of Andre, pathetically sobbing between whispered calls to God to spare his life. Toni tried to open her eyes, but the moment her lids opened searing pain shot through them. A kaleidoscope of flashing lights played on the inside of her eyelids.
She immediately closed her eyes.
Toni blacked out again, coming around only when the contraption she was in came to a stop. The crying and praying around her became louder and more frantic. A hand grabbed her by the hair and yanked her across the hard surface. She fell onto pavement, the jolt igniting every wounded nerve ending in her skull. More hands grabbed her by the arms, lifted her off the ground, and dragged her away. After a few seconds, whoever carried Toni dropped her face first onto the ground, sending more bolts of pain ricocheting through her head.
Toni forced her eyes open. Her healing brain protested against the intrusion of light on her senses, but at least this time she could see, albeit through a blurred haze. A few meters away stood a horse-drawn trumbel, the wooden cart used by the Committee of Public Safety to carry the condemned to their deaths. Pierre and the paunchy bully stood by the rear exit shoving people off and herding them in her direction. Andre stood beside her, his face lowered and his eyes closed. Tears flowed down his cheeks.
“Here’s a fine one.”
Toni gazed toward the voice. An obese man with a white, sweat- and blood-stained shirt hovered over Toni. He had a long, deep scar running from his forehead, down across where his left eye used to be, and cutting across the lips until it ended on his chin. Toni repulsed in horror at his hideous visage.
Scarface sneered at the insult. Hocking up a mouthful of phlegm, he spit it into Toni’s face. “Cunt.”
Pierre joined him. “This is the last bunch for tonight.”
“What did you bring me?”
“The usual. Counter-revolutionaries. Profiteers. And a whore who wasn’t particular about the company she kept.”
Scarface turned and climbed a flight of wooden stairs. “Bring them up.”
The musketeers herded the others toward the stairs, prodding them along with their weapons. Once the prisoners began their ascent, the musketeer closest to Toni came over to inspect her.
“What about her? She can’t even stand.”
“Carry her,” ordered Pierre.
Handing his musket to the paunchy man, the musketeer wrapped his arms around Toni and hefted her over his shoulder. “Damn, the salope is heavy.”
“She’ll be a few pounds lighter in a few minutes.” Pierre laughed. “Now move.”
As the musketeer lumbered up the steps with his load, Toni glanced around. Her vision had cleared a little, allowing her to make out objects at a distance. Off to her right, illuminated by the glow of scores of torches surrounding the square, she saw the front façade of Chartres Cathedral, its hundred-meter-high twin bell towers extending into the night, their spires invisible in the night sky. Panic suddenly set in. Chartres Cathedral, which was the heart of Rennes. The tumbrel. The stairs. Even in her confusion, her mind put the pieces together. She was being sent to the guillotine.
Toni struggled on the musketeer’s shoulder. In her weakened condition, she did not have the strength to break free, succeeding only in knocking the musketeer off balance.
“Stop squirming, whore.” He punched her in the head with his free hand. Her vision blurred.
The musketeer finally stopped climbing, but still clutched Toni over his shoulder. She raised her head. Three meters in front of her stood the guillotine. The blade was being raised, its metal sheen darkened by blood. The other musketeer pushed Andre forward. He forced Andre to stand on the wooden platform at the base of the tilting board, and then tightened the restraining straps across his back and legs. Once secured, Scarface tilted the board into its horizontal position and lowered the upper portion of the lunette until it clamped down behind Andre’s neck, holding his head in place directly below the blade. Andre struggled, kicking frantically against his restraints, all to no avail. Scarface walked over to the lever that held in place the rope attached to the blade.
In a last burst of defiance, Andre shouted, “Damn the revolution and the Committee of Pu-”
The blade fell, striking Andre’s neck with a dull, meaty thud. Andre’s body convulsed several times before going limp. Scarface stepped over to the front of the guillotine, reached into the basket, and lifted up Andre’s severed head by the hair. He displayed it to the small crowd of onlookers, who cheered wildly. Scarface dropped the head back into the basket. A pair of men unstrapped Andre’s corpse and removed it, the sliced-open neck disgorging blood as they lifted the body off the tilting board. Scarface pulled on the rope, raising the blade back into position, and secured the rope with the lever. With the guillotine reset, he turned to the others.
“Come on,” he yelled. “I don’t have all night.”
The musketeer stepped forward. “Do the whore next so I don’t have to carry her anymore.”
“Come on.”
Lumbering up to the guillotine, the musketeer flopped Toni onto the tilting board. He started to wrap the restraints around her back, but Scarface stopped him. “Flip the whore onto her back.”
“What?”
Scarface shoved the musketeer aside and flipped Toni onto her back. Since she was practically unconscious, he did not bother strapping her down. After lowering the board into its horizontal position and securing the lunette in place over her throat, he leaned in close to Toni’s face.
“I thought you’d like to watch. In a few seconds you’ll be uglier than me.”
Toni barely heard him. Her entire concentration centered on the blade dangling precariously four meters above her head.
Thankfully the enrages had not bothered to bound her hands. Toni reached up and grabbed the lunette, pulling at it with all her might. The wood bent, but did not break. She was still weak from the blows to her head.
“Hurry up,” yelled Pierre. “She’s trying to break free.”
“Let her try,” chuckled Scarface. “She can’t get loose.”
Toni grabbed the lunette again, took a deep breath, and focused her energy. Summoning every ounce of energy she could muster, she yanked again. The lunette strained, creaked, and splintered into a thousand pieces.
“Merde!” Scarface reached out and released the lever.
Toni heard the blade sliding in its grooves a split second before she saw it plummeting toward her neck. She sat up. The blade whizzed by, missing her head by inches and slicing off long strands of her hair. For a moment she sat on the tilting board, dazed and weakened.
The others stood around, immobilized by shock. Pierre was the first to regain his composure. “Shoot her!”
The musketeer who had carried Toni up the platform went for his weapon, only then realizing he had left it with the paunchy man. Toni sprung off the table and raced toward him, slamming into his chest. The two tumbled off of the platform. Toni positioned herself so that she would land on the musketeer, using him to cushion her landing. When they hit the pavement, the musketeer’s head shattered like a ripe melon.
Gunfire erupted around her. One shot ricocheted off the pavement beside her, and the other struck Toni in her lower back. Despite the pain, she jumped up and raced over to the trumbel. More gunfire sounded from behind her, but thankfully her attackers were inept at hitting a moving target. She jumped onto the back of the horse pulling the trumbel. The terrified animal bolted, heading straight for the crowd of onlookers. Most fled in fear of being trampled. A few braver souls attempted to stop her. By morphing into her vampire form, she was able to frighten them off. She crouched down against the horse, presenting as small a target as possible. The next volley of gunfire was erratic, missing her and the horse.
Toni finally was able to steer the horse toward the main road leading out of Rennes. She looked behind her. No one followed. Thank Satan. She was in no condition to fight the humans right now. In a few minutes she would be clear of the city and heading for the nearby forest. Once there, she would stop, feed off of the horse, and find a safe place to sleep for the day while she regenerated and regained her strength.
After that, she would leave France for good and find easier hunting grounds.
*     *     *
JESSICA SET HERSELF up on the cement rim of the Capitol Reflecting Pool. She placed her Caesar salad wrap and Diet Coke on the rim, slipped on a pair of Rayban sunglasses, and flipped open her cellular phone. 11:48. That gave her twelve minutes before her meeting with Bill. She had no idea what Bill wanted, only that he claimed to have something she would be pleased with. Time would tell. Until then, she had enough time to eat lunch and make a call.
Reaching into her jacket pocket, Jessica pulled out a piece of notepad paper on which she had jotted down the telephone number for the Boston Police Department. Last night she had spent four hours on the Internet combing through the archives of The Boston Globe and The Boston Herald looking for information on Drake Matthews. She had uncovered only a limited amount of information, but what she did unearth intrigued her. According to the newspapers, Drake and Alison had been the lead detectives tracking down a serial killer in Boston known as the Night Stalker. Details about the murders were minimal, other than that each of the victims had been drained of blood, even though no blood was found at the scenes of the crime. The police refused to provide more specifics than that so as not to compromise the investigation, or so they claimed. Inside sources admitted that the police had two theories. First, was that the victims had fallen afoul of a satanic cult that required human blood for some form of bizarre ritual. Second, was that the killer suffered from porphyria, a rare disease characterized by irregularities in the production of red blood cells which, though treatable through modern medicine, in ancient times had been cured by the consumption of human blood.
Drake and Alison’s names exploded in the media after they tracked down the Night Stalker and killed him, in the process burning out Old South Church in Copley Square. For more than a week, Boston’s newspapers were filled with stories quoting officials from the Mayor’s office, the Boston Police, and state and local governments branding Drake as everything from a rogue cop to being “one donut shy of a dozen.” Possible charges being bantered about were arson, public endangerment, use of excessive force, even murder. The media vilified Drake with a greater fervor than they had shown toward the Night Stalker himself. Then suddenly, after eight days of being crucified journalistically, the press coverage of Drake Matthews or Alison Monroe died out. The only mention of them Jessica could find came from a blurb in The Boston Herald almost a week later, buried in two small paragraphs on page sixteen, noting that Drake Matthews had been fired from the Boston Police Department for the use of excessive force and that Alison Monroe had voluntarily resigned.
The dearth of information only heightened her intrigue and left many questions unanswered. If the Boston newspapers did not want to ask them, then she certainly did.
Jessica punched the phone number for the Boston Police Department into her cellular phone and pressed the send button. She wanted to get in contact with Michael Daugherty, the department’s press spokesman at the time of the incident. After three transfers and two minutes on hold, a man with a Boston accent picked up the line.
“Michael Daugherty here. How can I help you?”
Success, Jessica congratulated herself. “Good morning. I’m Jessica Reynolds with The Washington Standard. I was hoping for a few minutes of your time.”
“Sure thing,” Daugherty said in a pleasantly professional manner. “What can I do for you?”
“I wanted to ask you a few questions about Drake Matthews.”
“Oh.” The pleasantry deflated from Daugherty’s voice.
“Drake has been building quite a reputation for himself down here in Washington.”
“I’m not surprised.”
“I’m trying to develop a profile on him, but there’s not much information in the newspapers. I was hoping you could fill in the gaps.”
“Not much more to tell than what’s already in the papers. Matthews is a whack job, pure and simple. It’s a shame, too. He was a good cop. Ten years on the force without a single blotch on his record.”
“So what happened?”
“He became obsessed with the Night Stalker case.” Daughtery’s voice took on a tinge of regret. “He started to take the case personally, especially after the murder of that family in the Back Bay. Four of them in one night. At that point, something in him snapped. The guy wound up adopting the family’s pet so it wouldn’t be sent to the pound. Said he wanted to save something from that slaughterhouse. We should have seen it coming and removed him from the case. But we didn’t. Things really started going downhill when Matthews began listening to that other whack job.”
“Who was that?”
“A professor at Salem State College. An expert on the Salem Witchcraft Trials. Also a self-proclaimed expert in the supernatural. Vampires. Demons. Satanic possessions.” Daugherty let out a sigh. “They’ll let anyone teach nowadays.”
“And?”
“He filled Matthews’ head with all sorts of occult shit. Convinced Matthews that the serial killer was really a vampire. Unfortunately, we didn’t know about this until after Matthews had tracked down the killer.”
“I read about that in the local papers.”
“Yeah? What didn’t make the papers was that when we found the killer’s remains, Matthews had staked the body to the alter and decapitated it.”
“How were you able to determine Matthews did it?”
“Because the crazy bastard admitted it. He even confessed to setting fire to the church to ensure that the killer stayed dead. Wanted to go public. You want to talk about a wicked public relations nightmare.”
“If he admitted to the killing, why didn’t he go to jail?”
Daugherty chuckled, more out of frustration than humor. “Believe me. It wasn’t for any lack of effort on our part. Both the Mayor and the police commissioner wanted to hang Matthews out to dry. Even Archbishop Defeo called for Matthews’ head after the destruction of Old South Church. Then word came down that Matthews was not to be prosecuted.”
“Who gave the order?”
“I have no idea. All I know is the mayor and the commissioner were not happy about it. Matthews walked and all charges against him were dropped as long as he agreed to leave Boston and never return.”
“What’s the story with Alison Monroe?”
“Alison was a rookie working with Matthews on the Night Stalker case. She would have made a good cop. Unfortunately, she let her loyalty to Matthews interfere with her better judgment. Whoever got Matthews off the hook did the same for Alison. She could have stayed with the force, but instead she resigned and followed him to Washington.” A momentary pause, then Daugherty said, “I hate to be rude, but I’m going to have to cut this short. I have a news conference in a few minutes.”
“No problem. Just one more question. Do you know the name of the professor from Salem State College who Matthews talked to?”
“Doctor Reese. I don’t remember the first name, though.”
“That’s all right. You’ve been a great help. Thanks.”
“Hey, no problem. Good luck with your research.” Then, as an afterthought. “You’re going to need it.”
Jessica disconnected the call and stared across the Mall. She had found out Drake Matthews’ dirty little secret. He was nuts. Or at the very least, he had suffered a complete mental collapse. In either case, he was now running around loose here in Washington. Granted, a lot of people were running around the city who would be better off in a padded room. But she doubted many of them could claim that they had torched a church and destroyed a bridge. She would lay even odds that whoever had protected Matthews in Boston was doing so here. Jessica knew of only one way to find out. She had put off calling Matthews until she gathered enough information to make an interview worthwhile. Now seemed as good a time as any.
A hand grabbed Jessica’s shoulder. She cried out and jumped, nearly sliding off the reflecting pool. Turning around, she looked up into the grinning face of Bill Carter.
“You scared the shit out of me. You could have warned me you were sneaking up on me.”
“I did. But you were so engrossed in whatever you’re doing you didn’t hear me.”
Jessica repositioned herself on the cement rim, then motioned for Bill to join her. She took a bite of her Caesar wrap. “What’s so important that you needed to talk to me here rather than at the office?”
“This.” Bill reached under his jacket and withdrew an envelope which he passed to Jessica.
Placing her wrap back on the rim, Jessica broke the envelope’s seal and pulled out a single piece of legal-size paper folded twice widthwise. She unfolded the paper. A 3x5 photograph of a young boy had been stapled to the upper left corner. He looked about ten years old, but with no particular outstanding feature.
“I’ll bite,” said Jessica. “Who is he?”
“Jason Clark.”
“And he’s of interest to me how?”
Bill smiled broadly. “Jason Clark is the boy who was assaulted at Union Station. Besides Drake Matthews, he’s the only one to have seen the attacker up close.”
“Are you serious?”
“Yup. He’s a sixth grader at Beers Elementary School. He usually waits out in front of the school for his mother to pick him up. The kid’s mother works at a nearby Food Lion. They get out of school and work at the same time, so there’s a window of about ten to fifteen minutes when Jason is unsupervised. In case you wanted to talk with him.”
Jessica read the sheet of paper, which included not only the information Bill had just related but also biographical data on Jason. After a few minutes she looked up at Bill. “Where did you get all this?”
“From a friend who’s a private detective. I helped him buy his camera and set up his darkroom. He owed me a favor.”
“He more than paid you back.”
“Thanks. So what’s the game plan?”
“Tomorrow’s Friday. We’ll meet at Beers Elementary School at two o’clock. With luck, I’ll be able to interview Jason before his mother shows up. Bring your zoom lens. I want to get a picture of Jason, but if we both try and talk with him, he’s liable to get spooked.”
“Sounds good to me.” Bill stood up. “See you tomorrow, then.”
Jessica finished her wrap as she thought of the questions she wanted to ask Jason. She would have to keep them to the point since she had no idea how much time she would have to talk with him. She could worry about that later. Right now she had to make an important phone call.
*     *     *
THE EDDIES OF BLUISH-WHITE smoke swirled around Drake’s head for several seconds before being carried by the breeze across the enclosed balcony and out the window. He took a deep puff on his cigar, then exhaled another eddy of smoke. It swirled around the tail end of the first eddy and followed it out. As he watched the smoke make its slow escape, he picked up the tumbler of Baker’s Bourbon and took a drink. It burned slightly going down, causing Drake to cough. As with his cigars, the bourbon excited his senses and reminded him how good it was to be alive. It had become a ritual after every hunt. To sit out on his balcony in a lounge chair, his feet up, enjoying a stiff drink and a good smoke. What better way to reward himself after battling the undead.
This time he poured himself a double shot of bourbon. He needed it. Last night’s encounter had been unsettling, though he refused to admit as much to the rest of the team. Those concerns had nothing to do with the size and strength of the vampire, or with the difficulty they had in taking it down. Given the thing’s enormity, that was expected. What bothered him was the way in which last night’s encounter seemed to have been precisely orchestrated. The snuffy they had run into on the Mall deliberately led them to the underground parking garage and the biker vampire.
Why?
Despite its size and strength, the biker vampire was no match for Drake’s team. Did the vampires intend to scare off Drake? Unlikely, for his team had run up against tougher and more terrifying creatures before and had yet to back down. Maybe the vampires were breeding a new weapon, breeding a race of uber snuffies to combat the hunters? Possible. But why introduce them piecemeal and forfeit the advantage of releasing them against Drake’s team all at once? It made no sense. All Drake knew for certain was that the vampires were up to something. What he could only guess at. It did not bode well. Maybe if…
Drake glimpsed the movement in the doorway out of the corner of his eye. It raced onto the balcony and lunged. Drake moved to sit up. Before he could react, it landed on his abdomen. Bourbon sloshed out of the tumbler onto Drake’s chest and burnt cigar ash flittered to the floor. Drake froze. It turned to face him, its nose twitching.
“You scared the hell out of me.”
Val Helsing raised his ears and tilted his head. With a tiny leap, the rabbit landed on Drake’s chest and inched forward with his front paws, flattening his head and upper body. The large brown eyes stared up at Drake, begging for attention. Placing his tumbler on the floor, Drake took the lop ears between his thumb and index finger and gently massaged. Van Helsing closed his eyes, and within seconds was gently grinding his teeth in satisfaction, making a clicking sound that sounded almost like a cat’s purr.
The ringing of Drake’s cellular phone shattered the quiet. Van Helsing’s head popped up and his ears lifted to the side as he looked around for potential danger. Drake gently patted Van Helsing’s behind to reassure him. Convinced that nothing threatened him, the rabbit lay back down on Drake’s chest. Drake resumed massaging his ears, and with his free hand picked up the cellular phone and pressed the talk button.
“Hello?”
“Hello.” The female voice had a sultry quality to it, with a hint of a Midwestern accent. “Is this Drake Matthews?”
“Who’s calling?”
“Jessica Reynolds. With The Washington Standard.”
“Thanks. But I’m not interested in a subscription.”
“Please don’t hang up. I’m not selling subscriptions.” Jessica spoke rapidly. “I wanted to ask you a few questions.”
“About what?”
A hesitation. “About the Night Stalker affair in Boston. And about similar incidents here in Washington.”
“Similar incidents?” Drake feigned ignorance.
“Since arriving in Washington you’ve been arrested several times, but have never been prosecuted. You operate a consulting business that doesn’t have clients. Or we could talk about your joy ride through Washington the other night that ended up in burning out half the Woodrow Wilson Bridge.”
“I never burned down anything in Boston.”
“Really? What about the Old South Church?”
Damn, this woman has done her homework. Drake warned himself to be careful what he said around her. “You seem to know a lot about me already, Miss…. I’m sorry. What was your name again?”
“Jessica Reynolds.”
“You seem to know a lot about me. I don’t know what more I could tell you.”
“Quite a bit, actually.” A rustling of papers came across the line. “You could start with the Night Stalker affair. At the time…”
“I’m sorry, but I don’t give phone interviews.”
“That’s fine.” Jessica tried to sound amicable. “We can do this at your office. Or we could arrange something down here at the paper.”
Drake smiled. He admired her persistence. “Miss Reynolds. You seem nice enough, and I hate to be rude. The truth is, I don’t give interviews. To anyone. Nothing personal.”
“Don’t you want people to know the truth about you?”
“Not particularly.”
A momentary pause as Jessica contemplated her response. “Why not?”
“Because of the kind of work I’m in. The fewer people who know about me, the easier it is for me to conduct my business.”
“And what type of business would that be?”
“Protecting the world from evil.”
“Really?” For the first time, a hint of frustration edged Jessica’s voice. “That’s an extremely vague job description.”
“That depends on your definition of the word ‘evil’.”
“And how would you define…”
“Now, now, Miss Reynolds.” Drake cut her off in a firm but friendly manner. “If we keep this up, you’ll wind up getting an interview out of me after all.”
“That was my plan,” she replied lightheartedly.
“Good night, Miss Reynolds.”
Drake disconnected the call. He placed the cellular phone back on the table and picked up his cigar. Shit. The embers had died out. He could relight it, but that would require moving Van Helsing, which he refused to do. He had continued petting his companion throughout the conversation, and now Van Helsing demanded his undivided attention. Drake massaged Van Helsing’s ears again, and was rewarded with a loud satisfied clicking.
“Well, boy. Let’s hope this Jessica is as pretty as she sounds, because I have a feeling we’re going to be seeing a lot of her in the future.”
*     *     *
ION MOVED THROUGH Rock Creek Park like a phantom, staying near the edge of the path so as not to be seen. The night was crisp and clear. The usual overhanging haze had given way to a starlit night and a waxing gibbous moon that cast a dim light across the park. Not that Ion needed light to see, for he relied on his sense of smell to detect enemies or prey. Not tonight, however. The burden of leading the coven was wearing him down, and he needed to get away for a few hours. To unwind. To think. To get away from that infuriating bitch Toni.
Veering off the main path, Ion turned down a narrow lane. The overhanging trees blotted out the sky, plunging the lane into near total dark. It reminded him of the way the world used to be way back when. Before the suburbs. Before electricity. Before modern civilization.
When Ion was turned over seven hundred years ago, the world had been much smaller and considerably more violent. What little law and order existed had been granted by local rulers known more for their unbridled capriciousness than any moral considerations for their people. Violence was commonplace. Entire towns would be slaughtered because they prayed to the wrong god. Men were tortured and slain on the whim of a warlord. Women were raped at will and sold into slavery. Children and the elderly were cast off by families who could not afford to feed the extra mouths. In a world of such institutionalized barbarity, Ion and his coven thrived.
Back then, vampires ruled the night. The coven openly prowled at will because it cast terror into the villagers and made them submissive. Entire villages would lock themselves indoors at sunset, isolating themselves and becoming easy prey. Superstition and ignorance kept them docile, and neighboring villages were too terrified to offer assistance. Occasionally, a local warrior or holy man would surmise the danger and rally the people behind him. The agonizingly brutal death of their leader, however, would inevitably erode the mob’s resolve. When an area finally had been drained of its choicest food, or on those rare occasions when the coven faced annihilation, the vampires joined up with a conquering barbarian horde and changed hunting grounds.
Ion sighed. Those days had long passed. As the Dark Ages gave way to the Age of Enlightenment, so had superstition given way to scientific reasoning. Rather than cower in terror, the humans began to fight back. Many a master and vampire fell in battle. As society grew larger and became more modern, the coven limited its activities and restricted its feeding to the dregs of society, the vagrants, addicts, whores, and criminals whose death went unnoticed. Caution and stealth became the coven’s tenets, for it could ill afford any publicity. A single missing person resulted in unwanted attention and massive manhunts, and the discovery of a corpse drained of blood generated a media circus. Publicity attracted hunters.
Most of the hunters Ion had encountered over the centuries were insignificant little men, more of a nuisance than anything else. They worked alone or in small groups. In a few instances, the coven had confronted a team of hunters, well-equipped and highly-trained, and more often than not funded by a church or mosque. Once, in the Ukraine, they faced an entire government. In each case, they defeated the hunters or escaped to new territory. In seven centuries, Ion could remember only twice facing a hunter who posed a serious threat to the coven’s existence. Most notable had been Dr. Nathan Cushing, a particularly adept and enthusiastic hunter whose personal dedication and Christian devotion to eradicating evil transcended death.
And Drake Matthews.
Toni failed to comprehend this. She envisioned herself as queen of a vampire kingdom that still ruled the night, while ignoring the modern vagaries of their existence. For Toni, nothing had changed since the fifteenth century. She could not understand why the coven did not take the battle to the streets of Washington.
Ion blamed himself. He knew when he sired Toni that she was too immature to be a master. Instinct had told him to feed off of her physically and sexually, then kill her. But he was captivated by her beauty. By her vitality. By her submissiveness. When she begged to become one of the undead, he readily obliged. For centuries things went well. Toni made an ideal mistress for the coven, proving as vicious and terrifying as any master he had sired. Even her taste for depravity had been insatiable, with many a maiden sharing Toni’s bed before meeting an untimely demise.
Yet Toni had not adapted with the times. She began to see his efforts to protect the coven as a sign of weakness and temerity. She viewed him as decadent and incompetent, denouncing the same traits that once attracted her to him. The bitch even had the audacity to accuse him of failing to provide leadership and of allowing the coven to become sloppy, ignoring the fact that her own challenge to his authority had emboldened the coven to act as it pleased.
Toni had boasted to the coven that she would confront Drake Matthews, and that she alone would rid them of the hunter. The fantasies of a foolish girl. She knew how to fight, but so far had only faced inferior foes. She had a lot to learn. Most importantly, that you could not confront an opponent’s strength and hope to win, but needed to exploit his weakness instead. Toni had not yet discovered Drake Matthew’s weakness.
But Ion had.
In a few days, when Toni failed at her attempt to kill Drake Matthews, and had discredited herself in the eyes of the coven, Ion would finish the job and solidify his leadership. A new scent wafted through the night air. Ion sniffed. He knew it well. Adrenaline. Excitement. Anticipation. Someone was hunting him. He did not know who or how many, and as of yet could not see them. But he could smell them. The musky scent of a violent creature of prey confident of an easy kill. Ion kept his pace steady and his eyes straight ahead. He would do nothing to shatter their confidence.
At least not yet.
After several minutes, his pursuers rushed in for the kill. Three sets of running feet closed in behind him. A deep voice menacingly cut through the night.
“Wait up, motherfucka.”
Ion kept on walking. He moistened his lips in anticipation.
A large figure raced past Ion, then turned and blocked his path. Ion could just make out the features of a black man, bald, a shade over six feet in height, with a muscular chest and arms clearly defined underneath a tight t-shirt. The man reminded Ion of a Nubian slave he had taken for a lover back in Jerusalem. For an instant, Ion wondered how suppliant a partner this man would be. But the hateful sneer on the man’s face told Ion that such a thought would remain a fantasy.
The Nubian raised a switchblade in front of Ion’s face and opened it with a metallic click. “Who the fuck do you think you are walking away from me?”
Ion glanced over his shoulder. Two men stood behind him about three feet back and to either side. The man to his right, a stocky Hispanic, pushed aside his jacket to reveal a .38 caliber revolver. The other assailant, a skinny white kid with long hair and a scraggly beard, held a hunting knife down by his leg.
“Look at me when I’m talking to you, motherfucka.”
Plunging the knife forward, the Nubian sliced it across Ion’s right cheek, making a deep incision that did not bleed. Ion looked back at the Nubian and smiled.
“Jesus Christ. What the…”
Ion grabbed the Nubian by the shirt with his left hand and placed his right behind the Nubian’s head, reaching around to cup the chin. With a single motion, Ion twisted the man’s head around. The cracking of the Nubian’s vertebrae gave way to a gurgle as the dying man tried to cry out through his ruptured larynx. Ion released the shirt. The corpse swayed for a moment, then collapsed to the path with a dull thud.
The Hispanic removed the revolver and aimed, but never had a chance to use it. Ion swooped around and grabbed the Hispanic’s wrist in his left hand, grasped the gun in his right, and twisted up and to the right. The Hispanic cried out, drowning out the sound of snapping bones. With a single rapid motion, Ion grabbed the revolver from the Hispanic’s hand and shoved the barrel into the man’s mouth, knocking out several of his front teeth. The Hispanic gagged on fragments of enamel and blood, but only for a second. Ion pulled the trigger. The back of the Hispanic’s head exploded, showering the third assailant in gore. Still holding the Hispanic’s wrist, Ion flipped his arm to the side, discarding the body into the grass.
Ion stepped over to the skinny white kid who trembled in terror. Urine flowed down his right pants leg and formed a pool around his feet. Ion scooped a bloody piece of brain matter off the kid’s face and popped the morsel into his mouth, then licked his finger clean. The kid dropped his gaze and began sobbing, struggling to pray through deep breaths.
“Hail Mary, full of grace. Hail Mary, full of grace.”
Ion placed an index finger under the kid’s chin and lifted his head. Their gazes met. Ion smiled reassuredly.
“Do you believe in God?”
The kid sobbed deeply and stuttered out the word, “Y-yes.”
“That’s a shame, because you’ll never meet him.”
Ion morphed into a vampire and snarled. The kid became paralyzed with fear, mouthing a scream he could not vocalize. Ion held the kid in place by his shoulders as he plunged his fangs into his throat and drank deeply.
After a few seconds, the kid overcame his shock long enough to attempt to scream. He inhaled, trying to suck in air, most of which escaped through his ravaged neck. Sinking his fangs in deeper, Ion twisted his head from side to side until he tore a chunk of flesh from the kid’s throat. The body thrashed around before dropping to the ground. Ion spit the mouthful of flesh at the corpse. He used his fingers to wipe the blood from his lips and mouth, then sucked his fingers clean. The human might have made a disappointing feast, but once reawakened as the undead would make an excellent vampire.




6.
DRAKE SAT AT HIS DESK, his feet propped up on an extended drawer. With a Macanudo clenched between his teeth and the keyboard resting on his lap, he had been surfing the Internet for over an hour. More accurately, he had been searching The Washington Standard’s website to find out everything he could about Jessica Reynolds. Sadly, the effort was a waste of time.
Taking a long draw on his cigar, Drake removed it from his mouth and placed it in an ashtray, then blew smoke into the air. He reached for his iced coffee and took a long drink. With a frustrated sigh, he continued reading. Despite over an hour on the Internet, he found very little to judge her by. Jessica’s biodata page listed little more than her date and place of birth, the colleges she attended, and the other newspapers she worked for. He checked out their websites, but most were small local newspapers that did not maintain archives if they even had a homepage. Even The Washington Standard’s official photograph of Jessica failed to do her justice. Or at least he hoped so since it looked like the reflection from a funhouse mirror.
Picking up his cigar, Drake took another drag. Fortunately, the website had archived all of Jessica’s articles. Mostly reports on political corruption or the sexual indiscretions of the rich and famous. Not a very impressive portfolio, but Drake reasoned that resulted more from the low editorial standards of The Washington Standard than her own abilities. The quality of Jessica’s writing impressed him. And more importantly, the extent of her research. She had a knack for digging deep into a story and for getting people to talk to her, which more often than not led to them revealing the one fact that blew open the entire scandal. To Jessica’s credit, none of the facts she reported had been disproved. Drake felt she could hold her own on any of the city’s major newspapers if given the chance. Which he did not find reassuring. Now that Jessica had begun snooping around their hunting of vampires, it would not be long before she uncovered the truth.
A knock at the door broke into Drake’s thoughts. “Come in.”
Alison stuck her head inside. “I just wanted to remind you that Jim wants to show us his latest gadgets when you have a minute.”
“I’ll be right there.” Drake logged off his computer, took a puff on his cigar, and joined Alison.
Jim was waiting for them when they came upstairs. He stood in front of the work bench, shifting his weight from one foot to the other like a nervous schoolboy about to give his first class presentation. He nearly sprang to attention when he saw them approaching. Drake could tell that Jim desperately wanted to impress them.
“Okay, kid,” Drake said in as supportive a tone as possible. “Show me what you got.”
“Yes, sir.” Jim stopped short, realizing he sounded too formal. He gestured for the others to join him at the work bench. First were three instruments that looked like large cellular phones. He picked up two of them, handing one each to Drake and Alison. “I upgraded our communications system. The cell phones were too inconvenient and unreliable, and you could only talk to one person at a time. So I bought us a set of Midland radios. These have a range of ten miles, more than enough for what we need.”
Drake fiddled with the controls. “But aren’t these like CB radios? Won’t anyone be able to listen in on us?”
“Not with these. I’ve calibrated them and enabled the privacy codes, so only you, Alison, and I will be able to communicate through them. I also have belt holders and microphone headsets, so you can use these just like you did your cell phones.”
“Not bad.” Drake put his radio down and picked up an instrument that looked like a hand-held telescope. “What’s this?”
“A night vision scope with a built-in infrared detector. I figure in our line of work we’ll be traveling in some pretty dark places, and I like to know what’s around me.”
Drake nodded in approval. “The night vision will come in handy. But since vampires are already dead and don’t generate heat, we won’t get much use out of the infrared part.”
“A vampire at rest would have the same temperature as its surrounding environment. But when on the hunt, a vampire is moving and generating friction, which creates energy, which raises its temperature. Much the same way as a running engine generates heat. So I made some modifications to the infrared sensors to detect these minor variations. They should show up as light green on the display.”
“Impressive.” Drake meant it, and he did not impress easily. “Have you tested it out yet?”
Jim’s enthusiasm waned slightly. “It works against objects in the lab that I heated to a few degrees above room temperature. I won’t know how effective it is against vampires until we test it in the field.”
“You’ll get your chance to do that soon enough.” Drake handed the scope back to Jim. “Anything else?”
“Oh, yeah.” The enthusiasm returned to Jim’s voice. He put down the scope and picked up a coil of thick wire with a metal ring at each end. Holding one ring in each hand, Jim uncoiled the wire to its full length of two feet, then twirled it in front of him. “I’m especially proud of this. It’s a commando saw used to cut through wood, bone, and soft metals. It’s made of eight woven strands of stainless steel which I’ve sharpened to a fine edge. Let me show you.”
Jim stepped over to a small table onto which had been attached a perpendicular wooden spike approximately two inches in diameter and three feet in length. A watermelon had been impaled onto the spike. Jim draped the commando saw around the watermelon’s circumference, then rapidly drew his arms to the sides. The wire sliced through the watermelon and sheared through the spike, lopping the top half onto the floor. Jim recoiled the commando saw. He turned to Drake and Alison, a wry smile on his face.
“Very nice.” Drake walked over to the half of the watermelon still mounted on the spike and ran his finger along the wood’s severed surface. The cut was smooth. “I suppose this would be just as effective on the undead?”
“It should. It’s the closest approximation I could get to a human neck without using a real corpse.”
“I could get you one if you really need it,” said Alison.
Jim chuckled, only to realize she had not been joking.
Drake examined the commando saw. “How do I prevent from castrating myself with this?”
“I have a case for it.” Jim took from off the work bench a black leather pouch large enough to carry a portable CD player. He unbuttoned the lid and lifted it up. “The rings attach to a Velcro patch near the top so you can get to them easily. The saw will uncoil as you pull it out. Then you get yourself some head.”
Alison suppressed a laugh. Drake tried to look as if he disapproved. “What else do you have?”
Jim picked up a Glock-23 semiautomatic pistol and handed it to Drake grip first. “I’m especially proud of this.”
“A 9mm pistol?”
“Actually, it’s a 40 caliber. Has more stopping power than a 9mm.”
“Not against a vampire.” Drake placed the pistol back on the work bench. “Bullets don’t faze them.”
“Normal bullets don’t faze them.” Jim removed the magazine from the Glock and handed it to Drake. “Check out these babies.”
Drake took the magazine and popped out a single bullet into his hand. It looked normal enough. A 40 caliber round with a brass head, the tip of which had been covered with a daub of wax. “Hollow points?”
Jim nodded. “Filled with holy water.”
Alison whistled between her teeth and stepped forward. She took the round from Drake and examined it. “How did you accomplish that?”
“Easy. I just drilled a small hole in the hollow point, filled it with holy water, and sealed it off with hot wax. The result is a nasty little weapon that may not kill a vampire, but it’ll sure hurt like a son of a bitch and give them something to think about.”
“Very impressive.” Drake passed the bullet back to Jim. “How many of these do you have?”
“Only forty rounds so far. Just enough for one magazine for each of the four Glocks we have. Two for you, two for Alison. But I can easily make more.”
“Do it.” Drake leaned against the work bench. “Anything else?”
“Just one more thing. It’s my pride and joy.” Jim reached over and removed a large piece of cloth from the work bench, revealing a crossbow. He picked it up, making sure he pointed it away from the others. “This has one hundred fifty pounds of thrust. More than enough to drive a stake through a vampire’s heart. I’ve replaced the aluminum bows with ones made out of willow. I also mounted a laser scope on the sights to improve accuracy. Do you want to try it out?”
Jim handed the crossbow to Drake handle first. He gestured to the far wall to a life-sized targeting dummy made of burlap stuffed with straw and mounted spread eagle on a wooden frame. A red circle three inches in diameter marked the location where the heart would be. Drake switched on the laser scope, pulled back on the cables, and placed a wooden arrow in the barrel’s groove. He raised the crossbow, centered the laser beam in the middle of the red circle, and slowly pulled back on the trigger until the bolt released. The wooden arrow sailed through the air with a swoosh and plunged into the target dummy. Eight inches below and to the left of where the laser beam illuminated.
“Shit,” Jim mumbled under his breath.
“What happened?” asked Alison.
“The scope isn’t properly sighted,” said Drake.
“No. It’s sighted properly. I’ve fired it successfully a dozen times with the aluminum arrows.” Jim took the crossbow and placed it back on the bench. “The problem is the wooden stakes. They’re not aerodynamically sound. I still have a lot of work to do on them.”
“Don’t worry about it.” Drake patted Jim on the shoulder. “You’ll work out the glitches. And the rest of this stuff is great. We’ll use it tonight.”
“Tonight?” asked Jim.
“Yeah.” Drake picked up two of the Glocks and looked them over. “Do you have shoulder holsters for these?”
“I have two for each of you.” Jim pointed absentmindedly to the gun safe in his office, then returned to the main topic. “But didn’t we just go hunting the other night?”
“We did. But tonight is Friday night. Everybody hits the streets to party. For vampires it’s like the buffet at Shoney’s.” Drake placed the guns down. “Don’t worry, kid. You’ll do fine.”
“Thanks,” said Jim.
Drake turned to Alison and gestured toward the weapons on the work bench. “Are you going to outfit yourself with any of these?”
“Just the radio.” Alison smiled. “It’ll make it easier to keep track of you.”
“You’re not interested in anything else?” asked Jim, unable to hide his disappointment.
“Nothing personal. When I fight vampires, I prefer to rely on my own skills rather than fancy weapons.”
Drake shrugged. “Okay. Set me up with a pair of Glocks in shoulder holsters and a commando saw. And prepare the infrared scope and the radios. Then go home and get some rest. We’ll meet back here at eleven.”
Leaving Alison and Jim to begin preparations for that night’s hunt, Drake went back downstairs. As he entered the reception area, he noticed a young woman seated on the sofa across from Alison’s desk. She wore a pink dress with a small slit up the left side and matching heels, which accentuated her shapely legs. The rest of her figure was not too bad, either. She had been reading something jotted into a small notebook, but lifted her head upon hearing Drake. Drake recognized her from the webpage photo as Jessica Reynolds. Jessica stood to greet him. Drake quickened his pace, wanting to get the upper hand.
“Good morning, Miss Reynolds.”
“Good morning,” Jessica said haltingly. She was caught off guard. “How did you know?”
“It’s a pleasure to finally meet you,” Drake interrupted. “You are definitely more attractive than you sound on the phone.”
“Thank you.” Jessica quickly regained her composure. Stepping forward, she offered her hand. “You must be Drake Matthews.”
“Please, just call me Drake.” He took her hand. “I guess I don’t have to ask why you’re here.”
“I’m just taking you up on your offer.”
“My offer?”
“Yes,” Jessica said graciously. “Last night you said you didn’t give phone interviews. So I’m here to talk to you personally.”
Drake found himself admiring Jessica’s persistence almost as much as her looks. He leaned back against the rim of Alison’s desk. “You came all the way down here for nothing.”
“So then you won’t grant me an interview?”
“Sorry to disappoint you.”
Rather than become angry, Jessica sat back down on the sofa and crossed her legs. “You’re fighting a losing battle by refusing to talk to me.”
“Is that because you’re so persistent you won’t give up until I agree to an interview?”
“That too.” Jessica smiled at the compliment, in spite of herself. “The truth is, whether you want to admit it or not, you’re becoming quite a celebrity in this city.”
“That’s what I’m trying to avoid.”
“Why?”
Drake suppressed a grin. Very clever, he thought. He almost answered that one. He definitely needed to be on guard around her. “If I answered that, then you’d be getting your interview.”
“Well, it would be a good start.”
“But it’s one I’m not willing to make.”
Jessica hesitated, not certain whether to press any further or retreat now and make another attempt later. Drake took advantage of the opportunity. “If you’ll excuse me. I have work to do.”
Resigned to a temporary defeat, Jessica stood up to leave. Drake followed her into the hall and held the front door open for her. “Forgive me if I’m being rude.”
“That’s okay. I won’t take it personally.” Jessica started to leave but stopped. Placing one hand on the door jam, she leaned close to Drake and spoke in a low, almost conspiratorial voice. “But you realize, I’m not going to give up until I get what I want.”
“I’d be disappointed if you didn’t try.”
Jessica slipped out and descended the stairs. Drake watched her until she reached the sidewalk, then closed the door and headed back to his office. Alison sat behind her desk, giving him a prying look as he passed.
“I assume she’s the reporter who called you last night?”
“The same.”
“She seems a lot perkier than you described her.” Alison’s voice had the slightest tinge of jealousy to it.
“Really? I hadn’t noticed.”
“Yeah, right.”
“Seriously, though. We have to be wary of Miss Reynolds. She’s a good reporter, and an even better researcher. And she’s as persistent as a pissed-off wharf rat.”
“I’m sure she’d appreciate the analogy.”
“It’s true. She’s not going to let up until she gets her story.” Drake paused. “Maybe you should call Reese and warn him that he’ll probably be getting a phone call from Miss Reynolds.”
Alison seemed taken aback. “You really think she might track him down?”
“I’m surprised she hasn’t already.”
“What do you want me to tell him?”
Drake thought for a moment. “If Miss Reynolds shows up asking questions, tell Reese to go ahead and answer them.”
“Do you think that’s wise?”
“I’m going to have to talk to her sooner or later. Before I do, I want to make sure she knows exactly what we’re dealing with.”
*     *     *
BILL SAT IN HIS COROLLA in front of Beers Elementary School, growing increasingly impatient. He glanced at his watch. Five minutes before school got out. He looked down the street, then used his rearview mirror to scan behind him. No sign of Jessica. Where the hell was she? If she did not show up soon, she would blow her chance to meet with Jason.
But that would be typical of Jessica. She was nothing more than a second-rate reporter on a third-rate newspaper who fancied herself as being just one story away from a Pulitzer. A perfect blending of delusion and pomposity. If Jessica had been the one to dig up this lead, she would have made the meeting a priority. Instead, her majesty was out trolling for information from people who refused to be interviewed, either because they were politicians for who “No comment” was a mantra, or Drake Matthews himself. Jim, on the other hand, had tracked down the one person who not only saw the attacker but would hopefully be willing to talk. But because the photographer had surfaced the lead and not the reporter, the information obviously did not matter. Well, screw her. If she did not care enough to be here to get the story, then why should he?
Bill reached into his jacket pocket, pulled out the car keys, and inserted them into the ignition. Before he could start the Corolla. a taxi passed by and slowed. Bill noticed Jessica seated in back. The taxi stopped several yards ahead of him. Jessica paid the driver and climbed out of the taxi. As the taxi pulled away, Jessica walked over to Bill’s car and got in on the passenger’s side.
“Did I miss him?” Jessica asked as she closed the car door behind her.
“You mean Jason?”
“Yeah.”
“No. Barely, though. School will be out any minute.” Bill waited for an explanation. When none came he asked, “Where were you?”
“Across town. It took me forever to catch a cab.”
“You ought to break down and buy yourself a car.”
“No thanks.” Jessica lowered the passenger-side visor and began to straighten her hair in the mirror. “Between the registration fees, red light and speed cameras, and the parking scams, it’d be cheaper for me to rent a limo.”
At least I’m not the one who has to chauffeur you around, Bill thought. “What were you doing across town?”
“Talking to Drake. At least trying to, anyway.”
“I take it your interview didn’t go well.”
“If you call getting the brush off an interview.”
“Rude, huh?”
“Actually, he was quite charming.”
“So was Ted Bundy.”
Jessica chuckled. “Not to worry. I can be persistent when I want to be.”
The loud metallic clang of the school bell announced the end of class. Within minutes, the doors burst open and children began to file out. Bill and Jessica searched each of the faces as they emerged, looking for Jason.
Bill tapped Jessica on the shoulder and pointed to a young boy who resembled Jason’s photograph. Dressed in jeans and a denim jacket, with a book bag slung over his right shoulder, he came out of the school and descended the stairs. No one spoke to or paid any attention to him. He made his way over to the bus stop and sat down on the bench to wait. Reaching into his backpack, the boy pulled out a comic book and began reading.
“Are you ready?” asked Bill.
“Yup. You have your camera ready?”
Bill lifted up his 35mm Nikon with a 250mm zoom lens from off of the back seat. “I’ll get the picture. You concentrate on getting the interview. And remember. You have ten minutes. Fifteen at most. So make ’em count.”
“I will.”
“Good luck.”
JESSICA STEPPED OUT of the Corolla. As she straightened her pink dress, she scanned up and down the street. Cars and SUVs pulled up to the curb, the drivers picking up their children. Dozens of other kids hung about, some slowly making their way home, others milling around with their friends. With everyone engrossed in their own activities, with luck no one would pay any attention to her.
Taking a deep breath, Jessica crossed the street and walked over to the bench. She stopped a few feet from the boy reading the comic book. “Excuse me. Are you Jason Clark?”
Jason looked up from his comic book, then answered with an unenthusiastic, “Yeah.” He went back to his reading.
“My name’s Jessica.”
“Hi.”
“May I sit down?”
The boy shrugged.
Jessica took a seat on the bench beside Jason. “What are you reading?”
“A comic book.”
“What’s it called?”
Jason stopped reading long enough to close the comic book and show its cover to Jessica. The Tomb of Dracula. When he thought Jessica had had enough time to read the title, he opened the comic book again and went back to reading.
“Scary stuff, huh?” asked Jessica.
“No. This is only a comic book. It’s not real.” Jason finally looked directly at Jessica. “Are you a psychiatrist?”
“No. I’m a reporter.” It seemed like a very unusual question from a ten-year-old boy. “Why did you think I was a psychiatrist?”
Jason hesitated, almost as if embarrassed to admit the answer. He eventually sighed. “Because lately they’re the only grownups who want to talk to me.”
“Is that because of what happened at the train station last week?”
The boy nodded again and looked down at his comic book. “No one believes me when I tell them what happened.”
“I’ll believe you.”
“That’s what they said. But they didn’t.”
“You mean the psychiatrists?”
“Yeah.” Jason turned to Jessica and forced a smile. “They never said they didn’t believe me. Grownups never do. Everyone thinks I was so scared I imagined what I saw. But I did see it.”
“What did you see?”
Jason acted as if he had not heard the question. “At first they wanted to accuse the man in the leather jacket of attacking me.”
“You mean Mr. Matthews?”
“I guess. I don’t know his name. But the man in the leather jacket saved me from it.” Jason sighed again. “The police wanted me to say he attacked me.”
“Did the police eventually believe you? I mean, about the man in the leather jacket saving your life?”
“Yeah.” Jason nodded his head half a dozen times. “Though they still don’t believe what attacked me.”
Jessica noticed that Jason never referred to his attacker as “he”, but always in the impersonal. Probably because of how much the incident had traumatized him. For a moment, Jessica contemplated ending the interview now, but pushed that thought out of her mind. Jason had been the only person besides Drake Matthews who got a good look at the man who died in the inferno at the Woodrow Wilson Bridge, the man whose bone fragments were three hundred years old. She had come this far and could not turn back now.
“Jason, can I ask you a few questions about the man who attacked you?”
“Sure.” Jason looked at Jessica. His eyes betrayed a range of emotions. Anxiety about reliving the horror of that night. Uncertainty over whether to trust her. Trepidation that he would be disbelieved again. “But it wasn’t a man who attacked me.”
“A woman attacked you?”
“No.”
“Then who attacked you?”
Silence. Jason stared at the comic book as he slowly turned the pages. The only sounds came from children playing in the nearby schoolyard and a police car siren a few blocks away. Jessica hoped she had not scared him off. Not now. Not so close to getting an answer.
“Jason, who attacked you?”
A heavy, resigned sigh. But Jason still would not answer.
“Jason, please tell me. I want to know.”
“You won’t believe me.”
“I will. I promise.”
Jason started to answer, then stopped. Jessica assumed that every adult he told his story to had discredited it. Jason continued to look at his comic book. He finally responded, his voice soft and low.
“I was attacked by a monster.”
Jessica kept her expression stoic as she formulated a response. She now understood why no one believed him. The entire scenario sounded like a self-induced nightmare. Every ounce of common sense told her to walk away, that this led her nowhere. But a gut instinct urged Jessica to forge ahead.
Before Jessica could respond, Jason looked up at her, his eyes accusing. “I told you you wouldn’t believe me.”
“I do believe you,” Jessica lied, trying to salvage the interview.
“You do?” Jason sounded both excited that a grownup finally believed him yet uncertain as to whether he could trust her.
“Of course. I just don’t understand what you mean by ‘monster’.”
A commotion in front of the school attracted Jessica’s attention. A middle-aged black woman in a smart-looking business suit, more than likely the principal, had exited the school’s main entrance and raced down the stairs. She stared directly at Jessica and yelled for her to leave Jason alone. Two burly men followed behind her, one a young muscular man in gym clothes, the other about forty-five and wearing a white shirt, the seams of which strained under his hefty paunch. Even worse, the sirens she heard belonged to a pair of Metro Police cruisers racing down either end of the street. Jessica had no illusions that they were intended for anyone other than her. She should have realized that after the incident at Union Station, everyone would be looking out for Jason. She had miscalculated. Badly. And she was about to pay for that.
The principal and her muscle men were already on the sidewalk and running toward her, and the police cars had closed to within one hundred yards. Jessica had thirty seconds at most before the shit hit the fan. She needed to make the next few questions count.
“Jason, when you said you were attacked by a monster, did you mean a very large and scary man?”
“No. It was a real monster.”
“What type of monster?”
“It looked like this.” Jason folded the comic book in half along its crease and handed it to Jessica so that only one page showed. She took the comic book. The page consisted of a single frame. In it, a young woman cowered under attack from a creature with pale-gray skin, blood-red eyes, talon-like fingernails, and fangs.
A vampire.
Before Jessica could ask another question, the black woman inserted herself between Jessica and Jason. The fat man in the white shirt clasped Jason by the shoulders and gently but firmly steered him back toward the school, while the muscular man stood just behind and to the right of the principal, his arms menacingly folded across his chest.
“Who the hell do you think you are?” asked the black woman.
“I was just asking Jas…”
“Do you have permission to talk with him?”
As the fat man led Jason away, he looked over his shoulder and waved goodbye. Jessica returned the wave, which only excited the black woman to a frenzy.
“I’m talking to you. Do you have permission from Jason’s mother to talk with him?”
“No. Sorry. I didn’t know…”
The slamming of car doors heralded the arrival of the police. Not that Jessica minded, because she felt a lot safer with them than she did around the principal. The officer from the nearest police car approached while the officer from the second car stood back several yards, one hand clasped around his service revolver.
“Ma’am, please step away from the bench and keep your hands where I can see them.”
IN HIS CAR ACROSS the street, Bill slouched down into the driver’s seat, desperately trying not to be noticed. He already had taken several photographs of Jessica and the boy, stopping only when all hell broke loose. He watched the black woman and two large men descend on Jessica and made sure the altercation did not become physical. A part of him wanted to go to Jessica’s defense and attempt to calm the situation, but he knew that his presence would only incite the situation further. Any thoughts of playing the hero were pushed out of his mind with the arrival of the two police cars.
Bill watched as the police handcuffed Jessica and escorted her to one of the cruisers. He contemplated snapping off a few pictures. Not for the paper, just so he could have a few photographs of that sanctimonious bitch getting taken down a peg. In the end, though, he opted against pushing his luck. No sense both of them spending a night in jail. Instead, he melted into the seat as much as possible.
It took only a few minutes for the police to arrest Jessica. Bill waited until the two police cars pulled away and everyone had gone back into the school before he headed back to The Standard. He had no idea how he would break the news to Dan, but he knew he would enjoy doing so.
*     *     *
THE MIDNIGHT-BLACK Suburban cruised along Constitution Avenue. Jim drove. Drake sat beside him in the passenger’s seat, searching the Mall for vampires. In the back seat, Alison looked out the window with the infra-red goggles. None of them had spoken since beginning the hunt over two hours ago. For the fourth time they traversed the length of the Mall, turning right onto 4th Street, and right again onto Independence Avenue.
Alison suddenly reached out and tapped Drake’s shoulder. “I have one.”
“Where?”
“Heading up 17th Street toward the Washington Monument.” Alison switched the goggles to night vision mode, pausing as the screen adjusted its view. “He’s about halfway between the street and the monument. A few paces behind a couple pushing a baby stroller.”
Drake leaned closer to the window. He easily spotted the couple pushing the stroller. A few yards behind the family plodded a tall, lanky figure in a dark-blue parka, the hood covering its lowered head. It was not on the prowl. It ignored the couple, an easy target, and passed them.
“It doesn’t seem to be hungry,” said Jim.
“They’re always hungry. This one’s keeping a low profile,” responded Drake. “If it corners someone alone, trust me, it’ll feed.”
“What do we do now?” asked Alison.
“Track him.” Drake tapped Jim’s shoulder and pointed toward 17th Street. “Turn here and drop us off by the walkway. Then cruise around the block and wait for my signal.”
“Gotcha.”
Alison kept track of the vampire until the Suburban rolled to a stop. “Okay, boss. It’s passing the southwest corner of the monument.”
Drake could see it plodding along. It had just passed the couple with the baby stroller. “I have a visual. Let’s go.”
Alison pulled off the night vision goggles and dropped them onto the backseat, then stepped out of the SUV alongside Drake. “Ready?”
Drake nodded. He adjusted his leather jacket so it concealed his shoulder holsters. The two headed toward the monument.
FROM ACROSS 17th STREET, seated at the base of the stairs leading up to the World War II Memorial, Toni watched the hunters. Dressed in tight jeans and a denim jacket, she blended in with the tourists and other pedestrians. Toni waited until the Suburban pulled away and the hunters started toward the monument. She then stood up and followed, monitoring them at a discreet distance.
THE CLUSTER OF HUNTERS and hunted wound its way through the Mall in a deadly game of cat-and-mouse. They crossed 15th and 14th Streets, and were almost to 12th Street when the vampire suddenly veered to the right toward Independence Avenue. At the entrance to the Smithsonian Metro stop, the vampire quickened its pace and disappeared down the stairs.
“Feasting on the subway?” asked Alison. “That’s a first.”
“Let’s make sure it’s also a last.”
Drake and Alison raced downstairs into the Metro station, careful to keep the vampire in view. Toni followed.
Once underground, the vampire made its way along the platform, doing nothing to attract attention to itself. It stopped two-thirds of the way down where few people stood, and moved close to one of the central pillars, attempting to blend into the shadows. It pulled the hood down farther over its head.
Turning to keep his back to the vampire, Drake leaned close to Alison. “Wait here. If it tries to leave, follow it. If it gets on a train, take the last car and be ready to provide backup. And make sure your radio is on.”
“Right. Just be careful.”
“Aren’t I always?”
Alison sighed good-naturedly. “You don’t pay me enough for this shit.”
Drake smiled and patted her upper arm. He walked down the platform, stopping halfway between Alison and the vampire.
Toni sat on a bench a few yards from Alison.
Less than five minutes passed before the string of lights running along the platform flashed, signaling the imminent arrival of a commuter train. The vampire glanced at the station clock, then stepped out to the platform’s edge. Deep inside the tunnel, a bright light reflected off the wall, growing brighter as the train rounded the curve and pulled into the station. The vampire walked alongside as the train slowed, peering into each car. It stopped two cars from the front, and stepped inside when the doors slid open.
Drake stepped into the third car from the front and moved to the storm door separating the third and second cars, leaning against the bulkhead so he could watch the vampire through the window. Alison entered the last car and took up position near the rear door. She did not notice Toni take a seat five feet behind her.
As Drake watched, the vampire strolled aimlessly down the car. It finally took a seat between an overweight middle-aged black woman in a nurse’s outfit who sat near the end of the car, and a young woman in an expensive business suit. The only other person in the car was a vagrant in a baggy coat and wool cap who sat off to the left beside the storm door, hunched over and asleep.
With a slight lurch, the train pulled out of the station, disappearing into the tunnel.
“Alison, are you still there?” Drake asked into his headset.
“Haven’t lost me yet. Anything going on?”
“Nothing at the moment.” Drake leaned forward to look through the window. “There are too many people around for it to try anything.”
“That’s fine by me. Last thing I want is a battle royale down here.” Alison paused. “Are you planning on following it if it leaves the Metro?”
“We’ll play that by ear. Just be ready if I need you.”
“I always am.”
Drake stood by the storm door, keeping his eye on the vampire. The vampire did not move as the train stopped at the next three stations—Federal Triangle, Metro Center, and McPherson. At Faragut West Station, the woman in the business suit stood up and exited the car, leaving behind the nurse and the vagrant. As the young woman stepped onto the platform, the vampire looked up slightly. Drake caught a glimpse of the creature’s red eyes. It waited for the doors to close before standing. As the train pulled out of the station and entered the confines of the tunnel, the vampire strolled over to the nurse.
“Shit!” Drake reached under his jacket and pulled out a stake. “Alison, are you there?”
“What’s up?”
“Looks like our snuffy is about to feed. I need backup.”
Drake slid open the storm door and rushed into the adjoining car.
“OKAY, BOSS. BE RIGHT THERE.”
Alison started forward, but a hand tightly gripped her upper right arm. “Not so fast, hunter.”
Turning around, Alison looked into the face of a beautiful redhead. In an instant, those features turned evil as the skin shrunk tightly around Toni’s skull and the eyes morphed into glowing blood-red orbs. The lips contorted into a sneer, exposing a set of fangs that lunged for Alison’s throat.
DRAKE BARGED INTO THE TRAIN CAR, startling the nurse. Her eyes widened with concern when she spotted the stake in his hand. He focused not on her, however, but on something to her right. She turned to the new danger as the vampire lunged. It placed one hand on her left shoulder and the other on the side of her head, pushing them apart to expose the woman’s neck. Her screams echoed off the interior of the car as the vampire plunged its teeth into her throat.
Drake fell upon the vampire a second later and plunged the stake into its back. Instead of piercing its heart, the tip broke off.
“Surprise, hunter.” The voice came from behind him. Drake spun around to stare into the dead eyes of the vagrant. The vampire cocked its head to one side and smiled sadistically. Its talon-like fingers slowly curled up into a fist, then tapped its chest with a dull solid thud. “Body armor.”
Before Drake could react, the vagrant vampire attacked. Drake ducked and dodged behind the vampire. When it turned to face him, Drake plunged the stake into its heart. It clunked harmlessly against the body armor. With a sardonic laugh, the vampire grabbed Drake by his jacket collar, lifted him up, and flung him down the car. Drake hit the floor and slid its entire length, coming to a stop only after he slammed into one of the seats. Disoriented, Drake rolled over and struggled to his feet as the vagrant vampire strode toward him.
A loud sucking sound attracted the vagrant vampire’s attention. It stopped and turned. The other creature had finished feeding on the nurse and now stood in front of her, wiping a shriveled hand across its blood-drenched lips.
“Save some for me,” hissed the vagrant vampire. The other creature responded with a snarl.
Drake took advantage of the distraction. Reaching into his pocket, he withdrew the sharpened commando saw and stretched it to its full length. Racing forward, Drake made a loop of the wire. As the vampire turned to face him, he wrapped the wire around its neck and yanked the handles in opposite directions. The vampire stared dumbfounded at Drake. A rivulet of blood started to flow from the slice in its neck. The vampire looked down at its wound and attempted to howl, its cry cut off as its head fell to the deck, shattering into a cloud of dust. Blood gushed from the open neck, spraying the walls and ceilings and dripping back into small pools on the floor. As its body drained, the thing thrashed around in agony as its skin shriveled and decayed from its skeleton. After several seconds that seemed like an eternity, the vagrant vampire crumbled into dust.
By now the train had slowed as it pulled into Foggy Bottom Station. The other vampire crouched, preparing to attack. Drake took a defensive stance. When the entry doors slid open, the vampire lunged to its right out onto the platform and raced for the exit. Drake ran after it, pausing as he passed by the nurse. Two rows of jagged teeth marks had been gnawed into her neck where the vampire had fed, the mangled flesh glistening with fresh blood. Her eyes were closed, her breathing labored and shallow. She was still alive—for now. Soon she would become one of the undead like the others. The humane thing to do would be to put her out of her misery. Despite everything, Drake could not bring himself to kill a human. He would deal with her later.
Drake rushed out onto the platform and glanced toward the last car to check on Alison. A half dozen or so people raced around trying to find safety, but not Alison. Drake jumped back into the car just as the doors slid shut. As the train pulled out of the station, made his way toward the rear of the train.
ALISON STEPPED BACK QUICKLY and dodged to the left, avoiding Toni’s attack. The master lunged again. Alison grabbed the support rail above her head and pulled herself up, brought her knees to her chest, and kicked out. Connecting with Toni’s chest, she propelled the master across the car into the sliding doors. Alison dropped to the deck and reached under her jacket for a stake, but before she could withdraw it Toni sprang off of the doors. Twisting to her right, Alison stopped the master with a sidekick.
By now the surrounding passengers had become painfully aware of the battle raging around them. Most had either moved to the farthest exit, desperately waiting for a chance to escape, or sat terrified in their seats, leaning away from the conflict.
One young man raced forward to help Alison. Toni spun around as he neared, wrapping the talon-like fingers of her right hand around his face and digging in. Toni’s other hand clasped him by the back of the head. With a quick twist of her hands, she snapped his neck with a loud crack. Toni pulled her hands away with a gesture of disgust. The man’s body crumpled to the deck, his head at an obscene angle.
Alison quickly assessed the situation. For the first time she faced not a mere snuffy, but a master, and this one twice as tough as any vampire she had gone up against before. She could not effectively fight it while trapped amongst the vertical support railings. She had to get out of this confined area, and quickly. With a quick sweep of her leg, Alison kicked the master behind the right knee, knocking it off balance. Alison dived to her right, rolling into the aisle before jumping up and taking a fighting stance.
As the adversaries faced off, the train pulled into Foggy Bottom Station. The passengers practically pulled the doors open to escape. When the doors finally did open, they ran out onto the platform and dashed to safety. Seconds later, the doors slid shut and the train began to pull out of the station.
“Well, bitch,” taunted Alison. “It’s just you and me.”
“That suits me fine.” Toni hissed and sprinted down the rail car.
Alison pushed off the deck with her left foot and spun her body around, slamming her right foot into Toni’s head in a tornado kick. The master careened to the side and stumbled between two rows of seats, smashing the window, momentarily stunned. Pulling a stake from her belt holster, Alison ran between the seats and raised the stake to inflict the fatal blow. Toni’s hand shot up and grabbed Alison by the wrist. With one thrust, Toni threw the hunter over three sets of seats. Alison landed on her right shoulder in the opening by the doors, sliding across the deck until her back slammed into the center pole.
Toni flew over the seats and landed on top of Alison’s chest, knocking the wind out of her. The master pushed herself down on Alison, pinning the hunter’s pelvis to the floor with her own, then ripped open Alison’s blouse to expose her neck. Bearing her fangs, Toni leaned over, pausing only inches from the Alison’s neck.
“Relax, hunter. In a few moments, you’ll be one of us.”
“Not if I have anything to say about it,” a voice shouted from behind Toni.
Toni looked up to see Drake standing at the opposite end of the car. She snarled. “You have nothing to say about it. She’s ours now.”
Toni bent over Alison, but Drake was quicker. Reaching under his leather jacket, Drake pulled the twin Glocks from their holster, aimed them down the car, and fired off a single round. The bullet caught Toni in the shoulder, knocking her off of Alison. Toni screamed in agony. Not from the open wound, but from the burning that seared its way into her skin. She looked down to see wisps of white smoke curling up from the jagged opening. Turning to Drake, she hissed defiantly and lunged.
Drake walked down the aisle toward Toni, squeezing each trigger alternately, pumping another seventeen rounds into the vampire. Each bullet tore out chunks of dead flesh. The holy water seeped through the wounds, becoming a liquid fire that flowed through her body. So much smoke poured from Toni that Drake thought she had ignited. He stopped firing only when the bolts to the two Glocks locked backed, signifying that he was out of ammunition.
With his thumbs, Drake pressed the grip buttons on each Glock that ejected the empty magazines, letting them fall to the deck with a metallic clatter. He holstered the Glock in his left hand and began to reach for a magazine for the second Glock when an animalistic howl echoed off the walls of the car. Toni crouched, as if about to attack. Eighteen bullet holes riddled her body. Dark putrefying blood dripped from the wounds, while wisps of smoke billowed around her. Her eyes seethed with hatred. Drake braced for an assault. Instead, the master spun around and dived for the rearmost door, shattering through the window and bounding down the darkened tunnel until she disappeared.
Drake loaded a fresh magazine into his Glock and pulled the slide back as he raced over to Alison. His partner moaned and tried to roll onto her side. Drake holstered his automatic and, taking Alison’s hand in his own, slowly raised her to her feet. As she tried to steady herself, Drake straightened her blouse and jacket.
“Are you okay?” he asked.
“If you define okay as feeling like shit, then I’m fine.” Alison raised a hand to the back of her head and massaged her skull. She winced. “What the hell happened.”
“We were ambushed.” The train slowed as it approached the next station. “We’ve got to get out of here. Can you walk?”
“No problem.” Alison took a step and stumbled. Draping her left arm over his shoulder and wrapping her right around his waist, she allowed Drake to lead her to the exit.
Seconds later, the train pulled into Rosslyn Station. Thankfully there were only a few people waiting to board, none of them for their car. When the door slid open, the two headed for the exit and made their way to the street where Jim would pick them up.




7.
“HEY, BARBIE.”
Jessica ignored the taunt. She sat motionless on the cot that smelled of urine and sweat, propped up in the corner, her arms folded across her chest. She kept her eyes closed and pretended to be asleep, hoping the woman would go away.
“I said ‘Hey Barbie’.”
How the hell did she wind up in this mess, Jessica asked herself. She could understand the police arresting her for talking to Jason. But to throw her into the holding tank with the dregs of society seemed a bit extreme. Jessica shared a cell with two girls in their mid-twenties, both in tussled dresses and disheveled blonde hair, who sat at opposite ends of the tank glaring at one another, more than likely still brewing over a catfight they had gotten into the night before. A crack whore crouched in the corner, sobbing and moaning as her body shook from withdrawal. A hooker in a latex miniskirt and white see-through blouse, an outfit that did not compliment her one-hundred-and-eighty pound frame, stood by the bars, her gaze fixed on the squad room at the end of the corridor. A black woman in stiletto boots and worn jeans stood in front of Jessica, trying to provoke God knows what. And finally Jessica, dressed in a pink dress and matching heels, looking as out of place as Al Sharpton at a Klan rally.
“Bitch, I’m fucking talking to you.”
“Leave me alone.” Jessica tried to sound tough, an impression that was hard to convey when dressed like a doll.
“Leave you alone? Hell, I’m gonna fuck you up real good.”
Jessica sat still and kept her eyes closed, hoping the woman would go away. It did not work.
“Get up, bitch.” The black woman placed a stiletto boot on the edge of the cot and pushed. “You’re gonna get a piece of me whether you want it or not.”
Jessica braced herself. But then a second voice came to her rescue. “Leave Blondie alone. She’s not bothering anybody.”
Opening her eyes, Jessica saw the hooker standing between her and the black woman.
“She’s bothering me,” said the black woman.
“I’ll be bothering you if you don’t fuck off.” Since the hooker weighed almost twice as much as the black woman, she had the power to back up her threat. Both women stood their ground, staring each other down.
Finally, the black woman slumped her shoulders and backed away, keeping her eyes on the hooker. “You just keep that bitch away from me if she knows what’s good for her.”
The hooker waited until the black woman had crossed the holding tank, then sat down beside Jessica.
Jessica sighed with relief. “Thanks. I don’t know what her problem is.”
“Yvette? She’s been fucked up as long as I can remember. Been so long, I forget why. She’s chicken shit, though. Stand up to her, and she’ll back down.”
“Maybe.” Jessica forced a smile. “But I’m not the type to stand up to people.”
“I know that, Sugar.” The hooker’s hand clasped Jessica’s knee and slid up her leg, pushing the dress up along her thigh. “You take good care of me, and I’ll take good care of you.”
Jessica slammed her legs tightly together, but that only enticed the hooker. She leaned over, her lips moving closer to Jessica’s. Jessica tried to pull back, but already was wedged into the corner. She could smell cigarettes and stale sex on the hooker’s breath. Jessica felt the contents of her stomach climbing in her throat, and did not know whether she should vomit or scream.
Thankfully the cavalry arrived in the form of a policewoman who stepped up to the holding tank. “Which one of you is Jessica Reynolds?”
“That’s me,” yelled Jessica with way too much enthusiasm.
The policewoman opened the cell door, keeping one hand on her baton. “Come with me.”
“Where to?” Jessica could have cared less. Any place would be preferable to being stuck here. She started to stand, but the hooker grabbed her arm, squeezing tight and pulling her back onto the cot.
“Where are you going, Sugar?”
“With her.” Jessica tried not to let fear creep into her voice.
The hooker’s grip tightened and her voice became harsh. “But you owe me a little lovin’.”
“I don’t have all day,” the policewoman called out. “So move your little blonde ass.”
Jessica gave the hooker’s hand a gentle squeeze, feigning affection. “I’ll be back. And then I’ll thank you for saving me.”
Uncertain as to whether Jessica meant it, the hooker slowly released her grip. Jessica wiggled her arm free, gently patted the hooker’s knee, and stood up and walked as casually as she could across the tank. Once out of danger, Jessica waited for the policewoman to close and lock the cell, then followed her down the corridor.
“Am I being released?”
“Nope.”
“Am I being moved to another cell?”
“Nope.”
“Then where are we going?”
“You must be the reporter from The Washington Standard?”
“How did you know?” asked Jessica.
“Because you won’t stop asking questions.”
Taking the far-from-subtle hint, Jessica followed along silently. After a few minutes they reached their destination—Chief Roach’s office. Upon entering the office, Jessica’s heart sank. Roach sat behind his desk, the tight lips and furrowed brow a clear indication of his temper. She had seen Roach get that look at news conferences just prior to tearing a second asshole into some reporter who crossed the line of journalistic integrity or pushed Roach over the edge. Across from Roach sat her editor, Dan Philips. His grimace of disappointment upon seeing Jessica bothered her more than being locked up overnight in the holding tank. In the chair beside Philips sat a woman approximately thirty years old dressed in jeans and a sweater. She turned to face Jessica. The woman’s stern expression suddenly changed to fury. She sprang from her chair and pounced at Jessica. Jessica stood her ground but tensed her body, preparing for the anticipated blow. Fortunately, Philips had been quicker and placed himself between the two women.
The woman shook with anger. “So you’re the bitch who attacked my son.”
“What?” Jessica looked to Philips and Roach for an explanation.
“Mrs. Clark, please sit down.” Roach sounded forceful but sympathetic. “Miss Reynolds did not assault your son.”
“Harass, then. Or whatever the legal term is.” The woman shot Roach a withering glance that warned him not to play games with her, then turned her fury back onto Jessica. “I don’t give a shit what you call it. You talked to my son without my permission about that… that night.”
“I’m sorry. I just wanted to ask him…”
“Ask him what? Ask him what it was like to be attacked in a train station bathroom by a sexual predator? Ask him what it’s like to have his innocence taken from him by a pervert the police refuse to throw into jail? Ask him to relive that horrible night so you can get a fucking newspaper story?”
Mrs. Clark stepped forward and tried to slap Jessica, but Philips still stood between them. Roach slapped his desk top, drawing the others’ attention. “Mrs. Clark, that’s enough. You lay a hand on Miss Reynolds, and I’ll arrest you for assault.”
Mrs. Clark spun around to face Roach, and for a second Jessica thought she might lunge at him, too.
Roach sat forward and rested his arms on the desk. “I’m not bluffing. Now sit down.”
Mrs. Clark took a deep breath to control her rage, then nodded toward Jessica. “Why don’t you arrest her?”
“Because Miss Reynolds hasn’t committed a crime.”
“What?”
“Talking to a ten-year-old boy in public without getting the parents’ permission is not a crime.”
“You can’t be serious?”
“I am.” Roach motioned for Mrs. Clark to take her seat. “What Miss Reynolds did was unethical and unprofessional, but not criminal. So I can’t hold her.”
“I don’t friggin’ believe this. So then the bitch gets away with it?”
“Miss Reynolds is not getting away with anything because she didn’t do anything wrong.” Roach paused, then added in a more conciliatory tone, “I’m sorry.”
Mrs. Clark grabbed her jacket from the back of the chair with such force that that sleeves whipped around as if in a heavy wind.
“Do you want me to call someone to escort you out?”
“I can see myself out.” The woman began to leave, but paused in front of Jessica. “And you, you bitch. If I ever catch you anywhere near my son again, you’ll need the police to tear me off of you.”
With that, Mrs. Clark stormed out of the office, slamming the door behind her. Philips moved back to his seat, leaving Jessica standing alone. An awkward silence passed before Jessica finally said, “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to cause this much trouble.”
“Bullshit. You knew damn well what you were doing, otherwise you would have gotten Mrs. Clark’s permission first.” Roach gazed over at Philips. “Did you know she was going to pull this stunt?”
“No. Though I wouldn’t have been able to stop her if I did.”
“Great.” Roach leaned back in his chair and massaged his temple. He looked over at Jessica. “I can’t file charges against you this time. But I’m warning you. I have more on my plate right now than I can handle, and don’t need to deal with any of your shit. If you wind up in here again, I’ll find a way to keep you here. Do you understand?”
Jessica nodded.
“Good. Now get the hell out of my office.”
Philips said nothing as they left the police station. Jessica refused to speak first. Yet the silence worried her, for she knew that the longer it lasted the greater would be the intensity of Philip’s anger. After fifteen minutes, she assumed Philips would probably rip her head off. Not until they were in the car heading back to the newspaper did he finally speak.
“What the hell were you thinking by trying to interview that kid?”
Jessica longed to be back in the holding tank. “I just wanted to get a story.”
“A story? How about the one that’s going to appear on the front page of tomorrow’s Post? ‘Standard Reporter Arrested for Harassing Young Attack Victim’.”
“You’re always saying that bad publicity is better than no publicity.” Jessica regretted the comment as soon as she made it.
“You think this is a joke?”
“No,” Jessica answered apologetically.
“Every other paper in this city considers us no better than a supermarket tabloid. This isn’t going to help our reputation.”
“I know. But I’d reached a dead end on the story. Only two people have seen the attacker. Drake, who’s not talking. And Jason. I know what I did was…”
“Unethical?”
“Risky,” Jessica fired back, a little more confident. “Jason’s mother would never agree to grant an interview with her son, so I arranged it myself. I just misjudged how everyone would react. But I got a good interview.”
The journalist in Philips took over, and some of his anger subsided. “What did the kid say?”
“According to Jason, Drake Matthews didn’t attack him. Drake saved him.”
“That’s not what the police believe.”
“I know. Jason said no one believed him. The kid is smart and knows what he’s talking about. If Jason says Drake didn’t attack him, we should believe him.”
“Okay, okay. I trust your judgment. On some things. So who attacked the kid?”
“Jason never got a good look at him.” Jessica hated lying to Philips, but was not about to reveal that Jason believed he had been attacked by a vampire without first having proof. “His attacker wore a hood pulled down over his face and came at him from behind.”
“Is that all he had to say?”
“Yeah. I only got to ask him a few questions before all hell broke loose.”
“Damn.”
“What?”
“We can’t use any of your interview.”
“Why not?”
Philips used the same calming voice on all his reporters when they felt like their work was being unjustly criticized. “You conducted a good interview. The problem is the kid gave you little information to work with. If I run with what I have, Jason’s mother will have my ass in court for violating her son’s privacy. I can’t risk it.”
“I understand.” Jessica did not, but knew better than to argue with Philips once he had made up his mind.
“You need to find out who attacked the kid, and why. Why did Matthews chase the attacker? And where is the attacker now? Which reminds me.” Philips reached under his jacket and pulled from his pocket an 8 x 10 sheet of paper folded in half lengthwise, then handed it to Jessica. “Would you explain this?”
Jessica took the paper and opened it. Her mouth went dry. She held the test results and a bill for almost one thousand dollars from the independent lab that had analyzed the jaw fragments.
“I had them analyze the jaw fragments found near the truck Drake had been chasing. When I talked with Dekker…”
“Wait. Who’s Dekker?”
“Chief Medical Examiner for the D.C. Police. I interviewed him about the remains found at the crash site.”
“Well, the lab you chose can’t do its job. Did you read the results? It says the fragments are over three hundred years old.”
“I know.” Jessica paused, contemplating if she should continue. “Those are the same results Dekker came up with.”
“You’re joking?” Philips looked over at Jessica to gauge her response, drifting slightly into the adjacent lane.
“I’m not. And watch where you’re going.”
Jerking the wheel right, Philips corrected the car’s path to the accompanying blare of car horns. He hardly noticed, completely enthralled by this new mystery. “What the hell is a three-hundred-year-old corpse doing on a tanker truck involved in a high-speed chase?”
The fragments did not belong to a corpse but to the driver, but Jessica would not tell that to Philips until she could explain it herself. So far, the only explanation she could provide was that vampires walked the streets of Washington. If she even hinted at that, Philips would be convinced she had gone off the deep end. Instead, she shrugged. “I’m still trying to figure out that out.”
Philips thought for a few minutes, then suddenly snapped his fingers. “Grave robbers.”
“What?”
“The only reason I can think of for a three-hundred-year-old corpse to be on that truck is if Drake Matthews is involved with grave robbing.”
“Possible,” Jessica lied again.
They arrived at Jessica’s apartment building. Philips pulled over and double parked out front, switching on the flashers. He turned to Jessica. “You’ve got the makings of a great story here. You just need to flesh it out more. So what are you going to do now?”
“There’s someone in Boston I need to talk to who knows Drake Matthews. Once I have that background information, I’m going to corner Drake for an interview.”
“I thought he already refused to talk to you? Twice.”
“He did. But he can’t say no to me forever.”
“That’s true. You can be obstinate when you want to. And I meant that as a compliment.”
“Thanks. I think.”
“I’ll authorize airfare for you to fly up to Boston on Monday and for a rental car. We need to get moving on this before one of the other papers scoops us. I want the story on my desk in a week. Can you do it?”
“Not a problem,” said Jessica with more optimism than she actually felt. She opened the car door and stepped out.
“Good luck.” Philips called out. “And for God’s sake, be careful.”
She closed the door. As Philips drove off, Jessica watched his car moved down the street. She had an uneasy feeling that over the next few days she would need to be very lucky and extremely careful.
*     *     *
“NOT SO FAST, HUNTER.”
The words sent an icy chill down Alison’s spine. Summoning every ounce of courage she could muster, Alison turned around slowly. She looked into the face of a very attractive redhead. In an instant, the skin shrunk tightly around its skull and the eyes morphed into glowing blood-red orbs. A slow growl emanated from between shriveled lips that contorted into a sneer, exposing a set of fangs. The master lunged at Alison. Alison knew she had to react, but could not. Her mind told her body what to do, but her limbs refused to respond. Her body would not block the attack, would not fight back with a kick or punch. She could not even run away.
With a swing of its arms, the master slapped Alison across the face with enough force that, for a second, Alison thought her jaw would snap. Yet her body would still not respond. Fight back, she yelled at herself. Fight back or…
Another slap across the face, only much harder. The force of the blow knocked Alison off her feet. She spun around and slammed into the center pole, then slid to the floor onto her back, unable to move. The master straddled Alison, pinning the hunter’s pelvis to the floor with her own. It ripped open Alison’s blouse, exposing her neck. Alison desperately tried to throw off the master, but her body refused to respond. Her breath grew belabored, either from exertion or the weight of the thing on her chest. Or from panic. Alison began to hyperventilate.
Bending over Alison, the master drew back its lips and bore its fangs. Alison could smell the sickeningly sweet odor of decayed flesh and feel the cold, lifeless breath blowing on her neck. She tried to scream, but could muster only a frustrated murmur. Her breathing was shallow and quick. She couldn’t move. She couldn’t fight. She couldn’t cry out. She could only lay there helpless and wait to be turned into the undead. Alison felt the master’s fangs press against her neck, then puncture her skin. Oh, God. No. Not like this. Please don’t let me die like this. Summoning every ounce of strength she had, Alison screamed.
Alison sat upright in bed, still screaming. Completely disoriented, she had no idea where she was. Someone approached from her right. She moved back, trying to get away. Then she recognized the approaching figure as Drake. He stepped up beside Alison, wrapping one arm around her back and wrapping the other around her waist. Drake pulled her close. Alison hugged his arm tight and rested her head against his chest. She realized that she was not about to die.
Not yet, at least.
Alison’s panic slowly subsided. Her heart rate returned to normal, and her breathing eased. She became aware of an ache in her back and shoulder blades, and of a soreness across her chest. With the pain came memories of being attacked by the vampire in the subway. After that, her memory went blank. She glanced at her surroundings. It looked like a hospital room, though she could not remember being admitted.
Drake gently patted the shoulder he cradled. “How are you feeling?”
“Fine. If you don’t count my back, my shoulders, my head, my chest, and the fact that I’ve been unconscious for God knows how long.”
“Point taken.” Drake patted her shoulder again and tried to break his embrace. Alison hugged his arm tighter and caressed his upper arm, not wanting to let go. She felt a thrill of excitement when Drake ran his hand up over her shoulder and gently massaged her neck. After a few seconds he pulled away, but still stood by the side of the bed.
“Do you remember what happened last night?” he asked.
“Things are blurry. I remember being on the Metro tracking a snuffy and you calling for back-up, then the bitch attacked me from behind. I saw a human face before it morphed into a vampire, so I assume a master attacked me.”
“It did. And you’re lucky to be alive. I pumped eighteen holy-water rounds into it, and it still had enough energy to escape. I doubt I did much more than piss it off.”
“What do you mean? You saved my life.” Alison flashed him an embarrassed smile. “Again.”
“That makes us three for a dozen. So I still owe you a few.”
“How long have I been here?”
“Just over twelve hours.” Drake sat on the edge of the bed. “You passed out while getting into the SUV at Rosslyn Station. We brought you here to be checked out.”
“Where’s ‘here’?”
“Arlington Hospital.”
“I’m surprised you’re here. I thought you viewed hospitals as Death’s waiting room?”
“I do. I just have a good reason to be here this time.”
“Am I as bad off as I feel?”
Drake shook his head. “You’re banged up a bit. But nothing’s broken.”
“So then I’ll live?”
“I hope so. I’d hate to have to train another assistant.” He patted her knee. “Do you feel well enough to go home?”
“Can I?”
“I talked to the doctor this morning. He said if you felt up to it, he’d check you out once you woke up.”
“Good. I have more important things to do than lie around here all day.” Alison tried to sit up but stopped suddenly, cringing in pain.
“When you leave here you’re going home and take it easy for a few days.”
“We have to find the master that…”
Drake placed his fingers over her mouth. Alison felt a tingle course through her body and fought back the urge to kiss them.
“We’ll find the master later. Right now, you need rest. You’re no good to either of us in this condition. Capisce?”
“Capisce.”
Drake stood up. “You rest a bit while I go get the doctor. Then I’ll take you home.”
“I can take a cab.”
“We take care of each other. Remember? Besides, I have the Dodge in the garage, so it won’t be a bother.” Drake opened the door leading to the corridor and paused. “Get some rest. I’ll be back in a few.”
As Drake left the room, Alison made herself as comfortable as possible. Drake was right. Before they could hunt down the master, Alison would need to be back in top condition, which at the moment she fell far short of. She would do as he asked and take the next few days off to relax. But when she got back on her feet, she had a score to settle.
*     *     *
UNSCREWING THE CAP, Roach tapped out two ibuprofen. He popped the caplets into his mouth and washed them down with a swig of cold coffee. He had taken two caplets an hour earlier, but did not care. He suffered from one of those pounding migraines that plagued him every time he had a run-in with Drake Matthews.
It started as a dull pain early that morning when he received a phone call at home advising him of the gunfight that had occurred on the Metro, which left two people dead. When he arrived at the office and read the initial reports, and in turn the first gruesome description of the corpses, the dull pain became a throb. When the Metro Police arrived with a compilation of the security camera videos, the throb quickly became a head-splitting migraine. Much to Roach’s consternation, the video showed Drake Matthews and Alison Monroe in the middle of the melee.
Closing his eyes, Roach massaged the bridge of his nose between a thumb and forefinger, futilely trying to rub away the pain. He should not have been surprised when he saw Matthews and Miss Monroe enter the Metro train just before all hell broke lose. Since these two had moved to Washington nearly three months ago, it seemed like hell had broken out all over the city. Every time it did, Matthews was always in the middle of it. Almost as if he sought it out. Or it sought out him. In either case, trouble and Drake Matthews went hand in hand. Roach felt reasonably certain that if he could put away Matthews, then the trouble would dissipate. Easier said than done, though. So far Matthews and Miss Monroe had avoided serious jail time or prosecution because of their anonymous benefactor. This video should provide enough evidence linking Matthews to the crime scene, at least enough to stand up in court.
Picking up the remote control from his desk, Roach rewound the videotape and began watching from when the Metro train pulled into Smithsonian Station. The video showed several passengers stepping off the train onto the platform, followed by others boarding. Matthews entered the third car from the front, while Miss Monroe entered the last. Seconds later, the train pulled out of the station.
The video cut to shots of the same train pulling into Federal Triangle, Metro Center, McPherson, and Faragut West Stations. At each Station, people disembarked and embarked. Nothing unusual. All that changed, however, when the train arrived at Foggy Bottom. Barely had it come to a stop and the doors slid open when the passengers from the second and last cars raced out. A few stumbled under the stampede of panicking riders or tumbled headfirst into those waiting to board, pushing them along in the mad rush to the exits. Through the windows, Roach could detect movement in the second and last cars that looked like fighting, but he could not make out faces or details. Then suddenly, a figure in a dark-blue parka with the hood covering its head bolted out of the second car, with Matthews close behind. Matthews stopped, looked toward the end of the train, and jumped back on board just as the doors slid shut again. Roach assumed Matthews went back for Miss Monroe.
The next clip showed the train entering Rosslyn Station. Flashes of light were visible in the last car, probably from the firing of a gun since shell casings were found on the floor. The train slowed to a stop. As the doors opened, Matthews emerged from the last car assisting a staggering Miss Monroe. Since the train ended its run at this station, and since the video showed no one else entering or leaving the train before the police arrived, Roach surmised that Drake was the one who had fired the pistol. Which made him a prime suspect in the murder of the young man whose body was discovered in the last car.
Yet something did not settle right, though Roach could not figure out what. He rewound the videotape and played it again from when the Metro train entered Smithsonian Station. He watched Matthews board the third car and Miss Monroe the last. Then it dawned on him. An attractive redhead in tight jeans and a denim jacket boarded the last car right behind Miss Monroe. He had noticed her during the first viewing of the video because of her good looks. But he did not see her get off the train. Roach opened the report filed by the officers who had arrived at the scene first and read it again. Two bodies were found aboard the train, the young man in the last car and a black nurse in the second. But no redhead. He fast forwarded the video through each stop until Rosslyn Station, continuing the video until the police finally arrived, but did not see the redhead again. So what happened to her? Were any other passengers missing?
Roach rewound the videotape to the very beginning when the empty train pulled into New Carrollton Station at the far end of the Orange Line. Taking a pad of paper from his drawer, he began to tally how many people got on and exited at each station. By the time the train arrived at Smithsonian Station, Roach calculated that twenty-eight people were on board, including Matthews and Miss Monroe. Only twenty-four passengers got off at Rosslyn. Taking into account the two dead bodies found aboard the train, that left two individuals missing and unaccounted for. He would have to check with the officers on the scene to see if anyone had searched the subway tunnels between these stops.
In any case, Roach had all he needed. He could place Matthews and Miss Monroe at the scene of a double murder, and most probably link them to the disappearance of the two missing persons. Once he got back the forensics results, then he could…
A knock on the door interrupted his thoughts. “Yes?”
Dekker entered the office carrying a manila envelope. Roach motioned to the chair in front of his desk. “What do you have for me?”
“I’m glad to see you, too.” Dekker sat down and crossed his legs.
“Sorry.” Roach placed his pen down on the pad of paper. “I didn’t mean to be rude. It’s just that every time I deal with Drake Matthews I become…”
“Obsessed?”
“Distracted,” Roach said coldly. “Drake Matthews has caused more trouble for this city than any single person I can remember. But he screwed up big this time. I have video evidence putting him at the scene of two murders.”
“Then you’re going to be disappointed. Drake Matthews didn’t kill that nurse. Not unless he turned into a werewolf first.” Dekker handed Roach the manila envelope and waited for the chief to open it. “I performed an autopsy on the nurse. Sylvia Jackson, from Bethesda. She was on her way to the nightshift at George Washington University Hospital. Apparently she had switched shifts with a co-worker who had needed…”
“The autopsy results,” demanded Roach.
“Miss Jackson died from a hemorrhage as a result of having her carotid artery torn out.”
“Torn out?”
“Technically, chewed out. Something bit her neck with enough force to cut clear through her artery. Nearly ripped out her throat. And before you ask, whatever did it wasn’t human.”
Roach looked at the autopsy photos of Sylvia Jackson. The right side of her throat looked like a mass of raw meat that had gone through a grinder. “What did this?”
“I’m not sure.” Dekker pointed to the photograph. “Look at the pattern of the teeth marks around the wound. The molars and front teeth appear human, but the incisors are finely pointed and more than twice as long as a human’s. Almost like fangs. There’s also the fact that the force behind the bite was more powerful than that of a human. In either case, these wounds were not made by Drake Matthews.”
“Then what made these wounds?”
“An animal of some kind.”
“Impossible. I’ve watched the security camera footage from the Metro. There were no animals anywhere near the train when the attack took place.”
“All I can tell you is what the forensics showed. And according to that, Miss Jackson died from hemorrhaging from the neck artery as a result of the bite wound from some large animal. Between you and me, if a person made those wounds, then you’re dealing with something out of a Friday the Thirteenth movie.”
“Sorry. I didn’t mean to question your abilities.” Roach meant it, though he knew he did not sound convincing. Dekker was the best chief medical examiner the department had, and never misinterpreted forensics evidence. “What about the young man killed in the last car?”
“Gunnery Sergeant Thomas Napier. Recently returned from his second tour in Iraq. A highly-trained combat veteran. Whatever attacked Sergeant Napier snapped his neck like a twig, shattering every bone in it and practically turning his head around.”
“So he didn’t die from his gunshot wounds?”
“Napier didn’t have any gunshot wounds.”
“More than a dozen shots were fired, and none of them hit Napier?”
“Eighteen shots were fired,” said Dekker. “At least, that’s how many shell casings we found. Each a .40 caliber from one of two unregistered Glock 23s. There were no bullet wounds on Napier.”
“Then where did the bullets go?”
Dekker shrugged. “I wish I knew. We never found them. The police and forensics team searched every square inch of that train car, but found nothing. No rounds were imbedded in the car walls, seat cushions, anywhere. And no windows were open or shattered, so the bullets didn’t exit the car.”
“So, what happened to them?”
Dekker paused, uncertain if he really wanted to answer. “I have an explanation, but it’s one I’ll never admit to publicly.”
“Fair enough.”
Dekker momentarily broke eye contact with Roach, but quickly reaffixed his gaze. “The only explanation I can come up with is that all eighteen bullets hit their target or targets, and that the target or targets escaped before the police showed up.”
“If I bring that theory to the mayor he’ll have us both locked away.”
“I know that.”
“The Metro’s surveillance cameras didn’t show anyone other than Matthews and Miss Monroe getting off the train after the gunshots were fired.”
“I know that.”
“And I don’t care how large or hyped on narcotics you are, there’s no human that could take eighteen .40 caliber rounds and walk away.”
“I know that.” Dekker paused. “But I never said that the target was human.”
Roach refused to even consider that possibility. “Is that all?”
Dekker nodded, so Roach dismissed him. When the door closed, Roach leaned back in his chair and closed his eyes. He sighed. Common sense told him not to bother arresting Matthews or Miss Monroe. Once again, forensics cleared them of being directly responsible for the murders. Only the security camera video linked them to the scene of the crime, and that showed an apparently injured Miss Monroe being escorted off the train by Matthews. The case would never make it pass a grand jury. Hell, even he no longer believed they were responsible for the deaths aboard the Metro, though they were mixed up with it somehow. Roach could hide or ignore the facts, but that did not make them disappear. Bone fragments found at a crime scene associated with Matthews that were over three hundred years old. A ten-year-old boy who swore he had been attacked by a monster. Two corpses from the Metro melee butchered by something inhuman. And the likely existence of something that could take eighteen hits from a Glock 23 and still walk away from the area undetected. Roach desperately wanted to ignore these facts, because to consider them would lead to answers he did not want to contemplate.
Reality, however, also warned him that he would not be able to ignore the truth much longer.
*     *     *
AN INTENSE PAIN SLICED THROUGH TONI. She sat up in bed, contracting her chest muscles to relief some of the agony. It coursed through her veins and ran through her organs like rivulets of fire. She clenched her teeth, fighting back the urge to cry out. After a minute that felt like an eternity, the burning subsided. Leaning back against the propped up pillows, she sighed.
Over the centuries, Toni had suffered numerous injuries. Failed stakings. Gunshot and sword wounds. Burns, including one incident when she had been nearly incinerated by hunters in a vicious battle in Vienna in 1756. In Rennes during the French Revolution, she came within moments of extinction as a victim of the same Reign of Terror that, ironically, she used to mask her feeding. But never before had she experienced pain like she did now. Not even when she had been turned during Ion’s orgy of sexual deviation and torture.
Pulling aside her dressing gown, Toni gently ran her fingers across the eighteen entry wounds. The agony cut through her body, but she continued to examine the scars. Toni had no idea what type of bullets the hunter used to cause such damage. Probably coated with holy water since it was one of the few things that could inflict such agony on a vampire. When she first escaped from the subway into the sewers, she noticed wisps of smoke and the stench of charred flesh coming from the wounds, accompanied by a burning sensation. Usually her wounds regenerated within an hour. Not these. They left jagged scars that refused to completely heal, leaving her chest permanently and hideously disfigured.
What felt even worse than the pain and disfigurement was her failure to kill the huntress. She had challenged Ion’s leadership in front of the coven, promising to accomplish what he could not. Instead of returning home triumphant with the bitch’s head as a trophy, Toni staggered back bruised and defeated. After the humiliation she had inflicted on Ion, she loathed to think about the retribution he would enact upon her. As she had pointed out to him, in retrospect unwisely, he had grown less tolerant and more cruel in recent years.
A noise at the door attracted her attention. Ion stood there, arms folded across his chest, a smug look of satisfaction on his face. Their eyes locked. Fear and apprehension welled up inside Toni. She wanted to look away but fought back the urge. Instead, she braced herself for the inevitable.
The inevitable never came.
Ion’s stern features softened, reminding her of the master who had been her lover and mentor right after she had been turned. When he spoke, his voice carried a tenderness she had not heard in decades.
“How are you feeling?”
“Like shit.”
“One of the drawbacks to being a vampire. We’ve become so immune to pain that when we get badly hurt the agony is unbearable.” Ion unfolded his arms and crossed the room, sitting beside her on the bed. “What happened?”
“I’d overpowered the huntress and was about to turn her when the hunter showed up. He fired at me with a pair of pistols. Each bullet burned like fire. I got away as fast as I could and made my way back here.”
Ion attempted to open her nightgown. Toni stopped him, embarrassed to reveal her disfigurement. Ion clasped her hands and gently placed them by her side. Pulling aside her nightgown, he examined the wounds. When he touched one of the scars on her right breast, Toni winced.
“Holy water.” Ion closed the nightgown. “Same thing happened to my master back in Kiev in the 1600s. An Orthodox priest had coated his saber with it and tried to cut my master’s head off. The burning went away after a few days. The scar on his neck never did.”
“So now I’m a deformity.”
“Not to me.”
Toni averted her eyes, suddenly ashamed of the way she had treated him earlier.
“Weren’t you able to separate the hunters?” Ion asked.
“I did. Vladimir and Ilescu kept the hunter occupied in one car while I went after the huntress. He must have gotten wise and came to save her.” Toni looked at Ion apologetically. “You were right. I never should have quest…”
Ion placed two fingers on Toni’s lips, silencing her. “Don’t apologize. We both underestimated these particular humans.”
Ion stood and headed for the door, stopping in the middle of the room. “Come with me. The coven is waiting. They want to know you’re all right.”
“I’d rather just rest, if you don’t mind.”
Ion held out a hand and spoke with a gentle firmness. “Just for a minute.”
Bracing herself against the pain, Toni slid out of bed and adjusted her nightgown, then joined Ion in the center of the room. He took her right hand in his and placed his left arm around her waist. Moving slowly, Ion escorted Toni out of the bedroom and down the hall to the stairwell landing overlooking the foyer. The entire coven waited. Most stood on the stairs, with a few in the central hallway below. Upon seeing Toni, they growled in unison. The accolade lasted several seconds before Ion raised his hands to call for silence.
“As you can see, your mistress is alive and well. She was wounded in battle with the hunters. But, praise Satan, she will recover soon.”
More growls. Ion again raised his hands for silence.
“We have learned a valuable lesson these past few days. A lesson paid for with the lives of many of our brethren. Several of our numbers have fallen to these humans, and last night our mistress almost joined them. These humans are not like the others we have encountered. They are smart. They are strong. They are determined. But they will not prevail!”
A growl of ascension rose from each blood-soaked throat as Ion stirred the coven into a frenzy.
“We are vampires! We are superior to these humans in every way. We can heal our wounds after battle. They can not. We can increase our numbers by feasting on the living. They can not. Their mortality makes them vulnerable. We will no longer hide in the shadows of the night out of fear of these insignificant creatures.
“The hunter may be cunning, but he has a weakness. He cares for these humans, and will put himself in danger to protect them. If the hunter wants to be concerned about these pathetic little creatures, so be it. We’ll exploit that decency.” Ion hissed the last word.
“The next time we face the hunters, we will take them down once and for all.”




8.
SALEM. A SMALL TOURIST TOWN on the coast of Massachusetts north of Boston. Two hundred years ago, Salem had been the most prominent and influential seaport in the United States. It had been the first American city to establish trade relations with China and most of Asia, and its most prosperous merchant, Elias Haskett Derby, became America’s first millionaire. In later years, an unheard of official in the city’s Customs House would leave his bureaucrat endeavors behind and follow his passion for writing, eventually becoming known to the world as Nathaniel Hawthorne.
Yet Salem’s greatest claim to fame rested with a disturbing incident back in 1692—the infamous Witchcraft Trials. Two young girls, Betty Parris and her cousin Abigail Williams, had spent a long winter engrossed with listening to stories of witchcraft and practicing divinations of fortunes with Tituba, a slave Betty’s father had purchased while in Barbados. In February, Betty and Abigail began accusing local women of tormenting them through spectral visitations. Historically it had never been proven whether the girls actually believed their allegations, or were agitated by the stories told to them by Tituba, or were just bored and looking to bring some excitement to this joyless Puritan town. In any event, they set off a hysteria that eventually witnessed two hundred citizens jailed for witchcraft. Before the madness ended nearly a year later, nineteen people were hanged as witches, four accused Salemites accused of witchcraft died in prison, and one man who refused to testify was crushed to death under a pile of rocks during questioning.
Ironically, while virtually nothing from the era of the trials remained in Salem, the allure of the supernatural attracted tourists in droves. In a macabre twist on the “build it and they will come” theme, the locals provided enough makeshift attractions to draw in the crowds. An old church converted into a museum that displayed artifacts that may have been similar to those used by people who lived around the time of the trials. Another old church, the basement of which had been transformed into a paper mache version of what someone envisioned the jails used to detain accused witches may have looked like. History had been distorted to turn human misery into profit, while the truly supernatural aspects had been buried and all but forgotten.
It seemed only fitting that Salem would be home to Harold Reese.
After landing at Logan International Airport, Jessica rented a car and drove to Salem. The city harbored a charm that she found pleasantly surprising, especially when compared with the frenetic energy of Washington. Salem seemed to have maintained much of that famous small-town New England charm. Hell, what the local radio station referred to as heavy rush hour traffic would be comparable to a Sunday morning commute back in the District.
Finding Salem State College was easy, for it lay astride the coastal road linking Salem and Beverly. Jessica had driven only a few miles outside the city center when she came upon the college. Being late in the afternoon, she found street parking near the campus library. The campus was small, so she easily located the History Department in the Sullivan Building, the original red-brick schoolhouse that once served as the college’s only building when the institution had been known as Salem Teacher’s College.
If finding the History Department had been easy, finding Reese’s office proved more of a challenge. Jessica checked out all three floors as well as the basement, without success. She considered asking at the chairperson’s office, but decided against it, not wanting to attract any attention to herself. Instead, she asked one of the students who she found sitting alone in a classroom.
Jessica followed the student’s directions down to the basement where, in the northwest corner of the building, she found an underground corridor connecting Sullivan Building with the nearby Administration Building. With beige tiles and florescent lights hanging from the ceiling, the corridor reminded her of a well-kept subway station. A deserted subway station, for Jessica realized she was the only person in this part of the campus. Two locked metal doors on her right provided access to the boiler room and a janitorial closet. A single door made of wood and opaque glass sat recessed into the wall on her left. Jessica walked down to it. Painted across the glass were the words: Prof. Harold Reese, History Department.
Bingo. She knocked on the door. No response. Maybe he was in class. She knocked again, this time a little harder.
“Come in.” The voice from the other side sounded distracted.
Turning the knob, Jessica opened the door and stepped inside. Ten feet wide and thirty feet long, the office appeared commonplace for any college campus. Floor-to-ceiling bookshelves lined both walls. Books pertaining to Medieval or Renaissance History filled each shelf, the rows occasionally interrupted by a framed photograph of some European cathedral or by an inexpensive souvenir. At the far end of the room sat a wooden desk two yards wide and piled high with magazines and term papers, some of which spilled over onto the worn leather easy chair pushed against the left edge of the desk. Though a string of florescent lights ran the length of the ceiling, they remained off. The only illumination came from a dust-covered banker’s lamp on top of the desk and a small window near the ceiling that allowed in a minimal amount of sunlight.
Reese sat at his desk, his back to the entrance, turned slightly to his right so he could work on a computer mounted onto a small end table. He appeared to be in his late-thirties, with reddish-brown hair and matching beard. The glare from the computer screen reflected off of a pair of amber-rimmed eyeglasses. He wore khakis, a white shirt that desperately needed to be ironed, and a necktie bearing a painting of Chartres Cathedral and with a poorly-tied knot skewered to one side. He reminded her of a Hollywood version of an absent-minded professor.
Though he had just invited Jessica in, he remained engrossed in his work, seemingly oblivious to her presence. When he did not respond after a few seconds, Jessica slowly moved deeper into the room to attract his attention. Nothing. She stepped a little closer, moving to the right to be in his line of sight.
“Excuse me, Doctor Reese?”
Reese looked up at Jessica, momentarily disoriented. He obviously had forgotten that he invited her in.
“Are you Doctor Reese?”
It suddenly dawned on Reese. He stood to greet Jessica, sending onto the floor a pile of papers that was resting on his lap. Reese hesitated, looking between the scattered papers and his visitor. He finally opted for politeness over cleanliness. Stepping toward Jessica, he extended his hand.
“Yes, I’m Doctor Reese. Well, actually, Professor Reese. I’m still working on my doctorate. You must be Miss Reynolds.”
“I am,” she said hesitantly, gently shaking his hand. “But how did you know…?”
“Drake called and warned me you’d probably be dropping by.”
“Oh.” Jessica did not hide her disappointment. “And I suppose he asked you not to talk to me?”
“On the contrary. He asked me to answer all your questions.” Reese collected the papers from the leather easy chair and placed them on one of the few free spaces left on his desk. He motioned toward the chair. As Jessica sat down, Reese bent over and picked up the papers he had dropped. He stood, looking around for a place to put them, and finally opted for the top of a row of books on the nearest shelf. Turning back to Jessica, Reese spun his chair to face her and sat down. “What do you want to know?”
“To start, why is Drake Matthews suddenly being so generous with information? I’ve been trying to talk with him for a week, but he keeps closing me down.”
“You’ll have to ask him that. I assume he’ll eventually grant you an interview. But he wants you to talk to me first.”
“Why?”
“Because if you don’t believe what I’m about to tell you, you’ll never believe Drake’s story.”
Jessica knew the story Reese would relate would be questionable. Probably fanciful. From everything she had learned from the Washington and Boston Police, Reese straddled the line between sanity and delusion. Considering everything she had learned in the past week, however, right about now Jessica would believe just about anything Reese told her.
Taking a small notebook from her pocketbook and flipping it open to the first blank page, Jessica leaned back into the chair. She crossed her legs to form a makeshift table. “Okay. So what do you want to tell me?”
“How much do you know about Drake Matthews and the Night Stalker case?”
“I read the reports from The Boston Globe and The Boston Herald, and talked with Michael Daugherty of the Boston Police.”
“I’m sure Daugherty had some nice things to say about me.” Reese’s tone dripped with sarcasm.
“Daugherty said you were a self-proclaimed expert in the supernatural.”
“I expected as much. The police never took Drake or I seriously.” Reese shook his head. “The truth is, the police screwed up that case. They had all the evidence in front of them and couldn’t recognize it. Or refused to. Only Drake had the courage to accept reality and to act accordingly.”
“And what was the reality?”
“That the police were not dealing with a serial killer but with a vampire.”
Jessica suppressed a sigh. A part of her had hoped that Reese would offer a more valid explanation. Something she could reasonably grasp on to. Nothing she had been told up to now made any sense, unless she was willing to believe that vampires existed. She had not reached that point yet.
“As a historian, you should know there are no such things as vampires.”
“How do you know?”
“Well, for one thing, no one has ever seen a vampire.”
“No one has ever seen God. Does that mean he doesn’t exist?” Reese raised an eyebrow, pleased at his logic. He gestured toward the books lining the shelves. “Besides, the historical records are filled with references to vampires. If you look at the folklore of almost every major culture, they contain stories about the undead living off of human blood. Such legends begin in Asia and the Middle East, and track with the spread of vampires into Europe. The contemporary vampire legends from the Balkans were brought into Europe by the Mongol invasions.”
“Hold on.” Jessica tried to control her frustration. “You don’t honestly expect me to buy all this, do you?”
“Drake said pretty much the same thing. Even told me I was crazy. And I’m sure you agree.”
“I don’t mean to imply…”
“Yes, you do. And I don’t blame you.” Reese spoke with patience and understanding. “I began reading vampire legends as a morbid sidebar to my regular studies. It took years of research, but eventually the evidence became too much for me to ignore. I finally accepted that vampires exist. You don’t have to believe what I tell you. But like I told Drake, believe the evidence.”
Jessica thought about the evidence she had accumulated. An intelligent young boy who adamantly claimed he had been attacked by a monster. Three-hundred-year-old bone fragments from a corpse that had led police on a high-speed chase through Washington. If she listened to Reese’s advice, the evidence led her to a conclusion she still could not accept.
Reese sensed her trepidation. “I know it’s difficult to grasp. But that doesn’t negate the fact that vampires have lived among us for centuries. They use wars, invasions, and pandemics to migrate undetected. They feed off of the homeless, criminals, prostitutes, anyone whose absence would go unnoticed and who the police would not waste resources trying to find. God knows how many missing persons were actually a midnight snack for the undead.”
Jessica shook her head, still unconvinced. “This sounds so fantastic.”
“It’s never easy to imagine the unimaginable. You have to suspend your disbelief, accept the facts, and tell yourself vampires do exist.”
“When I think of vampires, I think of Bram Stoker and Dracula.”
Reese leaned back in his chair and smiled. “Stoker was the best thing to happen to vampires. He romanticized them, made them respectable. Thanks to him, the true horror of these creatures has been forgotten.”
“Hollywood has done a pretty good job…”
“Hollywood has aided vampires more than anyone else.” Reese spat out the sentence, showing an uncharacteristic anger. His tone, however, quickly lost its edge. “They’ve made vampires culturally acceptable. In truth, there are no vampires with souls battling evil. No underground organization of the undead controlling corporate America. No good-natured creatures of the night looking for human sympathy or a way to fit into society. Vampires are pure evil.
“Even worse, Hollywood has generated so many falsehoods about vampires that it’s almost impossible to separate myth from reality.”
“How so?”
“For one thing, vampires don’t sleep in coffins filled with soil from their homeland. They only need to stay out of the sunlight. They can’t turn into bats, wolves, or mist. They’re not repelled by religious symbols, and can enter hallowed ground like a church or cemetery. And they cast reflections in mirrors. Holy water won’t kill them, but it’ll hurt like hell and slow them down a bit. A lot of amateur vampire hunters went into battle without knowing the facts and didn’t live long enough to make it into the pros.”
“How do you know all this?”
“From the memoirs.” Reese said matter-of-factly.
“Now you’re kidding.”
“Thousands of vampires have existed over the centuries. You don’t think it’s conceivable that some of them kept diaries? There’s even rumors of a Vampyrnomicon, a Book of the Undead. Although no one has ever been able to prove its existence.”
“You have a copy of one of these diaries?”
“I wish.” Reese exhaled quickly, part chuckle, part snort. He spoke rapidly, his pace increasing as he became more excited. “I read one several years ago while visiting a monastery in France. They belonged to Andre Augustine, a minor nobleman from Avignon who was turned when vampires ravaged their way across southern France during the Black Death. It dealt with how he had been turned, how he turned others, the realities and myths surrounding vampires, everything. It’s the Bible for vampirologists.”
“Is he still alive?”
“No. Over the centuries Andre went from being a minor nobleman to a member of the aristocracy. During the French Revolution he stayed behind in Paris, hoping to use the chaos to hide his feasting. Instead, Robespierre sent him to the guillotine. Kind of ironic, though. Frances’s vampire community suffered heavily during the Reign of Terror because the Revolution developed the only form of execution that proved effective in killing vampires. Beheading. At least a dozen masters were killed during the 1790s. Almost completely eradicated the Paris coven.”
Reese’s enthusiasm was contagious. Jessica found herself growing fond of him despite his idiosyncrasies. “You enjoy this way too much.”
“I know.” Reese’s enthusiasm drained away. He became sullen and serious. Leaning forward, he rested his elbows on his knees and fixed his gaze on Jessica. “I really do enjoy this. I’m enthralled by the history and the research. But my involvement has been purely theoretical. I’ve never hunted a vampire. Hell, I’ve never even seen one. Hunting them is Drake’s job, and he’s a natural at it. Him and Alison.”
“You make it sound like a calling. Like the priesthood.”
“In a way it is. Most of the original hunters were holy men. Priests. Monks. Rabbis. Mullahs. Though most of them never lasted more than a few years before being killed. Some were turned themselves and had to be killed by other hunters. I’d hate to see either of those fates befall Drake.”
“I don’t want to see him get hurt either.” Jessica meant it.
“I’m not saying you do. I just want to stress upon you how dangerous Drake’s position is. If you publish any of this, at best you’ll make his job more difficult. At worse, you’ll get him killed.”
“So what should I do?”
“That’s your decision.” Reese sat upright in his chair. “Did you have anything else you wanted to ask?”
“You gave me more than enough information.” Jessica stood and offered her hand. “Thank you for your time.”
“My pleasure.” Reese stood and took her hand, pumping it nervously. Cupping her elbow, he escorted Jessica to the door. “If you have any other questions, just give me a call.”
Once in the basement corridor, Jessica made her way back upstairs and exited the building. As she headed back to the car, her mind tried to grasp everything she had just heard. As crazy as it sounded, what Reese told her had made sense. Which meant she must face the reality that vampires existed, or that she was as crazy as Drake and Reese. Irregardless, she needed to talk with one more person. When she got back to Washington, she would confront Drake Matthews one more time.
*     *     *
ION TRUDGED THROUGH ONE of the Washington sewer’s sanitation lines, keeping to the left-side walkway that paralleled the two-foot-deep trough containing raw sewerage. Rats scurried away, shrieking in fear as they darted from the evil that walked their lair. Only the cockroaches did not run. Several of the larger ones flew toward Ion and landed on his chest. Ion scooped one onto his index finger and raised it to eye level. Like vampires, these creatures fed off of humans, though these creatures fed off of human waste while his kind fed off of their life. And both would be around long after the humans were gone. Two nearly indestructible life forms, one created by God, the other by Satan. Lifting his finger, Ion gently blew on the cockroach, sending it fluttering down the sewer. He watched the insect until it disappeared into the darkness.
A thin shaft of sunlight cut through the dark, coming from a manhole cover atop a nearby access shaft. This was as good a place as any. Reaching into his jacket pocket, Ion withdrew a cellular phone and flipped it open. Less than half its power remained. Not that it mattered, for he only had to make one call. Having taken it from a young woman who he fed on last night, Ion knew that once the police discovered her shriveled corpse they would trace her missing cell phone. Once he made his call, he would discard the phone in the sewer miles from their row house so the police could not locate the coven.
Ion dialed the phone number for The Washington Standard. When the receptionist answered, he asked to be put through to Jessica Reynolds. The phone rang several times, then after a series of clicks began ringing again. Finally, a woman answered.
“News desk. How can I help you?”
“I’m looking for Jessica Reynolds.”
“She’s not here at the moment. Do you want to leave a message?”
“Not really. I need to talk to her directly. It’s about Drake Matthews.”
“Hang on a minute.” Classical music came over the line. It lasted approximately thirty seconds before the woman came back on. “Bill Carter is working that story with Jessica. He’s at his desk. Would you like me to patch you through?”
“Thank you.”
Another series of clicks, then the phone began ringing again. This time a man answered.
“Bill Carter here.”
“Bill, I’m trying to reach Jessica.”
“Is this Dekker?”
Ion had no idea who Dekker was, but decided to play along. “No. But he asked me to call.”
“I don’t remember seeing you at the morgue.”
“I work the graveyard shift.” At least Ion now knew Dekker’s identity. “Dekker needs to talk to Jessica as soon as possible.”
“What about?”
“He didn’t say. When does Jessica get back?”
“Not until late this afternoon. Hang on a second.” A rustling of paper came across the line. “She’s free tonight. Wanna meet at the morgue at eight o’clock? Same as last time?”
“That’ll be great. Thanks.”
“See you then.” A moment’s pause, then Bill asked excitedly, “Wait a minute. I didn’t get your…”
Ion disconnected the call, hit the power button, and, as the cell phone shut down, whipped it down the darkened sewer. He heard the splash as it landed in the sewerage. Everything was arranged. Tonight the coven would deal with that annoying reporter. Once she was taken care of, then they would kill the hunters.
Turning around, Ion headed back to the row house to make the final preparations.




9.
DRAKE SAVORED THESE rare moments of downtime. Seated at an outdoor table at the Dunkin’ Donuts in Dupont Circle, he had everything he needed for a late afternoon of relaxation: a Macanudo cigar, a cup of iced coffee, and a folded-over issue of Fangoria. There were too many passersby, however, for him to concentrate on reading. Tossing the magazine onto the metal table, Drake took a long draw on his cigar and sat back to people watch. The sun already had begun to set, cooling the spring evening even further.
All things considered, Drake felt pretty positive about how events were panning out. Alison had been released from the hospital Saturday afternoon with a clean bill of health, and was recuperating faster than anticipated. In fact, she was already itching to get back into the fray. Jim had shown himself to be a ball of fire, creating an impressive arsenal designed specifically to fight vampires. Had it not been for his holy water bullets, Alison probably would have become one of them. Granted, Friday night’s fiasco definitely would not rank as their finest moment. Next time, though, the outcome would be different.
Drake took a long draw on his cigar.
“Those are bad for your health.”
Looking over his shoulder, Drake saw Jessica standing behind him.
“These? They’re the least of my problems.” He sat up, then gestured toward the chair opposite him. “Will you join me?”
“I was hoping you’d ask.” Jessica crossed to the chair and sat down. Drake noticed that tonight she wore a black business suit and pink blouse. He could easily get used to seeing her more often.
“Can I get you something to drink?” he asked.
“No, thanks.”
“Are you sure? My treat. That’s a rare event.”
“I’m fine.” Jessica smiled. Drake wondered if the smile indicated professional courtesy or flirtation. Jessica withdrew her notepad from her pocket. “I’m curious, though. Are you just being polite? Or does this mean you’ve agreed to talk to me?”
“Both. I’m going to have to give you an interview sooner or later. You don’t seem like the type who’ll take no for an answer.”
“Damn straight.”
“Then go ahead. I’m yours.”
Again the smile. “Okay. Let’s cut right to the chase. What is it you do here in Washington?”
Drake took a long puff on his cigar, purposefully drawing out his answer. He blew the smoke into the air, picked up his iced coffee, and answered the question before drinking. “I hunt vampires.”
No response. Jessica stared at him. Her face showed no emotion. She did not even blink. After a few seconds she quietly said, “I can’t believe you admitted to that.”
“So you don’t believe me?”
“Actually, I do.” Jessica exhaled heavily. “A part of me was hoping you’d tell me something different. Something more easily explainable.”
“Sorry.” Drake drank another sip of coffee. “It’s not an easy reality to grasp.”
“How long did it take you to grasp it?”
“Too long.” Drake took another puff on the cigar. As he exhaled, he shifted in his chair to lean closer to Jessica. “Like you, I talked with Reese before my first run-in with the undead. I didn’t believe him either until we encountered our first vampire.”
“Bad?”
“Nearly fatal. The only reason Alison and I survived was because of what Reese had told me. It made me a believer.”
“How did you wind up hunting vampires down here in Washington?”
“Bad luck.”
“Seriously.”
Drake took another drink of coffee, using the time to formulate his thoughts. “Shortly after being fired from the Boston Police, I received a phone call from a man I know only as Smith. Over dinner one night, he told me that a nest had been discovered here in Washington, and said someone powerful wanted me to exterminate them.”
“And of course you said yes.”
“I had nothing on my calendar for the next few months, so I figured why not.” Drake leaned back in his chair. “That was three months ago. I’ve been hunting them ever since.”
“Who’s your anonymous benefactor?”
“No idea.”
Jessica scrunched up her face, obviously not buying his answer.
“I’m serious. The only person I ever deal with is Smith. Whoever Mister X is, I’m guessing he is very powerful.”
“Why?”
“Because whatever we need gets taken care of in no time. Office space. Apartments. Vehicles. Supplies. He even bails us out no matter how much trouble we get into.”
“Which is more often that not?” Again the flirtatious smile.
“Sometimes it seems that way. I hope Mister X never loses his power and prestige, otherwise I’m going to be spending a lot of time in jail.”
“If that happens, I want dibs on your prison interview.”
“Deal.”
Jessica became serious again. “How many vampires have you killed since moving to Washington?”
“About a dozen. But no where near enough to clean out the nest.”
Jessica stared at him incredulous. “You’re joking?”
“Nope.”
“How many vampires are there to a nest?”
“The numbers vary.” Drake practically sighed the answer, for he knew better than anyone else the seeming futility of his endeavor. “Whenever a vampire feeds, its victim becomes one of the undead. Their numbers increase exponentially. Killing one a week barely makes a dent in a nest.”
“So then conceivably, if not cleaned out, a nest could eventually overrun a city?”
Drake nodded.
For the first time, Jessica seemed stunned by what she heard. An uneasy silence lapsed as Jessica processed Drake’s story.
“One thing I don’t understand,” she finally said. “You can’t want any of this revealed to the public, so why are you telling it to me?”
“You know the answer to that.” Drake took a long draw on his cigar, all the time watching Jessica for her reaction. She thought about Drake’s response, her brow furrowed in thought. Suddenly her eyes opened wide as the realization struck her.
“You bastard,” she said quietly. “You told me all this because you know damn well I’ll never be allowed to go public with it. If I go to my editor with this story, I’ll be lucky if he doesn’t transfer me to the paper’s Kiddie Korner.”
Drake smiled. Jessica looked away and out into the street. She folded her arms across her chest and crossed her legs. “Damn you.”
“I didn’t tell you this to taunt you.”
“Then why did you tell me?”
“Because you deserve to hear the truth. Of everyone I’ve known since I first began hunting vampires, you’re the first one who ever came close to discovering the truth.”
“Thanks.” Jessica softened her tone. “Don’t you think the public deserves to know, too?”
“They’re not ready for it. Look how long it took you to accept the truth.”
“And I still have doubts.”
“Exactly.” Drake nodded. “It’s better to let the public think that the worse that could happen to them is a mugging or a random shooting.”
Jessica did not respond because she had nothing more to say. Drake was right, and she knew it.
“What time is it?” she asked.
Drake looked at his watch. “About twenty to eight.”
“Shit.”
“What’s up?”
Jessica stood and looked around, making certain she had not left anything behind. “I have to meet Dekker at eight o’clock.”
“Robert Dekker? The chief medical examiner?”
“You know him?”
“Not personally.” Drake suppressed a grin. “But I hear he’s a fan of my work.”
Jessica did not even notice the joke. “I’m sorry to be rude.”
“No problem. Call me if you want to talk some more.”
Jessica paused, then smiled. “Thanks. I think I will.”
Rushing into the street, she raised a hand to flag down a taxi.
“THERE SHE IS,” the thing in the back seat hissed.
In the SUV’s passenger seat, Toni leaned closer to the windshield, which had been painted over black from the inside, and stared at Jessica through the small portion of glass that remained exposed.
“And she’s with the hunter,” added the driver.
“I can see that.” Toni spat out the words. Her hand went to her chest and fingered the scars beneath her blouse.
The vampire in the back seat leaned forward. “Let’s take down the hunter now while we have the chance. We outnumber him.”
Toni shook her head. “We’d still have to deal with the huntress. Besides, Ion wants us to kidnap the reporter. I’m not going to defy him again.”
“There she goes.” The driver pointed to Jessica getting into a taxi. “Should we head her off at the morgue?”
“No. Follow her, but keep your distance.”
DRAKE WATCHED JESSICA as she climbed into the taxi. He empathized with her, for he remembered his own disbelief when first told about the existence of vampires. He became a believer only after he had encountered one himself. Hopefully, Jessica would never need such proof. If she had an ounce of common sense she would drop this assignment. Yet he felt reasonably certain that Jessica had more determination than common sense. A quality that reminded Drake of himself.
In either case, Drake hoped he would see her again.
Taking a puff on his cigar, Drake realized it had gone out. He placed the cigar between his lips, pulled a lighter out of his pocket, and flicked it on. While lighting his cigar, he spotted a gray SUV drive by and follow Jessica’s taxi. He would never have noticed it had it not been for the black-painted windows. As unusual as they appeared, he had seen something similar before, but could not remember…
Drake suddenly realized where he had seen car windows painted black. Four months ago. In Boston. In the garage of the house where the Night Stalker lived. The vampire had painted over the windows to block out sunlight so he could travel during the day.
Bolting out of his chair, Drake ran to the street and hailed a taxi. As he did, he flipped open his cellular phone and dialed the office. Alison answered on the second ring.
“Drake Matthew’s Consulting Agency. How can…?”
“Alison, it’s me. Is Jim with you?”
“He’s home. Resting up for tomorrow night.”
“Shit!”
“What’s up?” Concern entered Alison’s voice.
“Get down to the morgue as fast as you can. Jessica’s on her way there now with an SUV full of snuffies right behind her.”
“How many are we dealing with?”
“I don’t know. Prepare for the worst. Just get down there before Jessica walks into a trap.”
“Gotcha, boss.”
Flipping the cell phone shut, Drake concentrated on finding a taxi. All the ones within sight were occupied, except for one yellow cab half a block away. Rushing through the throngs of pedestrians, Drake made his way to the taxi and jumped in back.
The driver spun around to face him. “Sorry, buddy. I’m off duty.”
“I need to get to the city morgue right away. It’s literally a matter of life and death.”
“Wish I could help, but I’m on my way home.”
Drake reached into his jacket pocket and pulled out three $20 bills, then handed them over to the driver. “Please help me out. I don’t have time to find another taxi.”
The driver stared at the bills for several seconds, then shrugged. Taking the money, he folded the bills over and slid them into his shirt pocket. “What the hell. It’s on my way home anyway.”
*     *     *
THIS PLACE IS UNUSUALLY
quiet tonight, Bill thought as he walked the morgue’s corridors. It is as quiet as…. well, as a morgue. The only sounds were his footsteps echoing along the poorly-lit corridor and the background hum of the building’s ventilation system. No sounds of others working late. Even the night security guard was not around, his wooden chair folded and resting against the wall.
Bill eventually came to the autopsy room. He looked at his watch. A few minutes after eight o’clock. Jessica might already be here. He knocked. No answer. He knocked again, only louder this time. Still no answer. Trying the knob, he found it unlocked. Rather than stand in the hall and draw attention to himself, Bill stepped inside.
The autopsy room was empty, which surprised Bill because two bodies waited for examination. One lay on the main autopsy table, the other on a gurney parallel to it, both covered with sheets. A tray of instruments rested by the main table. The only light came from a floor-mounted lamp at the head of the main table.
Bill checked his camera to make certain the settings were correct, then switched on the flash. He wanted to snap a few photos of the room while no one was around, hopefully to be used in Jessica’s feature. Moving to one corner, Bill lined up the shot, adjusted the focus, and snapped the first photograph. Blinding light momentarily lit up the room, followed by a high-pitched whine as the flash recharged. Bill took two more photos from different angles.
While taking the third photograph, Bill noticed something unusual through the camera’s viewfinder—a reflection on the sheet covering the body on the autopsy table just as the flash went off. Bill moved closer to check it out. A large, dark wet spot caused the reflection. He touched the spot with his fingers. The liquid soaked the sheet. Rubbing some of it onto his finger, he raised it to his eyes to examine it. It was thick and red. Jesus, thought Bill. It’s blood.
Looking around for a weapon, Bill took a scalpel off of the tray, brandishing it in his right hand like a switchblade. With his left, Bill reached out for the end of the sheet. His hand shook. He took a deep breath to steady himself. Clutching the end of the sheet, he yanked it off with a massive pull, letting it flutter to the floor.
Dekker lay sprawled out on the autopsy table. Someone had worked him over with a psychotic vengeance. Dekker’s chest was sliced open from neck to pelvis, his skin torn back to reveal the body cavity. His intestines hung out of the exposed abdomen and lay entangled on the table, fluid and feces leaking from the open end. Every other organ had scalpel slices running down its length, with the instrument of torture still buried to its hilt in Dekker’s stomach. Bill could not even begin to imagine the torment Dekker must have endured before death released him.
Dekker’s eyes opened. His head jerkily turned to Bill. He breathed deep, his sliced-open lungs whistling with the effort. Exhaling shakily, Dekker pleaded, “Kill me.”
Bill dropped the scalpel and stumbled backward, trying to escape the horror before him. He stopped only when he backed into the gurney. Suddenly, the corpse on the gurney sat up. Two pallid arms shot out from under the sheet and grabbed Bill around the throat, its claws digging into his skin. With a violent shake of its head, the corpse threw off the sheet, revealing a pair of blood-red eyes set into sunken sockets and a mouth filled with razor-sharp fangs. Bill felt a stream of urine flow down his leg.
The vampire motioned with its head toward Dekker. “Do you like my handiwork? I tried to get him to tell me what he knew about your boss, but he wouldn’t talk. He screamed a lot, though.”
The creature plunged its mouth toward Bill’s throat. Bill had to get away, but could not break the thing’s grip without ripping out half his throat in the process. Raising the camera to the vampire’s face and placing the flash in front of its eyes, Bill snapped a photo.
The flash went off, blinding the creature. Crying out in pain, it released its grip. Bill took advantage of the opportunity. Taking the camera from around his neck, he smashed it into the vampire’s face. The camera shattered, but the force of the blow knocked the vampire backward off the gurney.
Bill ran to the door, shoving it open and escaping into the corridor.
TEN MINUTES LATE, Jessica cursed under her breath. Traffic had been unusually heavy coming across town. Not that it mattered, for Dekker often worked nights and would not be going anywhere. She just hated being rude.
Rushing along the basement corridor while rummaging through her pocketbook for a notebook, Jessica failed to notice anything unusual. The deathly silence. The empty chair where the security guard should be. She did not even hear the corridor door open in front of her. Only when the tall figure with raven black hair stepped into her path did Jessica become aware of her surroundings. She stopped, barely missing running into him.
“Excuse me,” she said politely.
“You must be Miss Reynolds.” Ion said it as a statement rather than a question.
Jessica became wary. “Do I know you?”
“You know of me. I’m Ion Zeilenska. I’m the master Drake Matthews has been hunting.”
Keeping her eyes fixed on Ion, Jessica began to back down the corridor. She had taken only two steps when a door behind her opened. Jessica spun around and gasped.
Two vampires stepped out of a storage room. One was an overweight black woman in a blood-stained nurse’s uniform. The other, over six feet tall with the build of a football linebacker, wore the security guard’s jacket, though it barely fit over its massive chest. Fresh blood covered its mouth and dripped onto the uniform. It kept one hand behind its back.
“Where are you going?” The large vampire grinned sardonically, exposing its yellow fangs. “We’ve only just met.”
Jessica stared at the uniformed creature. She finally had the proof she needed that vampires existed. She would give anything to be ignorant again.
“You’re wearing the guard’s uniform.”
“He won’t need it. How won’t need his hat, either.” The vampire held up the security guard’s severed head. Mangled flesh, tissue, and muscles dangled from what used to be its neck. Blood and bodily fluid dripped onto the floor. The bulging eyes and frozen scream of terror on the guard’s dead lips testified to the horrible death he had endured.
“Oh, dear God.”
“I assure you, Miss Reynolds. God has nothing to do with this.” Ion stepped up behind Jessica and placed his hands on her shoulders.
Jessica spun around, swinging her left forearm up and knocking Ion’s hands off her shoulders. “Get your hands off of me.”
Ion morphed into a vampire. He growled at Jessica and stepped forward, fangs bared. Jessica closed her eyes and braced for the end.
A commotion farther down the hall attracted everyone’s attention. The door to the morgue swung open and Bill stumbled out. He slammed the door after him with such force that he slipped backward, banging into the wall. Regaining his composure, he raced toward Jessica and the others.
“Jessica, we gotta get out here! This place is swarming with vampires!”
Ion spun around to face Bill. “We know.”
Before Bill could respond, Ion grabbed him by the hair and yanked his head back. Ion’s cracked lips receded over his fangs. Bill tried to scream, but in his fear could barely squeak. Ion bent over and plunged his fangs into the front of Bill’s throat. Bill’s muffled scream became a gurgle as the master fed. When finished, Ion yanked his head away, tearing out most of Bill’s throat. Ion let go of Bill, whose body fell to the floor, the fatal wound pouring out his life blood. Ion derisively spit the chunk of flesh onto the dying man.
The vampire from the morgue raced up and stopped short, then looked down at Bill. “I’m sorry, master. He blinded me with his camera then escaped.”
“No harm done.” With his hand, Ion wiped the blood from his mouth and licked his fingers. “This time.”
“What should we do with him?”
“Nothing. He’ll bleed out in a few minutes. Then he’ll be one of us.”
“And the woman?”
“Take her away.”
The vampire nurse and the one from the morgue each grabbed one of Jessica’s arms.
Suddenly, another voice came from the opposite end of the corridor. “How pathetic are you?”
All eyes turned toward the exit. Alison stood by the security guard’s wooden chair.
“It takes a master and three snuffies to take on one woman.” Alison pushed the folds of her leather coat back, draping them behind her hands which rested on her hips. “Maybe you’d like to take a shot at me instead?”
The three vampires turned to Ion. He looked at the vampire in the security guard’s outfit and snarled. “Tear her heart out.”
With a guttural growl, the vampire spun around and charged. Alison stood her ground until the thing approached to within ten feet. Bending over, she grabbed the wooden chair by its legs and swung it with all her strength. The chair slammed against the vampire’s chest and face, shattering with a loud crack. The vampire shook its head, throwing off the shards. Reaching out, it grabbed Alison by the throat and shoved her back against the wall. She could not break free.
“Stupid bitch. Did you think hitting me with a chair would stop me?”
“No. I just needed this.” Alison held up the jagged edge of the broken leg.
The vampire’s eyes widened. Alison drove the jagged edge into its chest, and with a sharp twist plunged it into the vampire’s heart. It bellowed in agony. Releasing its grip on Alison, the vampire stumbled back, pulling on the makeshift stake. Blood gushed from the wound, some of it splattering Alison. Knowing it had only seconds to live, the vampire bared its talons and swung at Alison’s face. She braced herself for the blow, but only got gently slapped by a wisp of ash.
Alison picked up the chair leg and turned to face the others. “Next.”
None of the remaining vampires moved. Ion finally bellowed a command, his voice shaking in fury. “What are you waiting for? Kill her!”
The vampire from the morgue issued an inhuman sound, part snarl and part hiss. It let go of Jessica’s arm and lunged down the corridor. Alison moved forward to confront it.
Which was when Jessica made her move. Now that only one vampire had a grip on her, Jessica threw all of her weight into the vampire nurse, pushing it against the wall with enough force to break its grip. With no one constraining her, Jessica ran down the corridor toward Alison. The vampire from the morgue turned to stop Jessica, a fatal mistake. Coming up from behind, Alison plunged the chair leg into the vampire’s back. She felt the wood ricochet off of a rib, and for a moment she feared she might have missed its heart. Then it howled. The vampire clawed at its back, attempting to remove the stake. It continued tearing at its back until the flailed skin disintegrated into ash, and it crumbled to the floor.
“Are you okay?” Alison asked Jessica as she picked up the makeshift stake from the vampire’s remains.
“Yeah. Thanks.”
“Save it. Get out of here while you can.”
Jessica ran for the exit. Alison walked toward the remaining vampires. Ion and the vampire nurse moved to meet her. As they closed on each other, Alison brought her hand to chest level, the stake horizontal and aimed at the approaching menace. Before she could use it, however, Ion grabbed the vampire nurse by the shoulders and pushed it forward, driving it onto the stake. The vampire nurse gave out a startled cry, especially when Ion shoved it farther onto the stake. Ion continued to push the vampire nurse forward, knocking Alison off balance. As she tried to regain her footing, Ion threw the disintegrating remains of the vampire nurse aside, ripping the chair leg out of Alison’s hand. The vampire nurse hit the wall, exploding into a cloud of ash. Ion grabbed Alison by the neck and, in a move that seemed effortless, lifted Alison off her feet and drove her into the door jam.
“You’ve been a pain in my ass for far too long, bitch. Now I’ll send you to hell.”
“Not if I can help it.”
Alison plunged her thumbs into Ion’s eyes and pushed, driving them deep into the orbs. Ion screamed in agony. He slammed Alison against the wall hard, then flung her to the side. She landed fifteen feet down the corridor. Unconscious.
Placing one hand on the wall for guidance, Ion made his way along the corridor to the exit.
“HERE YOU GO.” The taxi driver pulled to a stop in front of the morgue.
“Thanks,” said Drake. “I won’t ask you to wait.”
“I wouldn’t. No offense, but this place gives me the creeps. Maybe you want to be caught dead in a place like this, but not me.”
“Trust me, buddy. That’s the last thing I want.” Drake climbed out onto the sidewalk and closed the car door. The driver pulled his taxi into a U-turn and raced off down the street before Drake had a chance to move.
Drake quickly assessed the situation. The only vehicle on the street was the SUV with the black-painted windows parked one hundred feet away. He could not see in, so he could not determine if or how many vampires were inside. He assumed the worst, which with his luck meant that when the doors opened the undead would pour out of the SUV like a clown car from hell. And all he had for weapons were two stakes and the garrote he kept in his pocket. Taking one of the stakes from its pouch under his jacket, Drake held the weapon so it was concealed by his arm and slowly approached the vehicle.
The banging of a door to his right startled him. He turned to see Jessica race out of the morgue and onto the sidewalk. By the look of fear on her face, he could tell that things had gone FUBAR inside. He rushed up to her. At first, Jessica pulled back until she realized it was Drake approaching. She raced into his arms.
Jessica sobbed. “I’m so glad to see you.”
“Are you all right?”
Jessica nodded. “They murdered Bill. One of them tore his throat out. I’d be dead, too, if Alison hadn’t shown up.”
“Is Alison okay?”
“I think so. She’s already killed two of them. Two more are inside.”
Drake stepped back and placed his hand under Jessica’s chin, gently lifting her head. “I have to help Alison. I want you to…”
Jessica’s scream cut off Drake. He turned around. Three vampires got out of the SUV and stalked toward them. Two snuffies and the red-headed master from the Metro.
“Nice to see you again, hunter.” Toni morphed into a vampire. “We have a score to settle.”
ALISON CAME AROUND SLOWLY, still disoriented from being thrown into the door jam. The aches from the other night had returned, this time with a vengeance. She raised herself into a sitting position, vaguely aware of the cold tile floor beneath her.
She suddenly remembered her battle with the master, and realized that she had not killed him. She scanned the corridor, expecting to see him closing in for the kill. Thankfully, she was alone.
“He doesn’t pay me enough for this shit.”
Struggling to her feet, Alison looked around for the broken chair leg, picking it up from where Ion had thrown it. While heading outside, she came across a fire fighting station recessed into the wall, complete with coiled hose and an axe. The glass door was locked. Using the end of the chair leg, she shattered the glass, then stuck the makeshift stake between the waistline of her pants and the small of her back. Alison removed the axe from its hooks. Brandishing it in both hands, she took off after the master.
DRAKE STOOD IN FRONT OF JESSICA. He felt her hands on his shoulders. They were trembling.
“How cute. The hunter is protecting his whore.” Toni’s voice became cold and menacing as she commanded the vampires. “You two get the bitch. The hunter is mine.”
The three vampires spread out as they drew closer. Drake could handle a pair of vampires or a master, but not all three at once. He reached under his jacket, grabbing a stake with the other hand. Thinking Drake was reaching for another pistol loaded with holy water bullets, Toni stopped short and growled. The other two vampires stopped and looked to her for guidance.
The door to the morgue banged open. Ion staggered out, feeling around with his hands as he stumbled his way onto the sidewalk. Blood and fluid flowed from his eye sockets. When the master raised his lids, Drake could see the ruptured eyeballs. Ion looked around through sightless eyes.
“Toni, are you there?”
“I’m here.”
Ion looked in the direction of the voice. “Do you have the reporter?”
“Yes.”
“Then let’s get out of here.”
Toni and the other two vampires turned to Jessica. Under her breath, Jessica muttered, “Shit.”
“We’re in a world of it,” said Drake.
“What do we do now?”
“Run.”
The two vampires lunged. Drake darted forward, aiming the stake in his right hand at the nearest vampire’s heart. The vampire blocked Drake’s thrust with a swing of its left arm, and in the process left itself wide open. Drake plunged the stake in his left hand into the vampire’s chest. It bled out and crumbled to ash. Drake turned to the other vampire, but it had already drawn too close. It smacked Drake across the face with such force that he spun around, sprawling to the sidewalk. The stakes flew out of his hands and rolled into the gutter.
Jessica used the vampires’ attack to make a break for safety. She did not get far. Toni blocked her path. Jessica threw a punch, but Toni grabbed her fist and twisted Jessica’s arm until she faced the opposite direction. Clutching Jessica by the hair, Toni slammed the woman’s head into a nearby telephone pole with enough force to knock her out. Still clutching Jessica’s hair, Toni dragged the unconscious woman back to the SUV and tossed her in back.
The second vampire continued its attack on Drake. As Drake struggled to his feet, the vampire reached down and grabbed him by the front of the throat, lifted him off the pavement, and shoved him against the wall. Drake clutched at the hand around his throat but could not break the grip. Its fingers tightened, cutting off the supply of oxygen.
Something approached from the right. Drake expected to see the red-headed master closing in to deliver the fatal blow. But out of the corner of his eye he saw her helping Ion, one arm around his waist and the other holding his hand, as she escorted him back to the SUV and helped him into the passenger’s seat. Drake tried to turn his head to get a better view of what approached, but the vampire’s grip was too strong. His vision started to blur.
Drake heard the whoosh of an object slicing through the air and the dull thud of metal against skin, followed by a bone-chilling howl. The grip around his neck loosened enough to allow in air. Drake fell to his knees, gasping for breath, then raised his head.
Alison stood beside him, an axe gripped in both hands. Blood and gore covered the blade. She had cut off the vampire’s arm above the elbow. Holding the bloody stump with its good hand, it turned to Alison and snarled. Alison raised the axe and brought it down hard on the vampire’s head, cleaving it down to its upper jaw. The blow made a sickening sound as the vampire’s skull cracked and its brain was rendered. A howl came from its lips that sounded as if hell itself had screamed. Alison tried to dislodge the axe, but the vampire’s thrashing around only imbedded it deeper. Placing one foot on its chest, she used the extra leverage and yanked. The axe slid out with a squish, splattering her with blood and gore. Brandishing the axe like a baseball bat, Alison gave one final swing, slicing through the vampire’s neck. Its head separated from its body. Both the torso and head fell to the ground, each disintegrating into a cloud of ash.
“Are you okay?” Alison asked as she helped Drake to his feet.
“I’ve been worse.” The severed hand and forearm still clung to Drake’s neck. He pulled it off. The limb crumbled to dust in his hand. “Where’s Jessica?”
“She’s with the masters.” Alison motioned toward the SUV that raced down the street. “I couldn’t save both of you. Sorry.”
“No need to apologize.”
“What do you think they want with her?”
“I don’t know.” Drake took a step and faltered, still shaky from his near strangulation. “Whatever it is, they want her alive, otherwise why go through the trouble of kidnapping her?”
“Come on. My car’s parked around the corner.” Alison took Drake by the hand and led him away. “We better get out of here before the police show up.”




10.
CONSCIOUSNESS CAME BACK TO JESSICA SLOWLY. She entered that transitional state when the mind is uncertain whether or not it’s awake. Her short-term memory tried to sort out reality from nightmare, though in this instance they blended with a horrifying familiarity. She remembered the attack in the morgue. Alison and Drake coming to her rescue. That third-rate Vampira slamming her against the lamp post and knocking her out. She still had the headache to remind her of that. The throbbing in her temple grew worse when she tried to open her eyes, so she kept them shut.
Jessica sniffed. She detected the lingering odor of sewerage, yet felt no dampness or heard no dripping water. In fact, she was vaguely aware of lying on something soft. She flattened her hand and glided it along the surface. Silk. Silk sheets, to be exact.
Despite the pain in her temple, Jessica sat up and opened her eyes. The room began spinning. She swallowed hard to prevent herself from vomiting, closed her eyes, and took a deep breath. After a moment, the dizziness stopped. This time, Jessica tried opening her eyes slowly. Her vision wobbled, and it took a few seconds for the blurred corners of the room to come into focus.
“Finally.”
Jessica turned her head to the left. The red-headed master who had knocked her unconscious sat in a wing-backed chair beside the bed sat. Jessica lay in a weathered four-poster bed, the only other piece of furniture in the bedroom. The three windows off to her right were all painted black on the inside, just as in the SUV. She noticed two doors, a smaller one directly behind the master, and a larger one opposite the foot of the bed. She assumed that one probably led to safety. In her condition, she would never be able to beat the vampire to the door. Better to die on her feet, though, than to stay in bed and wait for these things to subject her to God knows what.
Rolling to the side of the bed, Jessica swung her feet onto the floor and stood, using one of the bedposts for support. The room began to spin. Pushing her legs forward, Jessica staggered across the room until she fell into the door. As she turned the knob, she looked back at the master. The vampire just sat there, staring at her with disdain. Jessica opened the door and ran out.
And collided with a pair of snuffies guarding the hallway. One of the vampires hissed at Jessica, its mouth open so wide it could have bitten off her entire face. Decayed flesh odored its breath. The second vampire shoved Jessica back into the room and toward the bed. Jessica tumbled backward onto the mattress, exhausted.
Toni stood up and looked over at the hissing vampire. “Go get Ion.”
It scurried off to obey. The second vampire stood near the foot of the bed, its eyes fixed on Jessica.
“Why do I smell like a sewer?” asked Jessica.
“Because that’s how we brought you here.”
“Where’s here?”
“It doesn’t matter.”
Jessica did not like the ominous implications of that answer. “What are you going to do to me?”
“If I had my way, you’d be our next meal.” Toni stood and joined the second snuffy, leering at Jessica. “Fortunately for you, Ion has other plans.”
“What plans?”
“Why don’t you ask me yourself.”
Jessica turned to the door. She recognized that master that had been blinded in the morgue. Except now its eyes were intact. “You can see?”
“Of course.”
“But your eyes were gouged out.”
“Didn’t Professor Reese tell you? Masters can regenerate their wounds.”
Toni huffed.
“Most of their wounds,” Ion corrected himself. “It’s one of the reasons we live as long as we do. But I’m being rude. Allow me to introduce myself. I’m Ion Zielenska, master of this coven. This is Antoinette Varela, my bride.”
“What do you intend to do to me?”
Ion strolled over to the bed and sat down beside Jessica. “First, we’re going to use you as bait to entrap the hunters.”
“What makes you think they’ll come after me?”
Ion laughed. “They will.”
Jessica knew they would. Drake already had put his life on the line numerous times for people he did not even know. He even tried to save her once. She felt certain he would try again.
“You said ‘first’,” asked Jessica. “What’ll happen second?”
“Then you’ll become a master, like us.”
“You mean I’ll become your bride?”
“You’re quite beautiful, but I already have a bride.” Ion reached out a hand and used the back of his fingers to gently stroke Jessica’s cheek. His skin felt cold and clammy against hers. She drew back in revulsion. Ion did not let the gesture offend him. “Once you’re a master, I plan to send you back to Boston to resurrect the coven that Drake destroyed. It’ll be my final insult to him.”
Jessica remembered what Reese told her about a person having to feed off a master to become one themselves, and thus could only be turned of their own free will. “It won’t work. I don’t want to become one of the undead, and you can’t force me.”
“True.” Ion’s charm gave way to a subdued menace. “But I can think of ways to inflict such pain, ways to torture the flesh and crush the spirit, so that in time you will beg me to make you a master and put you out of your mortal torment.”
Jessica did not fool herself about this being an idle threat.
“Don’t worry about the future.” Ion cupped Jessica’s cheek in his right hand. “Right now, get some rest while I make the final arrangements for tonight.”
Standing, Ion went to leave the bedroom, with Toni right behind. He stopped in the doorway and turned back to Jessica. “And don’t try to escape. The guards have their orders to stop you, but not to keep you safe. They won’t kill you, but you’ll wish they had.”
As Ion closed the door, Jessica crawled backwards onto the pillows. She knew she could not get away. She loathed the idea of waiting around for someone to rescue her, but in this situation she had little choice. To try and fight her way out would get her killed, at best. At worst…. She tried not to think about it. Her best course of action was to sit tight and bide time. When Drake came to her rescue, then she would fight back. She probably would do little to help out the hunters in the coming battle. She probably would not come out of it alive. But that did not matter.
Jessica intended to go down fighting.
*     *     *
DRAKE PACED NERVOUSLY between the window in his office and his desk. Alison sat behind the latter, the telephone receiver cradled between her ear and shoulder. Drake stared at Alison, as if that would expedite her conversation, then strolled back to the window to stare out at the back alley. Alison had turned her back on Drake, ignoring him. Jim sat on the sofa underneath the picture of Nosferatu, absent-mindedly thumbing through a gun supply catalogue.
Jessica had been kidnapped nearly twenty-four hours earlier. Since then, nothing had happened. No message from the vampires telling him what to do next. No clues as to where to find and rescue Jessica. Not even a body to provide finality. He hated being helpless.
When Alison finally completed her call, Drake barely gave her time to hang up the receiver. “What did Smith say? Who does the SUV belong to? Where can we find them?”
“Slow down.” Alison raised her palms and motioned for Drake to calm himself. “Smith ran a check on the SUV’s license plate. It belongs to a middle-aged couple from Fairfax who are on vacation in Aruba. The police contacted them at their hotel. They said they had parked their SUV at Reagan National three days ago.”
“So the vampires stole the SUV?”
“Looks that way.”
“Damn.” Drake walked back to the window and stared out. “Then why haven’t we heard from them?”
“Maybe they don’t intend to contact us,” Jim answered hesitantly. “Maybe she’s already… already….”
“Dead?”
Jim nodded, then dropped his head. “Sorry. I shouldn’t have said that.”
Drake leaned against the sill. “Normally you’d be right. But if they wanted to kill her, they could have done that at the morgue. The master was willing to sacrifice five snuffies to kidnap Jessica. Why?”
“I can answer that.” The words were spoken through a gurgle, as if coming from under water. They all turned to the door to the outer office.
Bill stood in the doorway, or what remained of him. The pallid face, furrowed forehead, and blood-red eyes told them that the photographer had joined the ranks of the undead. What shocked them was the means of his conversion. Bill’s throat had been ripped out, leaving a fist-sized hole surrounded by tattered flesh and muscle. Blood stained the front of his shirt, spotted with chunks of decaying gore.
Jim jumped off the sofa. He pulled a stake from under his jacket and started to lunge at the vampire. It turned and hissed. Jim hesitated, not out of fear but revulsion because, when it hissed, its vocal chords could be seen vibrating in the back of its throat.
Drake raced forward and stepped in front of Jim.
“That’s right, hunter,” Bill gurgled. “Heel your puppy before I neuter it.”
Jim tried to lunge at the creature, but Drake held him back. Still keeping a hand firmly gripped on Jim’s arm, Drake turned to the monstrous intruder. “What do you want?”
“I’m here to relay a message from my master.” Bill entered the room, taunting them with his very presence. “We have your precious Jessica.”
“Is she alive?”
Bill responded in a slow, threatening voice that produced an air bubble of blood. “For now.” He stepped close to Drake, putting his face directly into the hunter’s. “Whether she stays that way depends on you.”
“Go on.”
“My master plans on turning Jessica tonight at Wolf Trap in Virginia. Do you know it?”
“Yes. At the main theater?”
Bill nodded, his neck squishing as he did so. “It’ll be quite a performance.”
“Why there?” asked Drake.
“Because it’s desolate. There’ll be no one around to get in the way.”
“What time?”
“Midnight.”
“That’s in less than five hours,” said Jim.
“The puppy can tell time,” said Bill. “What other tricks have you taught it?”
Jim tried to go after the vampire, but Drake held him back again.
“You’ll get your chance, puppy. My master is giving you the opportunity to save Jessica. The hunters against the coven. If you win, you save Jessica. If you lose, the bitch joins us as a master. Who knows. You might even live long enough to have her turn one of you.”
“And if we don’t walk into your trap?”
A nauseating laugh spurt through the remnants of Bill’s throat. “You’ll be there. You’re not smart enough to stay away.”
Bill started to leave, then stopped at the office door. “And if anyone but the three of you show up, all they’ll find is Jessica’s corpse drained of blood. See you at midnight.”
Bill turned and left the building, the three hunters watching him depart. When the monstrosity had left, the others turned to Drake.
“What do we do now?” asked Alison.
“We don’t do a thing,” said Drake. “This is a suicide mission. I’m going alone.”
Alison shook her head. “We’re a team. And don’t argue. We don’t have the time.”
Drake knew better than to argue. Deep down, he was happy to have Alison by his side. It meant his chances would go from none to a million to one.
“Jim, prepare four magazines of holy water rounds and a supply of stakes. I’m going home for an hour to take care of a few things.”
Alison knew Drake wanted to say goodbye to a friend.
“Alison, pick me up at my apartment at 10:30. We’ll meet back here at 11:00, load up, and then take care of this nest once and for all.”
Alison and Jim both nodded. Drake appreciated the confidence, but knew that neither of them bought the bravado.
*     *     *
THE LARGE BROWN EYES looked up at Drake, as if pleading with him not to go. Drake massaged Van Helsing’s ears between his fingers, trying to reassure him. They both knew better.
Van Helsing had greeted Drake’s return home with his usual happy dance, jumping from one side of the cage to the other. The minute Drake walked into the room, however, Van Helsing sensed something was wrong and thumped his hind legs. When Drake opened the cage door to put three-days worth of hay in his box, Van Helsing wrapped his front paws around Drake’s arm as if trying to prevent him from leaving. It could have been Van Helsing’s natural prescience for danger, like those animals that evacuate an area prior to a natural disaster. More than likely, Van Helsing merely reflected Drake’s own apprehensions, for Drake felt certain this would be the last time he petted his companion.
Drake told himself not to be so pessimistic, but reality intervened. He had no idea whether they would be facing a nest of eight or eighty vampires. Not that it mattered. They would be facing at least two masters, which in and of itself boded ill. Even with Jim’s specialized weapons, he and Alison were unable to take down the master in the Metro, only hurt her badly. It had taken twenty minutes to kill the Night Stalker. Tonight, in addition to going up against at least two masters, they would be facing God knows how many snuffies. The odds definitely were not on their favor.
They would not even have the home court advantage. The more Drake thought about the location the master had chosen for the confrontation, the more he respected his opponent’s cunning. Drake had attended a few concerts out at Wolf Trap. The performing arts center, located in the Northern Virginia countryside just outside of Washington, was isolated so that the concerts did not disturb nearby neighborhoods. Which meant that local residents would not hear the death struggle and call the police. The facility itself consisted of acres of woods and meadows, small theatres and pavilions, restaurants and offices, and the Filene Center, the massive outdoor theatre that rivaled any of the major theatres in the District. With a giant, multi-story pavilion containing classrooms, dressing rooms, staging areas, and scores of other spaces, it was the ideal location for an ambush. He and Alison would be walking into a well-laid trap.
“Like a pair of rabbits entering a wolf’s lair,” Drake said aloud.
Van Helsing lifted his head. Drake stopped petting him. It was time to go. Leaning into the cage, Drake gave Van Helsing a kiss on the forehead, then closed the door and secured the latch. On the way out, he stopped for one final look at his companion. Van Helsing stood on his hind legs, his front paws on the cage door, leaning to the side to watch Drake.
“Goodbye, buddy.”
Drake left his apartment and made his way downstairs. Alison waited out front in the Ram. Drake climbed into the passenger’s side. Alison sensed he was upset.
“Everything okay, boss?”
“Yeah.”
“How’s Van Helsing?”
“Fine.”
Alison shifted into drive and pulled away from the curb. Drake looked into the rearview mirror and watched as his apartment building receded into the distance.
“Alison, do me favor.”
“What?”
“I left an envelope on my dining room table with instructions on how to take care of Van Helsing. If anything happens to me, make sure he’s taken care of.”
“Nothing’s going to happen to you as long as I’m around.”
Neither of them spoke until they reached the office. Jim had laid out their gear on the workbench. As they pulled into the garage, Jim forced a smile and walked over to greet them.
“We’re all set to go, boss.”
“Good. What do you have for me?”
Jim fell in beside the hunters. “You have two pairs of Glocks, each with two magazines of holy water bullets. A dozen stakes. I made some adjustments to the crossbow, so it should work now. I also checked the radios, and they’re working fine. Unfortunately, we only have one set of infrared goggles. And I have a special surprise.”
Jim stepped over to the corner of the table where two burlap bags sat. Opening the flap to one bag, he removed a wine bottle that had been stripped of its label. A large cap covered the opening, secured with black electrical tape wrapped around the neck. He handed the bottle to Drake.
“What’s this?”
“I call it Heaven’s Fire,” said Jim. “It’s the only thing I could whip together in an hour. It’s a mixture of two parts gasoline and one part laundry detergent.”
“Home-made napalm,” said Alison.
Jim nodded. “The tops are blasting caps with a three-second delay. Just press down hard on the top and throw. It’ll slow down anything long enough for you to kill it.”
Drake held up the bottle to the light. “What are those chunks floating around inside?”
“Crystallized holy water. I planned to use them on another project, but adapted them for this. As they melt, it’ll add to the vampires’ torment.”
“You outdid yourself.”
“Thanks.”
Drake handed the bottle back to Jim. “Load everything into the back of the Ram. Except the crossbow. No offense, but I still don’t trust it.”
“The crossbow is for me.” Jim put the bottle back into the bag and closed the flap. “I’m going with you.”
“You don’t have to do this, kid. This is a suicide mission. We’re going to be fighting an entire nest.”
“I know,” Jim said solemnly. “But I need to fight my own personal demons.”
Both hunters looked at Jim, waiting for an explanation. Jim sighed. “You asked me earlier what I did to wind up working for you. No surprise, I wasn’t popular in high school, except with the jocks and bullies who enjoyed making my life hell. I still have the scars from those days. Literally.” Jim fought back the urge to touch his chest. “I put up with it, telling myself things would be different in college. They weren’t. The swim team took a disliking to me, probably because I asked out the captain’s girlfriend. One night, five of them ran across me in the gym and beat the shit out of me. Campus security caught them doing it. But the dean refused to discipline them because that would mean ruining his prospects for a winning season.”
“So you’re here because you got your ass kicked?”
“I wanted to get those assholes back, but wasn’t going to go up against them one-on-one. So I made some flash bombs and put them in their lockers during practice. I never intended to hurt anyone. They were supposed to produce nothing more than a flash and a big bang. I just wanted to scare them. But I miscalculated the affects of setting off a flash bomb inside metal lockers.” Jim paused, not wanting to relive the experience.
“What happened?” prodded Alison.
“Three sets of first-degree burns. One case of second-degree burns. The captain suffered third-degree burns on his face that disfigured him and lost an eye. As you can guess, the dean was far less lenient to me. Not that I didn’t deserve to be expelled. But he called each of the injured kids’ parents and personally offered them his assistance in prosecuting me. I faced five assault charges as well as civil suits.
“That’s when Smith invited me to lunch and made me an offer. If I put my talents to work helping you guys, he’d square things with the college, make sure all charges were dropped, and settle any lawsuits out of court. I’d even get an apartment and a stipend. How could I refuse?
“All my life I’ve run away and never stood up for myself. When I did fight back, I always did so in such a way that I could never get hurt. The last time it almost cost me dearly. I’ve been given a second chance, and I don’t intend to screw it up. No more running.
“Besides, I figure if I can face off against the undead, standing up to some brain dead jocks will be a cinch.”
Drake admired Jim’s determination. It took a lot for him to face his fears and overcome them, and to open a new chapter is his life. Sadly, this would probably be the last chapter Jim opened.
“Have it your way, kid. It’s your funeral.” Drake patted Jim on the shoulder, then turned to Alison. “Saddle up. It’s time to head out.”




11.
NO ONE SPOKE ON THE DRIVE out of Washington. There was nothing to say. Each of the hunters contemplated what they would face in the next hour and wrestled with their own fears. Fortunately, at this hour the drive out to Wolf Trap passed quickly, limiting the time available to dwell on their fates.
Alison drove the SUV along Route 66 West until she picked up Route 267 North, following the latter to the Wolf Trap exit. The exit was a right-only turn, forcing the Ram onto an unlit two-lane road. They drove through the darkness until they came upon Wolf Trap’s east and west parking lots, each devoid of vehicles. Alison turned right just before the parking lots and followed the driveway to the main gate. Pulling off the road and stopping near a grove of trees, she shifted into park and shut down the engine. Each of them sat in silence, staring at the gates that led into the facility.
Alison spoke first. “Are we ready?”
“As much as we’ll ever be,” said Drake.
Each of them climbed out of the SUV and loaded up. Drake carried his usual pair of stakes in a pouch under his jacket as well as the dual Glocks in shoulder holsters. Jim shoved a stake into the rear pocket of his trousers. He pulled the crossbow out of the cargo bay, switched on the laser scope, pulled back on the string to its full cock position, and attached it to his belt by a hook in the stock. He slid the bolts into a pouch that he strapped to his left leg. Both men slung a bag containing two bottles of Heaven’s Fire over their shoulders. Alison took the infrared goggles, which she switched on and strapped to her head, the eyesight resting on her forehead. The only weapons she loaded up with were a pair of stakes. Reaching into the cab of the Ram, she opened the glove compartment and pulled out a bottle of holy water. Unscrewing the top, Jessica poured some into her right hand, then splashed it across her neck.
“What are you doing?” asked Drake.
“Precaution against being bitten.”
“Do you really think that’ll stop them?”
“Probably not.” A forced grin. “But it’ll leave a bad taste in their mouth.”
“Can we get this over with?” Jim asked irritably.
Drake forced into his voice a bravado he did not feel. “Let’s rock.”
The three walked over to the front gate where the box office was located, all the while scanning the area for undead. Since the only light came from a handful of streetlamps on the road by the parking area, providing barely enough light to see by, Alison led the way with the infrared goggles. They only covered two hundred yards, but the time it took to do so seemed like an eternity. Once the hunters reached the entrance, they spread out, each with his or her back against the gate. Alison used the goggles to look around.
“See anything?” asked Drake.
“Nothing.”
“Not surprising.” Drake gestured over his shoulder to inside the facility. “They’re probably waiting inside.”
Drake walked the length of the entryway, pushing against each of the gates. The second gate from the right swung open when he touched it.
“Maybe the last one out forgot to lock up?” Jim asked hopefully.
“Doubt it.” Drake bent down and picked up a hunk of metal that had been the padlock. The shackle had been snapped off as if it was paper, and the case had been crushed by an extremely powerful hand.
Pushing the gate open, Drake led the way inside. Alison followed, still wearing the infrared goggles. Jim brought up the rear and closed the gate behind him. Taking a few steps away from the entrance, they paused to survey the area.
Two buildings housing concession stands and restrooms extended at an angle from the main gate. Ahead of them, a wide cement sidewalk stretched in a crescent around the theater. Opposite the sidewalk began the lawn seating, which sloped down for a hundred feet before leveling off in front of the main pavilion. The pavilion stood three stories in height, with ground-level orchestra seating, second-level box seating, and third-level loge seating. Behind the stage, the classrooms and staging area towered two hundred feet into the night like some modern wooden cathedral. Except for the moonlight, the entire area lay shrouded in darkness. Wolf Trap provided acres of hiding places, giving the vampires the advantage. Drake found irony in the facility’s name.
He kept his eyes fixed on the pavilion while asking Alison, “See anything?”
She slowly scanned the exterior of the pavilion with the infrared goggles. “Nothing. But from here I can’t see much more than the outer wall.”
“Maybe they’re not here after all,” offered Jim. “Maybe this is a wild goose chase.”
“They’re here.”
“How can you tell?”
“Listen.”
Jim did, but heard only a deathly silence. “I don’t hear a thing.”
“Exactly. No crickets. No bats. Nothing. Animals always run away from the undead.”
“I always said animals were smarter than humans.” Jim sighed. “What now?”
“You two head down into the orchestra section.”
“What about you?” asked Alison.
Drake pointed to the left of the sidewalk. An elevated walkway extended from the sidewalk over the lawn section, connecting with the second-level box seating. “I’m going to get a bird’s eye view of the situation.”
“Shouldn’t we stick together?” asked Jim. “You know, strength in numbers.”
“No.”
“I agree with Jim,” said Alison. “You can’t see a thing without the goggles.”
“I’ll make do. Besides, if the three of us get ambushed while together, they could take us all down in one shot. This way we better the odds of survival.”
“Or delay the slaughter.” Alison did not mean it as a joke.
Drake started toward the walkway when Alison reached out and grabbed his hand. “Be careful.”
Drake detected a tone other than concern in Alison’s warning. One of endearment. He gently squeezed back. “I will. Just take care of yourself and the kid.”
Releasing his grip, Drake turned and headed for the walkway. Alison and Jim proceeded down the embankment and into the rear orchestra section.
DRAKE CIRCLED AROUND a golf cart and wood chipper parked near the entrance to the walkway. A couple of rakes, a shovel, and a three-foot-long pair of pruning shears lay strewn on the ground. He stopped to see if there was blood or any signs of a struggle. Thankfully, he found none. The tools must have been left by the groundskeepers when they knocked off for the day. He wondered what the crew would find when they showed up in the morning.
Drake turned to the pavilion. He hesitated. Standing out here was relatively safe because anything that attacked him would have to cover a lot of open space, giving him time to respond. Once inside the pavilion, he lost that advantage. His only advantage. Reaching under his jacket, he removed a stake. How pathetic. Stakes, pistols, and two bottles of Heaven’s Fire to battle an entire nest of vampires. He had never felt so ill-prepared for battle.
Taking a deep breath, Drake proceeded along the walkway into the pavilion.
ALISON AND JIM paused at the entrance to the orchestra section. Alison slowly scanned the seating with the infrared goggles.
“See anything?” Jim asked.
“Nothing.”
The two walked down the center aisle. They stopped where the cross aisle separated the front and rear sections. The upper boxes no longer hung over the seating, giving Alison a clear view of the entire pavilion. She raised her head to scan the upper levels.
Alison could think of only one thing to say. “Fuck.”
DRAKE WAS HALFWAY ALONG the portion of the walkway that overlooked the orchestra section when a deep, ominous voice shattered the silence.
“Good evening, hunter.”
Before Drake could react, the lights inside the pavilion switched on. It took a few seconds for his eyes to adjust to the temporary blindness. When Drake looked around, his spirits sank.
Two snuffies stood on the second-level walkway on the opposite side of the pavilion. On the stage below, the red-headed master and two more snuffies exited from the backstage wings and stared up at him. To Drake’s left, a snuffy emerged from its hiding place behind a support beam, where it was joined by another snuffy that crossed the catwalk directly above the stage that connected the two walkways. Off to his right, a pair of snuffies emerged from the loge seating and stood in the center of the walkway, blocking his escape.
Yet none of this concerned Drake as much as the sight directly in front of him. A large metal platform comprised of supports and rigging for the stage lighting hung fifty feet above the orchestra section, suspended by four chains attached to each corner and one chain supporting the center. The master they had encountered last night at the morgue stood near the rim of the platform closest to Drake, one hand clutching a chain. It glared at Drake with blood-red eyes that burned with fury. Behind the master, Jessica desperately clutched the central support chain to prevent herself from falling. Her hands were tied in front of her at the wrists. She looked relatively sound, as long as one did not take into account the terrified expression on her face.
Drake and his team had walked into a first-class cluster fuck.
“I knew you’d show,” said Ion. “You have an affinity for these creatures.”
“Let her go,” demanded Drake.
“What? No wise cracks? No banter? I’m disappointed.”
“I said, ‘Let her go’.”
Ion dropped the banality, his voice trembling with anger. “You are in no position to demand anything. You’ve been a thorn in the coven’s side since you arrived in Washington. Now it’s your turn to suffer.”
“Fine. But leave Jessica out of this. It’s me you want, not her.”
“What makes you think I don’t want her?” Ion glided along the supports to Jessica. He slid the back of his hand across her cheek. Jessica cringed. “She’s so young and beautiful. Once I’ve killed you and the rest of your pathetic little team, I intend to turn her into a master. She’ll make a fine mistress of a coven.”
“It’ll be hard to turn her if I rip off your head.”
Ion laughed heartily. “Such bravado. It almost pains me to kill you. Almost.
“And now, hunter. It’s time to die.” Ion walked back to the end of the platform. His voice bellowed throughout the pavilion. “My children. Kill the hunters and…”
Ion never completed his sentence.
HAVING MADE UP her mind not to die without a fight, and summoning every ounce of courage she could muster, Jessica released her grip on the center support chain and lunged at Ion. She slammed into his back, knocking him off the platform. Ion grabbed the outermost support chain. The shift in weight of both Ion and Jessica, plus the force of his fall, proved too much for the chains to handle. The two corner and central chains snapped. Ion plummeted into the orchestra section, smashing several seats.
Jessica reached out to grab onto something, but could not because her hands were tied together. As she slid off the platform, the rope binding her hands caught on a klieg light attached to the outermost support beam. The light bent a few inches then stopped. The jolt nearly yanked Jessica’s arms out of their sockets, but it saved her from falling to her death. Small comfort, she thought, as she hung fifty feet in the air like a human piñata.
“NOW WHAT DO WE DO?” asked Jim.
Alison quickly assessed the situation. “The switches to operate the platform are probably in the control box in the loge. You go and lower the platform. I’m going to make my way up top and see if I can rescue Jessica from there. And be careful. Whoever turned on the lights may still be in the control box.”
“What about Drake?”
“Don’t worry. He can handle himself.” Alison spoke the words without meaning them. She knew Drake was in big trouble, and desperately needed help. But she also knew Drake would want her to rescue Jessica first. She had a sinking feeling she would be honoring his last request.
EACH OF THE VAMPIRES stared at Ion, distraught that their leader had been taken down. For a few seconds, an unnatural silence fell over the pavilion. Then Ion opened his eyes. He morphed into a vampire, his face contorted in rage.
“Kill them!”
Toni gasped as Ion crashed into the seats, fearing the worst. She was about to run to his side when she spotted the huntress and the child across from her in the orchestra section. The huntress spoke to the child, then the two separated. She watched the huntress race back up the orchestra section, heading for the walkway that ran along the right side of the pavilion.
Toni turned to the vampires on stage with her. “You two, go after the child.”
Both creatures jumped off of the stage and ran after Jim.
Toni raced to the corner of the stage, climbed the speaker system that towered up its side, and jumped onto the walkway. The two vampires standing there looked confused.
“What do we do now, mistress?”
“Hide and wait for the huntress.” Toni pushed the vampires behind one of the support columns.
DRAKE TOOK ADVANTAGE of the precious seconds granted to him following Ion’s fall. Reaching into the bag, he withdrew the two bottles of Heaven’s Fire. Taking one in each hand, he pressed down on the detonator caps with his thumbs. He had only a few seconds before they ignited.
“Kill them!” Ion bellowed.
Drake had less time than he thought. Holding the first bottle by its neck, he lobbed it overhand at the pair of vampires blocking his escape. The glass shattered as the detonator cap ignited. Homemade napalm doused both creatures. The flaming detergent clung to their skin and clothes, charring flesh and searing through muscle, while the crystallized holy water melted and seeped into the wounds, causing unbearable agony. The vampires emitted an unearthly howl. Thrashing around, the female vampire tumbled over the railing, crashing into the seats below where it erupted into a cloud of ash. The remaining vampire gave out a final anguished cry and collapsed onto the walkway, its body dissolving into a pile of cinders that still burned from the napalm.
Drake saw none of this. The first bottle barely left his hand when he tossed the second at the pair of vampires at the other end of the walkway, both of which were already racing forward. It shattered against the first creature, covering it in flames. Tumbling to the ground, it writhed in pain as the fire consumed it. The second vampire escaped the brunt of the attack, though some of the Heaven’s Fire splattered into its face and eyes. It howled yet continued to charge. Drake pulled out a stake. When the vampire drew near, Drake stepped aside and plunged the stake into its heart as it passed by. The vampire disintegrated in a geyser of blood and a shower of dust.
Drake had taken out the four vampires surrounding him, but in the process traded the frying pan for the fire. Literally. Because of the Heaven’s Fire, both ends of the walkway were awash in flames, with Drake trapped in the middle.
THE DEATH WAILS of the four vampires incinerated by Drake ripped through the pavilion, slicing through the rest of the coven like daggers. And intensifying their bloodlust for revenge.
Of the two vampires Toni sent after Jim, the larger of them noticed Drake trapped between the burning remains of vampires. It stopped and grabbed the other one by its arm.
“What’s wrong?”
“Up there.” The larger vampire pointed to Drake. “The hunter has boxed himself in.”
“So?”
“You go after the child. I’m going to kill the hunter.” Without waiting for a response, the larger vampire lumbered off in the direction of the walkway.
RUNNING BACK UP the lawn seating section, Jim stopped to examine the pavilion. The stairs leading to the control room started halfway down the left walkway and ran along the pavilion’s outer wall. He bolted for the walkway entrance and raced down its length, then turned right and rushed up the stairs. An elevated catwalk thirty feet long extended at a ninety-degree angle from the top of the stairs and over the loge seating, connecting with the control room. Jim started down the walkway when the door to the control room opened. Bill stepped out, blocking Jim’s path.
“Look what we have here.” The words gurgled through Bill’s gaping throat. “The hunter sent a boy to do a man’s job.”
Jim’s first instinct told him to run, but he fought back the urge. He needed to rescue Jessica. If Drake and Alison could take on the rest of the nest, he could take on a single vampire his own age and size. Besides, Jim was tired of cowering, and would be damned if running would be the last thing he did in his life.
“Get out of my way,” Jim ordered. “Jessica’s going to die if I don’t save her.”
“Like I give a fuck. The bitch never even gave me the right time of day when I was alive.” Bill bared his fangs and growled. “You’ll have to kill me first.”
“That was my plan.”
Jim reached his right hand behind him and removed the crossbow from his belt. With his left, he pulled a bolt from his leg holster. He raised the crossbow into firing position, dropped the bolt into its grove, and aimed. Bill’s dead eyes focused on the pinpoint glare of the laser scope, and looked down to see the recticle centered directly over his heart. His face contorted with the realization of what was about to happen.
Jim squeezed the trigger. Thanks to the adjustments he had made, the bolt found its mark, punching through Bill’s chest and into his heart. Blood gushed from the wound. Bill looked up and began to mouth “Fuck” when his body disintegrated. Jim raced forward and entered the control room, kicking the pile of ash off the catwalk as he passed.
Inside the control room, Jim found himself completely outside of his element. He could build weapons to combat the undead, but had no clue as to how to operate the various systems inside the pavilion. Reading the controls did no good, for few of them were marked. With nothing else to guide him, Jim picked a switch and flipped it on.
The banks of speakers on either side of the stage emitted a deafening squelch.
Jim flipped a second switch. A kaleidoscope of projected images danced across the stage.
He flipped a third switch. One of the klieg lights on the platform came on. At least he was getting closer.
Jim tried the remaining switches until he found one that lit up a small green light just above a large black knob began. Jim turned the knob to the left. A loud metallic clang echoed through the pavilion. Looking through the control room window, Jim saw the platform begin a slow descent to the floor.
Jim heard the clanging of feet on metal. He looked up in time to see through the reflection in the window a vampire running along the catwalk toward him.
JESSICA HUNG FROM THE PLATFORM, the rope binding her hands hooked precariously over one of the klieg lights. She looked over her shoulder to see what caused the twin fires burning behind her. Twisting her body caused the klieg light to bend even further, threatening to drop her into the orchestra section. What an inglorious way to die.
Suddenly, one of the klieg lights on the opposite side of the platform clicked on for a few seconds, then went out. Two more off to her right and one off to her left did the same. Then the one she hung from. The glare blinded her, hurting her eyes. Thankfully, the light shut off after a second, though it would take some time before she could see again.
A jolt from the platform frightened Jessica. At first, she thought the remaining chains had given way. Rather than plummeting to her death, she felt herself being gently lowered. Thank God, she thought.
USING THE BACKS of the seats that were not damaged, Ion pulled himself into a standing position. His spine was fractured, restricting his movements. It would take a few minutes to heal. Ion could already feel his legs beginning to respond to his commands.
Ion watched with growing fury as, one by one, the coven succumbed to the hunter. Four of them in as many seconds. Undoubtedly, more of his children would fall before the night was over. No matter, for in the end the hunter would die. The human had trapped himself on the walkway, like prey in a cage. His death would be simple. Extraordinarily painful, but simple. This time, Ion would not waste time on melodramatics and give the hunter a chance to escape.
A rhythmic clanging above his head drew Ion’s attention. He looked up to see the platform descend with Jessica dangling helplessly. Before he killed the hunter, he would first feed off of his woman.
ALISON RACED UP the lawn to the entrance to the right-hand walkway. She discarded the goggles, but still clutched the stake in her right hand. By the time she arrived at the portion of the walkway overlooking the pavilion, Jim began to lower the platform. Right into Ion’s clutches.
Alison paused and keyed the talk button on her radio. “Jim, can you hear me?”
No response.
“Jim, this is Alison. If you can hear me, stop lowering the platform.”
Still no response.
“What’s wrong?” asked Drake from his radio.
“Jim’s lowering Jessica right into a master. I can’t get in touch with him. Can you?”
“I’m burning the candle at both ends here.”
“And I’m too far away…”
A powerful set of arms wrapped themselves around Alison from behind, pinning her arms. She dropped the stake. The attacker spun Alison to the right, away from the railing. A second vampire stood nearby, grinning maliciously. Toni stepped in front of Alison. “We have some unfinished business.”
Alison began to call for help, but Toni covered the huntress’ mouth with her hand. “First, a few rules. No talking during the performance.”
Toni ripped the radio off of Alison’s belt. She crumbled it in her hand, then tossed the fragments over the railing. “The use of cell phones and other electronic devices is prohibited.”
Alison tried to break free, but the vampire that held her was too strong. The harder she struggled, the tighter its grip became. She tried to move her arms, but could not. She tried to scream, but Toni’s hand remained clamped tightly over her mouth. Panic welled up inside Alison. Her nightmare was becoming reality.
Toni leaned over, putting her face close to Alison’s. “Now sit back and enjoy the show.”
Morphing into a vampire, Toni turned her head to one side and plunged her fangs into Alison’s neck.
FROM THE OPPOSITE WALKWAY, Drake watched the attack on Alison. He wanted to help but could not because he had problems of his own. A large vampire jumped onto the walkway on the opposite side of the flames, then darted forward. Its snarl became a shriek.
Drake saw his opportunity and took it. He stood in the center of the walkway ten feet from the burning corpses, faced the oncoming creature, and waited. When the vampire leapt to clear the flames, Drake pulled the twin Glocks from their shoulder holsters. He fired four rounds from each pistol into the vampire’s chest. Each of the rounds tore into the vampire’s chest, not only stopping its forward momentum but propelling it backwards so that it crashed into the flames. Rushing forward, Drake jumped onto the vampire’s chest, almost losing his footing as it thrashed around in agony, then emerged onto the other side of the flames. Spinning around, he emptied the remaining twelve rounds into the vampire’s head. Each round ripped a chunk out of its skull, effectively decapitating it. As the vampire disintegrated with a soulless wail, Drake popped out the empty magazines, inserted two new ones, and reholstered the Glocks. He raced off down the walkway to help Jessica.
ION HEARD THE MULTIPLE gunshots above him. Spinning around, he watched yet another of his children being slaughtered by the hunter. At least five of the coven taken down, and as yet not a single human had been banished to hell.
Even worse, the hunter was now free and posed a danger to them all.
Ion looked up. The platform had been lowered just over halfway to the floor. He would deal with Jessica later. Because of the aggravation she had caused him, she would suffer accordingly.
Spinning around, Ion set off to confront Drake.
WITHOUT REVEALING THAT he was aware of the danger, Jim carefully watched the approaching vampire in the reflection from the control room window. He had seconds to react. Reaching into his canvas bag for the bottles of Heaven’s Fire, he pressed down on the detonator caps with his right thumb, then gently slid the bag to the floor. Jim finished just as the vampire reached the door to the control room and leapt, hoping to surprise its prey.
Instead, Jim flattened himself against the side wall. The vampire slammed chest first into the control panel, momentarily dazed. Jim ran for the exit, slamming the door shut behind him. He heard the vampire snarl after him, followed immediately by the detonator caps igniting.
A massive fireball consumed the control room, blowing out the windows and flinging the door from its hinge, knocking Jim to the catwalk. He rolled over in time to see the vampire, in flames, jump out of the control room and pounce. Jim held up his arms in front of his face to ward off the attack, but instead was showered with embers.
Jim got to his feet and brushed himself off. As he coughed up the cinders lodged in his throat, he began to empathize with Alison’s complaint about the inadequate pay. He felt in his back pocket for the stake which, miraculously, had not fallen out during the melee. Brandishing it in his right hand, he set out to help Jessica.
TONI’S FANGS HAD BARELY SUNK into Alison’s neck when the vampire howled in anguish. Releasing her bite, Toni fell back against the guardrail, her hand covering her mouth. The holy water Alison had splattered on her neck seared Toni’s lips and gums. Wisps of white smoke rose from the burnt tissue. She panted heavily.
“You bitch.” Toni slurred the words.
“Damn right.”
A sudden rush of adrenalin overrode Alison’s initial panic. She felt the grip around her arms weaken ever so slightly. Lifting her legs, Alison slid out of the vampire’s grasp and fell to the deck. She reached out, grabbed the stake, and rolled over as the vampire bent over for the kill. Alison shoved the stake up, plunging it into the vampire’s heart. Blood erupted onto her as its death throes began. Alison did not wait for the vampire to die. Jumping to her feet, she prepared for the inevitable attack.
The second vampire hesitated, uncertain whether to kill the hunter or help its master.
Toni leaned against the guardrail, tears streaming down her face. She removed her hand from in front of her mouth, revealing lips and gums horribly scarred and disfigured, and teeth burnt black by the holy water.
“Kill her!” Toni slurred.
The second vampire started toward Alison when the fireball tore apart the control room and shook the pavilion. The vampire hesitated, knocked unsteady by the explosion. Alison lunged forward, aiming the stake at its heart. The tip broke skin, but the vampire grabbed Alison’s wrist and prevented her from completing penetration. It bared its fangs and sneered. Alison placed her free hand on the hilt of the stake, then pushed with all her strength. The vampire stumbled back for several feet until it slammed into a vertical support beam. Alison shoved hard one final time, driving the stake through its heart. Ignoring its death throes, she quickly backed away and turned to confront Toni.
Toni, however, had had enough. She raced down the walkway to the far end. Jumping onto the outer guardrail, she propelled herself through the air, sailing one hundred yards and landing on the pavilion’s far wall. She scrambled up the wooden wall and disappeared over the top. Spinning around, she knelt down, staying out of sight as she watched the battle play out. Toni desperately hoped Ion would be all right.
AFTER A MINUTE that seemed like an eternity, Jessica felt her feet hit cement. When the edge of the platform connected with the tops of the seats, she swung her hands over the klieg lights and stepped back so as not to be crushed. After scanning the area to make certain she was not in any immediate danger, Jessica used her teeth to untie the knot around her hands.
Above her, an explosion rocked the pavilion. Jessica ducked seconds before being showered with shards of broken glass. She stood up to examine herself, relieved to find only a few minor cuts and scrapes. Nothing to worry about.
Jessica looked up to the walkway where she last saw Drake, but he had escaped. She scanned the loge and balcony sections, but saw no sign of him. She spotted Alison running along the opposite walkway toward the lawn. Not wanting to be alone, Jessica set off after her.
REACHING THE END OF THE WALKWAY, Drake raced around the corner abutment and started down the lawn.
And ran directly into Ion.
The master grabbed Drake by the throat and squeezed tightly, cutting off Drake’s supply of air. Drake struggled in vain to break the iron-hard grip. “You’re not so tough without the bitch to help you, are you?”
Ion’s hand clasped Drake’s throat tighter, stopping the flow of blood to the brain. Drake felt himself becoming disoriented. He clawed at the vampire’s hand and arm, digging his nails into the skin and tearing out chunks of dead flesh.
Ion brought his arm close, pulling Drake’s face into his own. “Don’t worry, hunter. I don’t plan on killing you that easily.”
With a mighty thrust, Ion threw Drake twenty feet across the lawn. Drake landed on his back, knocking out of him what little wind he had left. He gasped frantically for air. Too weak to stand, Drake rolled onto his stomach and tried to crawl away.
Ion stepped up beside Drake. Grabbing him by the hair, Ion lifted the hunter off the ground. Morphing into a vampire, he shoved his face into Drake’s. “I need to pay you back for all the aggravation you’ve put me through. This is for my children you’ve hunted down and butchered.”
Ion threw Drake another twenty feet. Drake hit his head on the cement pathway. His vision blurred. Only vaguely aware of his surroundings, he rolled onto his stomach and raised himself onto his hands and knees. When Drake opened his eyes, the ground spun beneath him. He swayed, nearly passing out.
“This is for your bitch blinding me in the morgue.”
Ion kicked Drake in the ribcage. The hunter left the ground, spun twice, and landed ten feet away on his stomach. He tried to breath, but pain shot through his ribcage, and his lungs ached as he drew in air. Drake could not tell if he was lying on his chest or back. A hand grabbed him by the shirt and yanked him off the ground.
“This is for disfiguring Antoinette.”
Ion tossed the hunter into the gardener’s cart. Drake bounced off, falling onto the tools that were on the ground. His chest erupted in spasms of agony. The blades of the three-foot-long shears cut into his face.
Ion walked up behind Drake. He twisted his neck right and left, removing the kinks in preparation for feeding, then snarled in hatred.
“And this is for being foolish enough to challenge me.”
JESSICA RUSHED OUT of the orchestra section in time to see Ion ambush Drake. Ducking down behind the small cement retaining wall that ran along the edge of the lawn, she ran hunched over. She passed underneath the left-hand walkway, jumped up onto the lawn and, using the cement abutment as cover, ran up to the walkway entrance. She found Jim crouching behind the abutment.
Jim spun around, falling backwards against the cement. He lifted the stake to stab her, but lowered it when he saw who it was.
“Jesus, you scared the shit out of me.”
“Why are you hiding while Drake is getting his ass kicked?”
“I’m not hiding,” Jim said defensively. “I just got here myself.”
“Then do something?”
“What? Charge a master across an open lawn. With his sense of smell? He’d take me down before I could get near.”
“So then we just sit?”
“No. We have to sneak up on it.”
The wood chipper sat fifty feet away, providing them with cover.
“You stay here,” ordered Jim.
“Screw that. I’m going with you.”
Jim sighed. “Okay. But stay low.”
ALISON REACHED THE ENTRANCE to the right-hand walkway in time to see Ion throw Drake into the gardener’s cart. She broke into a run. Ion got to Drake first, hovering over him, taunting him.
Oh God, pleaded Alison. Don’t let him die like this…
“AND THIS IS FOR BEING foolish enough to challenge me.”
If Drake did not act now, he would die. He could not see very well, but he could feel. In particular, the pruning shears beneath him that cut into his skin. Grabbing the handles, Drake waited until he saw Ion’s knees bending, then used what little strength remained to roll onto his back and raise the shears. He hoped to catch the master’s neck and decapitate, but only partially raised the shears. Instead, the V-shaped prongs plunged into Ion’s chest on either side of his heart. Drake tried to close them, but did not have the strength. Ion grabbed the handles and yanked the shears out of Drake’s hands. Pulling gently so as not to damage his heart, Ion removed the shears from his chest, then tossed them as far away as possible. The wound was damaging, but not fatal. Ion needed to get away as quickly as possible in order to regenerate.
Alison slammed into Ion, knocking them both to the ground. She quickly rolled over into a standing position, the stake still in her right hand, and charged Ion again. Ion got to his knees and blocked her. Grabbing her by the wrist, Ion twisted roughly, forcing open Alison’s palm. She dropped the stake. Still clutching Alison’s wrist, Ion rose to his feet and flung her by the arm against the wood chipper. She cracked her head on the debris chute, momentarily dazed.
With difficulty, Drake struggled to his feet, using the gardener’s cart as support. He watched as Ion tossed Alison against the wood chipper. His mind told him to go to her aid, but his body would not respond.
Ion walked over to the chipper. Bending over, he clutched Alison by the leg and dragged her from under the chute. Alison clawed at the ground to get away, but succeeded only in grabbing a handful of dirt and grass. When Ion stopped pulling, she rolled onto her back and gazed into the master’s face.
“I’ve had enough of you two.” Ion spat the words. “This ends right now.”
“Sounds good to me.” Alison threw the dirt and grass into Ion’s eyes, blinding him. Bringing her left leg up to her chest, she kicked out and slammed the heel of her boot into Ion’s wound. He cried out, half a bellow of pain and half a howl of fury. Ion bent over, gasping.
Drake summoned his strength and rushed forward, aiming at the blurred image that he hoped was Ion. Colliding with the master, Drake shoved its head down the debris chute. Holding it in place, Drake turned to Jim.
“Turn it on!”
Jim scanned the chipper until he found a green button labeled START, then pressed it. The machine thundered to life. The blades made a sickening thud as they dug into Ion’s head. Ion bellowed, an agonizing cry that shook Drake to his marrow. Ion tried to pull himself free, but the blades dug in too deeply. He howled and thrashed about until his skull shattered, spilling brain and tissue that was instantly chewed into pulp. Bits of fractured skull and brain matter shot out the exit chute, followed by a stream of blood. Jim did not hit the STOP button until the chipper started spitting out ash.
As the chipper ground to a halt, an eerie silence fell over Wolf Trap. Only the sounds of approaching sirens broke the silence.
Jessica raced over to Drake and hugged him. He returned the gesture, but only for a few seconds before dropping to his knees. Jessica cupped his face in her hands. “Are you all right?”
“Just exhausted. How about you?”
“I’ll live.”
“That’s why we’re here.” Drake gave her hand a squeeze.
Drake looked around to see how the others had faired. He watched Alison sit up, steadying herself on the gore-stained debris chute. She saw him and smiled. “Looks like I owe you again for saving my life.”
“It’s easier than training a replacement. How are you doing?”
“I could use a few days off.”
Drake smiled. “We all could.”
The sirens drew closer. Flashing red and blue lights reflected off the trees outside the main entrance. Jim stepped over and crouched in front of Drake. “Do you think we should get out of here?”
“No.” It was the only response he could muster.
The four of them sat in silence, waiting for the police and emergency vehicles to arrive. And thankful to be alive.
FROM HER PERCH on top of the pavilion, Toni had a bird’s eye view of the battle between Ion and the hunters. She hoped to watch Ion kill them, but instead witnessed his death. The only emotion she could muster for Ion was a single tear. She wiped her eye and stood. Running across the roof of the pavilion, Toni dove off of the top and disappeared into the surrounding night.




12.
TONI CLIMBED THE ENTRYWAY from the sewer into the basement of the row house, and then paused to rest. She was exhausted. Physically. Mentally. Spiritually. The events of the last eight hours had drained her more than she originally thought.
After escaping from Wolf Trap, Toni walked for several miles along the deserted road that led back to the urban areas, looking for a means of transportation back to Washington. Eventually she found her ride at a small rest area, nothing more than a dirt road that branched off the main street and doglegged behind a copse of trees before reconnecting with the main road. A young man sat behind the wheel, unbeknownst to him his life span now measured in minutes.
As she approached the vehicle, Toni noticed that the man was not alone. A petite blonde sat in the passenger’s seat, leaning over into his lap and pleasing him with her mouth. Toni stealthily waited until she heard him groan. She then opened the door, clasped his head in both hands, and twisted it one hundred and eighty degrees. The blonde looked up, shocked, cum splattered across her mouth and chin. Before the girl could scream, Toni had clasped a taloned hand over her face and squeezed until the little blonde head erupted like a rotten melon. Toni’s only regret had been, after licking her hand clean of the gore and tasting the young man’s cum, that she could not have spent the time to feast on his vitality. But with time running out, Toni disposed of the bodies in a nearby creek and took their car back into Washington.
By the time she reached the District, the rapidly approaching dawn tinted the eastern horizon reddish-orange. Vehicles filled with early commuters began to fill the main roads and side streets, making it difficult for her to move around unnoticed. Toni drove to an abandoned neighborhood a few blocks from the row house before she found an isolated spot near a row of condemned stores to park the car. She disappeared down a nearby manhole just as the first rays of the sun broke over the building tops and washed down the street. Ten minutes later, she arrived at the row house.
An eerily empty row house.
Toni made her way upstairs to the kitchen and into the foyer. Once thriving with activity, the row house now sat silent. She looked into each room as she passed by, as if hoping to find the members of the coven resting after a night of feeding. Instead, she found only empty mattresses soiled with blood. The corpses of humans and small animals in various stages of decay. And piles of clothes and shoes, the detritus of previous victims.
She trudged up the winding staircase and stopped at the landing. Resting her hands on the railing, Toni peered down into the emptiness. She felt guilty at having survived. No. Not guilty, for guilt was a human emotion. Disgust. Or better yet, contempt. Contempt for allowing the hunters to live. Contempt for not dying honorably in battle. Contempt for abandoning the coven to preserve her own existence.
Spinning around, Toni made her way to the master bedroom. She swung open the twin doors and stared, half hoping to find Ion in bed with a young tramp, seducing her, feeding on her. The room was empty except for a rat that scurried across the mattress, feeding off what human remains it could find. Crossing the bedroom, Toni entered the bathroom. The door felt heavy. She shoved, pushing across the tiled floor a decaying corpse left over from an earlier meal. A wave of maggots washed out of the rotten chest cavity while a horde of cockroaches scurried for safety. Toni paid no attention, her interest being drawn to the shards of a shattered mirror whose remnants hung on the wall above the sink.
The image that greeted Toni set off a fury in her. She placed a hand over her mouth and felt the lips. The holy water the huntress had worn had seared Toni’s lips and gums like acid. In this situation, her regenerative powers would be useless. While the rawness of the wounds would heal, the scarring would be permanent. Just like her chest. Thanks to that bitch, Toni’s once stunningly-attractive body had been turned into a walking deformity, a monstrosity. She would no longer be able to entice young men to her bed, sucking them of their energy before draining them of their life blood. Thanks to her hideousness, she could no longer enjoy the thrill of the seduction, but would have to hunt her meals like a predator. For all eternity.
For that, the huntress would pay dearly.
Bunching her fingers into a fist, Toni punched the mirror shards, shattering them even further and holing the wall. The crunch of bone mixed with breaking tile. A rush of pain excited Toni’s senses as her knuckles and wrists fractured under the stress. No matter. These wounds would regenerate. Until they did, they would help focus her mind and fuel her lust for revenge.
The huntress would pay.
They all would.
Toni would rebuild the coven. It would take time, but time was the one thing the undead had in abundance. She would quickly produce a few vampires to serve as bodyguards and hunter-gatherers, and would lay low until fully regenerated. Then she would reconstitute the coven. This time, however, it would be larger and stronger. She would not make the same mistakes as Ion. Her vampires would prowl throughout the city, pulling in victims from all corners of the District, overwhelming the hunters’ ability to fight back. She would choose the members of the coven carefully, selecting only the strongest, the most cunning, and the most cruel. All others who passed through this row house would serve as little more than cattle off of which the coven would feed.
Once the coven became too powerful for the hunters to stop, Toni would take care of them once and for all. The child was irrelevant, a mere nuisance. She would give him to the coven to do with as they pleased. Alison, however, would suffer indescribable tortures by Toni’s own hands. Toni intended to disfigure her, to tear the beauty from the huntress just as the bitch had done to her. She would put the huntress through physical torments unimaginable by humans. And Drake Matthews would be forced to watch. The huntress’ suffering would stop only when the hunter agreed to join Toni as a master. Once he joined Toni as her servant, his first task would be to turn the huntress into a vampire.
Toni and Drake then would sire more masters, mentor them, and dispatch them throughout the States to establish covens in other cities, each beholden to her.
But all that lay in the future. Right now, Toni needed to rest. She crawled into bed and fell asleep, her lust for revenge deforming her mind as surely as the holy water had deformed her body.
*     *     *
THE NEXT TWENTY-FOUR HOURS held no surprises for Drake and Alison, though it did open a whole new realm of experiences for Jim and Jessica.
A horde of police cars, fire engines, and emergency vehicles descended upon Wolf Trap, responding to numerous phone calls from nearby residents who reported hearing explosions or witnessing flames coming from the pavilion. What they found were three fuel-induced fires burning out of control, significant destruction to the pavilion, and four exhausted and battered trespassers. Within hours, the small group of suspects was behind bars in the Vienna Police Station charged with breaking and entering, trespassing, arson, willful destruction of property, numerous firearms violations, and a host of other indictments that surely would grow with time.
When allowed to make their obligatory phone calls, Drake contacted Smith and requested bail. With his usual unemotional professionalism, tinted with a slight tone of frustration, Smith told him to sit tight and give him a few hours. Jessica placed her call to Dan, whose response was highly emotional and less professional. Once through with the initial round of ranting and profanity, Dan agreed to come down and get her out, and asked what bail had been set at. After the second round of ranting and profanity, Dan promised to be there as soon as he could raise the money.
The interrogation process did not veer from the usual. Alison refused to answer any questions despite all manner of intimidation. Her interrogators even tried the bad cop/worse cop routine, which amused her. Drake agreed to cooperate if he could have an iced coffee and a cigar, then proceeded to answer each question with a variation of “I don’t know” until his interrogators brought him back to his cell.
Jim was the only one who talked, and no one at the police station believed him. Never having been briefed on how to handle this type of situation, Jim told his interrogators everything. About the existence of vampires. About what he had witnessed since joining the hunters. He even provided a detailed, blow-by-blow description of the battle at Wolf Trap. Jim never expected to be believed, and as such felt that he was not betraying Drake’s confidence. He figured his interrogators would consider him delusional at best, or more than likely completely divorced from reality. It would not have surprised Jim to know that the police had called in a psychiatrist to give him a mental evaluation.
The psychiatrist never got the chance to talk with Jim.
Shortly before seven the next morning, a female officer came down to the holding cells and took away Jessica, telling the reporter that her editor had posted bail. Twenty minutes later, a second officer came down for the hunters. They went through the by-now-familiar routine of checking out their belongings and signing forms.
As the hunters exited the police station, Smith stood in the parking lot to greet them. As always, he wore a black Savile Row suit with a pink shirt and red silk tie. He leaned against their Ram, which had been towed here from the impound lot and parked in front of the station. Smith looked out of place, yet Drake had never been happier to see him. Upon seeing his protégées, Smith pushed himself off of the pick-up and walked across the parking lot to greet them. His face did not bear his usual pleasant professionalism.
Drake grasped Smith’s hand with his right, giving it a hearty shake. “You don’t know how glad we are to see you.”
“I bet.”
Alison stepped forward and gave Smith a quick, friendly hug. “What would we do without you?”
“Probably ten to twenty, with time off for good behavior.” Not knowing how to respond to the hug, Smith gave Alison a gentle pat on the back with his right hand, then stepped back.
“Consider us job security,” said Drake.
“Then I can’t wait until retirement,” Smith said with a grin. He quickly grew serious again. “How many did you take out this time?”
“Eight snuffies and a master,” said Drake. “A second master got away, but she’s banged up pretty bad.”
“But she’ll regenerate, right?”
“Not fully. A lot of the damage was caused by holy water. She’s going to carry quite a few scars around with her.”
“Good. If she’s marked up, she won’t be able to travel around so easily. With luck, you can track her down before she rebuilds the nest.”
Drake agreed, but knew the team would need a few days off before they could go out again. “Do you know where Jessica is?”
Smith gestured over his shoulder to the other end of the parking lot. Jessica stood beside a dark green Saturn ten spaces down from the Ram, talking to a man.
“Who’s that?” asked Drake.
“Dan Philips, her editor. He had already bailed her out when I arrived, otherwise I would have. I assume in the future I’ll be looking out for her, too?”
Drake looked over at Jessica, admiring how good she looked in her business suit despite it being covered with dust and dirt, and despite having spent the last two days on the edge of hell. “I hope so.”
“As if you don’t get into enough trouble already.” Smith adjusted his suit jacket and pulled on the sleeves. “If you’re all set, I’ll be going.”
Smith left the parking lot and walked down the street, presumably to his car that was parked away from prying eyes. At the same time, Jessica and Dan finished their conversation. Dan moved to the door of the Saturn, giving Drake a suspicious look before getting in. As Dan started the engine and pulled out of the parking space, Jessica walked over to Drake.
Jessica threw her arms around Drake and gave him a hug. “I’m glad to see you’re all right.”
Drake’s cracked ribs burned with pain, but he was not about to complain. Placing his arms around Jessica’s waist, he hugged back. He could not help but notice how warm she felt against him. “You knew I survived.”
“I was referring to you spending another night in casa de copland.”
“I’m practically a Gold Card member.” Drake broke the hug, but kept his hands on her hips. He motioned to where she had been talking to Dan a few minutes earlier. “How did you make out with your editor?”
“He took it much better than I thought.”
“Why’s that?”
“Because I fed him the biggest line of bullshit in my career.”
“Which is?”
“That you’re really one of the good guys.”
“Thanks. I think.”
Jessica smiled embarrassingly. “Because of the three-hundred-year-old bone fragments ashes found at the Woodrow Wilson Bridge, he thought you were involved with grave robbing. I told him you’re a private investigator working to crack open an organ harvesting ring.”
“And he believed you?”
“Not fully. But when you’re dealing with old bone fragments, unexplained murders, disappearing bodies, and a morgue massacre, it’s the best I could come up with. Besides, it’s a lot easier than accepting the existence if vampires. So he’ll believe it.” Jessica grinned. “For now.”
“So Dan likes me?” Drake joked.
“I wouldn’t go that far. But there’ll be no expose of you on the front page of The Standard.”
Drake smiled. It was nice to see that Jessica could maintain a sense of humor despite last night. You needed one to maintain your sanity in this job. But he knew his next question would break that mood.
“How did you explain Bill’s death?”
Jessica dropped her head, momentarily avoiding eye contact. “I told him Bill called me two nights ago saying he had knocked up his girlfriend and needed a while to straighten things out. If Bill never shows up again, Dan will just assume he ran out on her.” A tear rolled down Jessica’s cheek.
“How are you doing?” Drake asked.
Jessica sniffed. “I’m alive.”
“In my line of work, that’s a major accomplishment.”
“As I’ve learned. The hard way.” Jessica wiped her eyes. “So what’s next?”
“The female master escaped. As long as she’s alive, she can rebuild the nest. We need to kill her quickly if we want to close down this nest once and for all.”
“That’ll make one hell of a story.”
“I think that can be arranged.” Drake liked the idea of having Jessica around more often. “Though you’ll never get Dan to publish it.”
“I’ll use it in my memoirs.” She smiled again, then fidgeted from one foot to the other. “You know, I never said thank you for saving my life.”
“That’s what I get paid for.”
“What you did….” Jessica looked beyond Drake to where Alison and Jim stood by the Ram. “…what you all did was more than just your job. You put your lives on the line for me. Thanks.”
Alison stood with her arms folded across her chest. She nodded and forced a smile. Jim responded with a half-hearted salute.
Jessica looked at her watch. “It’s still early. Why don’t I take you to supper?”
“That’s great,” chimed in Jim. “I’m starving.”
“I’m sorry. I meant the invitation only for….” Jessica became embarrassed.
Drake tried to help her out. “What Jessica meant was that she wants to interview me privately about last night.”
“No,” said Jessica. “I’m asking you out on a date.”
Drake did not expect this turn of events. Not that it was unpleasant. He found Jessica attractive. It would be nice to spend time with her when the topic of conversation did not revolve around vampires. After spending so many months battling the undead, he could stand to do some living for a change. Drake could not think of anything he would rather do right now than spend the next few hours with Jessica.
Except for one thing.
“Can I take a rain check on dinner?”
“Oh. Okay.” Drake’s response took Jessica by surprise. “Don’t feel that you have to…”
“I want to have dinner with you. There’s just something I need to take care of first.”
A taxi pulled into the parking lot and stopped in front of the police station. Drake turned to Alison. “I’m going to catch a ride back into Washington. Would you mind taking Jim and Jessica home?”
Alison nodded. “That you pay me enough to do.”
“Thanks.” And to Jessica, “I’ll call you tomorrow.”
Drake raced across the parking lot, hailing the taxi. Having dropped of his passenger, the driver had started to pull away, but stopped when he heard Drake. Drake opened the door and jumped into the back. Within seconds, the taxi pulled out of the lot and turned onto the main street.
Jessica watched the taxi depart, then turned to the others. “Did I say something wrong?”
“Nope.” Jim circled behind the Ram and got into the right rear passenger seat. “Drake treats everyone that way.”
“Don’t listen to him,” comforted Alison. “If Drake wasn’t interested, he would have said so. He just has something he needs to take care of first. Come on, let’s go home.”
*     *     *
IT HURT TO OPEN the apartment door. As Drake turned the key, his arm muscles throbbed. After last night, it hurt even to breathe. He really should have gone directly to the hospital, but first needed to take care of something more important. With an effort that seemed Herculean under the circumstances, he turned the knob and stepped inside.
A reassuring sound greeted Drake as he entered—Van Helsing racing around his cage, happy that his human companion had come home. Drake lumbered down the hall, clicking his tongue against the roof of his mouth in greeting. When he entered the dining room, Van Helsing hopped from one side of his cage to the other. Drake stepped over to the table and opened the cage door. Van Helsing hopped out onto the table and, for the first time ever, jumped into Drake’s arms. Even that hurt, but Drake did not mind. Gently wrapping his arms around his companion, Drake hugged Van Helsing. It was difficult to tell who was more appreciative of seeing the other.
Placing Van Helsing on the floor, Drake gave him a loving pat on the rump, sending the rabbit on a happy jaunt through the apartment. Drake made his way into the kitchen. He could use a hot meal, but settled for three shots of Baker’s Bourbon in a tumbler. Taking the tumbler with him into the bathroom, Drake removed two Aleve tablets from their bottle, popped them into his mouth, and rinsed them down with the bourbon.
Though he did not have the energy, Drake forced himself to strip and climb into the shower. The first burst of water hurt when it struck his skin. Once the stream heated and the pulsing action kicked in, he was glad he opted for the shower. His muscles went from a throb to a dull ache. More importantly, the shower relieved some of the tension in his mind.
A major battle against the vampires had been won. Miraculously, each of the hunters had survived. Wiping out a master and an entire nest was a plus. A very gratifying one. None of that negated the fact that a master escaped. Although he hoped the master would be smart enough to leave Washington and reestablish its nest elsewhere, reality warned him that the master would more than likely stay in the area. If it did, it would be pissed off and would be looking for revenge. This war was far from over.
Drake would deal with that later. Right now, he required rest more than anything else.
Drake turned off the faucets. When he opened the shower door, Van Helsing lay sprawled on the mat, patiently waiting. Drake petted him with a wet hand, then chuckled as his friend hopped off into a corner and shook the water off of his head. Grabbing a towel off of the rack, Drake dried himself.
Ten minutes later, he trudged into his living room and collapsed into his reclining chair. Chugging down the last of the bourbon, Drake placed the empty glass on the end table and reclined. Almost immediately, he heard the patter of running feet and a thump as Van Helsing jumped onto his lap. With a single hop, Van Helsing moved onto Drake’s chest and presented himself, the large brown eyes begging for affection. Drake took the floppy ears between his thumb and index finger, and gently massaged.
After a minute, Drake began to doze. Van Helsing flopped over and settled down on Drake’s chest, clicking his teeth, happy to have him home. As for Drake, for the first time in days he dozed off and slept like the dead.
Not the undead, as he had feared.
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